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			“I saw there wading | through rivers wild

			Treacherous men | and murderers too,

			And workers of ill | with the wives of men;

			There Nithhogg sucked | the blood of the slain,

			And the wolf tore men; | would you know yet more?”

			—Havamal, stanza 39
translated by Henry Adams Bellows

		

	
		
			Steese Highway, Alaska

			March, 20—

			Light slashed the sky, a cut in the belly of the night.

			The cargo truck drifted to the side. Len Bayliss opened his eyes and pulled back onto the highway’s narrow strip. The coffee and chocolate had him amped, but he had closed his eyes to check, even as he drove. He had to know it was there, burnt into his mind.

			The cut in the belly of the night.

			All fire, that cut. 

			His wife hadn’t seen it, but the dogs had. Woke him from his nest on the couch an hour early, barking and yapping and doing that thing where they sounded like humans crying. He saw it because they summoned him out back by the woodshed. There it was—bright blood in the night. 

			“Quit it,” he told them. “Ain’t nothin’ at all.”

			He had to give them one of his own steaks to shut them up.

			And now you better recoup some a’ that grocery money, he thought.

			He pressed on the gas.

			Not to mention rent money, pill money, insurance money, and all hell else. He kept his eyes on the road and took the curve as fast as he dared. Speed only mattered if you didn’t crash.

			He turned on the radio.

			“…space rock flying at thirty-five kilometers per second. It burst into flames when it hit the Earth’s atmosphere, a detonation equaling twelve Hiroshima bombs.”

			He turned off the radio. 

			The news wouldn’t stop with the damn meteorite. But it’s not a meteorite because it didn’t hit the Earth’s surface. That’s what the scientists said. It had broken windows from Tok to Fort Yukon, scorched hundreds of acres of forest preserve, and killed wildlife, according to the National Park Service.

			Yet they never found the actual rock. If they had, it would have been like receiving a gift from the gods, they said. 

			Gift from the gods, my ass. Len snatched another handful of chocolates from the bag on the seat, not that sugar would help the beer belly. Relax, you’ll be fine when you get this done. Get a little money and Jenny’ll be happy. You’ll start exercising again and you’ll be fine if you just check quickly—

			He closed his eyes—the slash cut through the night, spilling guts of fire—he opened them again, corrected, and drove on.

			What a headache, the Steese Highway. Crap combination of emptiness and tourist traps. When you pulled out of Fairbanks, the little spruce trunks leaned like an audience of nosy gnomes. As you got further north and the road changed from pavement to gravel, they thinned out and watched you in shifts.

			Just to keep an eye on you.

			What the hell did Fish and Game want with a cargo haul on the Yukon? He checked the GPS on his dashboard. He was getting closer and it was time to start looking for the turn.

			Don’t go into town, the ranger had told him. Just make the turn, and make sure you kill your lights.

			A Fish and Game ranger talking like he was James Bond. Those TV assholes over on the Dalton Highway should be making their shows over here. 

			But he needed the three thousand bucks, so when he saw the reflector cone standing where they said it would, he pulled the wheel to the right and made the turn.

			* * * * *

			They stacked the frozen wolves in the container like bloody logs. Bullet wounds pocked their matted fur. Their limbs looked long and twisted, and though he didn’t have time to count, they appeared to have too many ribs. Their jaws were mostly open, fangs bare beneath glaring eyes and stiff ears. The fangs looked so bright and so sharp they might jump out of their corpses.

			So bright and so sharp they might rip a hole in the belly of the night. 

			“You wanna wait in the cab?” the ranger asked.

			Len nodded.

			“Go ahead,” he said. “And put this on.”

			He handed him a respirator. He and the other ranger who was unloading the boat were already wearing them. 

			But what the hell for?

			Len got back in the cab.

			When the first ranger reappeared at the passenger door, he was carrying an assault rifle. Len was no gun expert, but he was pretty sure it belonged in the hands of a SWAT officer, not a woods-cop.

			“Everything all right?”

			The ranger climbed into the cab beside him. “Drive fast,” he said. 

			* * * * *

			As they crossed from gravel to pavement, Len felt a pang of relief. The gravel section was a lot shorter, but he never liked being near that big wintry snake they called the Yukon River. It would be good to get back to Fairbanks and get rid of this gun-toting woods-cop and his mess.

			Len sped up, but not too much. The pavement could be icy, and it was hard to see.

			They said nothing as the truck clunked and rattled south. At one point, he heard something thump and thought he might have blown a tire. But a blown tire didn’t sound like that, and it was higher up.

			Like something hit the container.

			It made Len want to close his eyes and check the slash of light, but he kept them open and drove on. They hit a straightaway and he picked up more speed. He’d forgotten to grab his chocolates, didn’t know where they were, and was afraid to ask the man with the rifle.

			He was about to pluck up the courage when he heard a whump-whump-whump above them. It was a helicopter, and it sounded close. Len scanned the edge of his windshield and looked in his mirror. He saw flashes but nothing else.

			Cold air blasted his face as the ranger lowered the window.

			“The hell you doin’?” Len cried.

			The gunfire drowned out his voice. It wasn’t directed at the truck, but like the helicopter, it was damn near on top of them.

			“Whatever happens, keep drivin’,” the ranger said.

			The helicopter vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving them in darkness save for the truck’s headlights. The GPS said they were halfway to Fairbanks, but now the road looked twice as long. He went as fast as he dared and let sweat freeze on his face. The asshole insisted on keeping the window open and watched the sky and the woods.

			Tell me it’s just those nosy spruce trees.

			Len’s hands clung to the wheel, and his breath heaved in the respirator. Whatever the hell’s going on, it’s lookin’ like you’re on the wrong side of it, he thought. Maybe the Alaska Department of Fish and Game wasn’t behind these guys—maybe they were someone else.

			He didn’t wonder long. The headlights lit up the helicopter where it had landed on the road. A man in a parka stood in front of it. The parka hung open and he saw the absurdity of the man’s collar and tie. He saw the pilot, too, but no one else.

			A single shot sounded. Len looked to his right and saw a hole in the windshield. There was another in the ranger’s forehead. 

			He stopped the truck.

			The man in the parka approached, walking through the truck’s high beams and around to the driver-side door.

			Len lowered the window.

			“Are you gonna shoot me, too?” he blurted.

			The man in the parka nodded.

			“Would have already, but you were driving.”

			Len took off the respirator. Where were those damn chocolates? He smelled something burning. Better close your eyes and check that slash of light. Somebody was cutting into the back of the truck. The slash stuck with him, a waking dream behind his eyes. It tore open the night and showed him the truth.

			He didn’t have it in him to gas it and ram the helicopter. They’d shoot him first like they did the ranger. He slid down in his seat. No, no, I’m not ready, I wanna see my wife, my dad, I wanna see that… 

			…slash of light.

			The man in the parka reached in, unlocked the door, and opened it. Len rolled out and landed on the pavement.

			“Shouldn’t a’ done that,” the man said as he drew a pistol from his parka.

			Len coughed, catching his breath. “I couldn’t help it.”

			“That’s a shame. Still shouldn’t a’ done it.”

			The container thumped and rumbled. The rear doors were open, and Len heard them running out, howling in the night.

			“Now you’re gonna see things. You’re gonna see corruptions when you should be making your peace.”

			The man in the parka was right. Before he closed his eyes, Len glimpsed them, shadows flooding off the road to the south. They chortled, howled, and bled from open wounds. Some moved on four legs, and some on two.

			Len tried to steel himself. He tried to banish the image from his mind.

			He forced himself to close his eyes—close his eyes and check—

			Light slashed the sky, a cut in the belly of the—

		

	
		
			Part I: White Mountain

		

	
		
			Alten, New York

			November 20—

			1

			Rob followed Ethan through the diner’s squeaky door. They took a pair of seats at the counter, where a wave to the waitress brought them two coffees with a pile of cream and sugar.

			“Hey Myrna,” Rob said. “Can ya add some whiskey?”

			The red-haired woman smiled into her dimpled cheek. “You know I can’t. Bad enough you’re here when you should be at school.”

			“I dropped out last year,” Ethan said.

			Myrna eyed the older boy’s leather jacket, tattoos, and spiky hair like Gee, what a surprise. 

			Rob cleared his throat. “S’okay,” he said, producing a vape pen and giving it a pull. The waitress frowned but let him be. Beside him, Ethan sipped his coffee and started pinching together a hand-rolled cigarette.

			“Dunno why you do all that work,” Rob said.

			“It’s cheaper,” Ethan said. “Plus, I like smokin’ outside.”

			“Hangin’ with Alten’s finest. I hope the homeless guy put on his pouty lipstick.”

			Ethan stood and headed for the door. Rob could never tell if he was pissed or just didn’t care. At nineteen, the dude was a little shorter than Rob but more muscular. Rumor was he did some prison time after dropping out of school. Some said he drifted to Binghamton, then down to the city, and even hung out in Florida for a while. Rob had seen rednecks tease Ethan and call him a goth because of the tats and leather, but he figured as long as the dude had weed, it was worth hanging out.

			Rob smiled at Myrna. “You down for some buds for burgers?”

			“Sure, just keep it quiet,” she said.

			“Why? It’s legal.”

			“Yeah, but burgers ain’t free.”

			Myrna gave him a milfy wink and ducked around back to the grill. 

			When she returned, the cook was with her. 

			“Like I give a shit about your little scams,” he said.

			The cook was Jack Thedford, the diner’s owner. His belly jiggled under his grease-stained T-shirt as he walked to the pie cooler. He tore a page off the paper calendar taped to its side. 

			“Thirty days to freedom,” he said. “Close this dump and have me a piece a’ pie.”

			He opened the cooler, pulled out a slice of cinnamon-dusted apple, and headed back to the grill. 

			“Wanna buy a diner, kid?” he hollered. “Work hard and you can retire early, like me.”

			Yeah right, Rob thought. More like sell off the Thedford land and screw your family. Like I give a shit about your scams.

			But instead of answering, he just looked down and sipped his coffee.

			“What’s the matter kid? Allergic to hard work?” Jack prodded. He snatched a fork from a plate on the service window and dug out a bite of pie.

			Rob pulled on his vape, then looked to Myrna and lowered his voice. “Sorry you gotta work with that asshole,” he said.

			“Not much longer,” she said. “Little upside to unemployment.”

			“My dad said he got more than half a mil for that land he sold.”

			“Some went to his cousin,” she said.

			“I heard not much.”

			“Like you said, he’s an asshole.”

			They chuckled and Rob reached into his jacket for the bud as the diner’s door squeaked open. He heard too many footsteps for it to be Ethan, so he put away the weed. He turned to see a pair of tall men stride by the counter and sling themselves into a booth.

			The first wore a black leather jacket that was newer and nicer than Ethan’s. He looked familiar, maybe a local kid who’d gone to their school. He had a shaved head and a patchy brown beard like farm boy meets skinhead.

			The other man was something different. He had shaggy black hair that twisted into his beard. What looked like a white cigar dangled from his mouth, which Rob realized was a single, impossibly long tooth. His lip looked torn where the bone sprouted from his swollen gum. It could have been a costume, but Halloween was way over, and the tooth was too real.

			The guy caught him staring, and a snarl formed around the tooth. Rob’s hand trembled as he pulled on the pen and shifted his eyes.

			The diner’s door opened again, and Ethan reappeared with a girl walking beside him. She had platinum-blond hair and wore thick mascara. Combined with her fishnet top and cleavage, it looked almost Hollywood. They took seats at the counter, and Rob caught a waft of her musky scent. His jitters got worse, though they weren’t all unpleasant.

			“Hi, I’m Jayda,” she said.

			“Rob,” he said, sliding back a little in his seat.

			The girl angled her face down and eyes up. “You’re cute,” she said.

			“Um, thanks,” he said.

			She leaned closer, offering a glimpse of the paw-print tattoos on her breasts. Her scent was both sweet and rancid, like wildflowers and week-old sweat. Rob assumed decked-out girls were supposed to smell good, but this heady mix of nice and noxious ratcheted his jitters up to full-on dizziness.

			“Wanna buy me a coffee?”

			“Sure,” he said.

			“Thanks. Got a tongue ring?” she asked, flashing her own.

			“No,” he said.

			“Too bad,” she said, putting her hand on his knee.

			 Rob felt his face flush and a bulge stir beneath his belt.

			Myrna poured the girl a coffee and refilled his. She nodded toward Ethan. “These folks friends of his?” she asked.

			Ethan frowned. “I don’t know ’em,” he said.

			“Of course you do,” Jayda said. “We just met outside.” She took Ethan’s and Rob’s hands in hers. “I think we can all be friends.” 

			Before he could answer, Jack barked that the burgers were up. Myrna brought them out, then moved to the register to fetch her order pad, all the while throwing sidelong glances at the two boys sitting in their new company.

			“Wow, I’m like, so hungry,” Jayda said as she picked up Rob’s burger, took a bite, and pressed her leg against his.

			Damn it, he thought. He had been in this position before and told himself he wasn’t going to be a pushover. His virginal self begged to differ. The only solace was that she picked up Ethan’s burger and took a bite of that one, too.

			“That’s mine,” he said.

			“Sorry,” she said. “I’m like, so hungry. Hey, do you guys like to hang out in the woods?”

			Rob shifted in his seat and Ethan tensed his muscles. Before either could answer, the shaggy, fang-toothed dude stood and stepped to the counter. He leaned toward Myrna and wrinkled his nose as he sniffed the air.

			“Lady,” he rasped, “you smell good.”

			“Excuse me?” she huffed.

			“You smell good,” he said. “Like, I could eat ya.”

			“Jesus!” Myrna exclaimed, then shouted back to the cook—“Hey Jack, you wanna come out here while I call the cops?”

			Shaved-head dude stood up and said, “Hey, One-Fang, settle down.”

			“No,” he said. “I’m definitely gonna eat her.” He took a step closer, saliva dripping from his single fang.

			The cook came out of the kitchen, around the counter, and tried to intercept. He put up one hand and kept the other low and out of sight. 

			“All right, now take it easy there, pal,” he said. “Don’t make me do somethin’ you’re gonna regret.”

			“I’m not your pal,” One-Fang said. “And you smell like shit. But I’ll eat you too after her.”

			Shaved-head stood and yanked him back. “I said settle down,” he said.

			“Aw, come on, Gary! Look at the meat on ’em!” One-Fang pointed at the cook’s grease-stained T-shirt.

			 “I think we gotta go,” Rob said. He slid off the stool and stepped away from the counter.

			“Oh, don’t leave,” Jayda said. “Just ignore those guys. They like to clown around.”

			“Clown around with this,” Jack said. He pulled up a shotgun, pumped it, and pointed the barrel at One-Fang. “Myrna, call the cops. You got ’til they get here or I decide to shoot. If I were you, I’d just get the hell out.”

			One-Fang nodded and stepped back. He raised his hands tentatively, just to his shoulders, then turned and moved toward the booth.

			“Did you hear me, boy? Get your ass goin’!”

			Jack poked him in the back with the gun. The tall man turned back around, holding a fang in his right hand.

			“The hell you doin’?” Jack gasped. “You think I won’t—”

			“Regards from Cousin Ted,” he said.

			He shoved the fang into the cook’s wrist, knocking the gun aside. A shot went off like a bomb, blowing a hole in the pie fridge. One-Fang stabbed a second time, cracking bone in the man’s forearm. The left hook that followed knocked his hand clear off and sent the gun clattering across the floor.

			Jack stumbled backward, looking in disbelief at the stump of his wrist. One-Fang pressed his fang back into his mouth, sending a spurt of blood down his shirt. He dropped to all fours as Jack tried to run back behind the counter. 

			Rob’s dizziness crescendoed as he watched the beast of a man charge and take a bite out of the cook’s stomach. The single fang tore like a butcher’s knife, and Jack’s intestines slopped to the floor as he collapsed.

			“Police are on the way!” Myrna shouted. She stood behind the counter holding a steak knife in her trembling hands.

			“So do you guys have any hobbies?” Jayda asked. “I like going to the movies and screwing in the woods.”

			“I g-gotta get outta here,” Rob stuttered. He backed up, following Ethan, who was already halfway to the door.

			“You guys are ruining it,” Jayda said. “Why do you have to be so lame?”

			The one called Gary shook his head. “Guess you were right,” he said to One-Fang. “We’re gonna have to do this the hard way.” He reached under his leather jacket and drew a thick-bladed Bowie knife.

			“Drop the weapon!”

			A pair of cops burst through the door, pistols drawn.

			Shock like a shower of needles blasted through Rob’s brain. He tried to get a hold of himself, tried to at least run. 

			“Drop it!” the cop repeated. He stood with one knee notched in the nearest booth, steadying his weapon.

			Gary held his knife and stared as if asking, Whatchya gonna do? 

			The first cop scuttled forward, pistol in one hand, the other reaching for the knife. He meant to disarm the man and cuff him on the table, but One-Fang leapt at him, shit, blood, and tendons trailing from his mouth. 

			The cops fired. Bullets crack-cracked until the pistols were empty. Wounds exploded across One-Fang’s body as he fell to the floor. Gary clutched a hole in his head where his eye had been. Both of the madmen slumped. One cop reached for his radio while the other ran to the cook’s shredded body. 

			Their clockwork choreography impressed Rob enough that, for a second, he felt a pang of relief, like they had it under control. He considered a dash across the blood-slicked floor as Myrna dropped the steak knife and ran out to help with Jack’s body.

			She fell when jaws clamped around her ankle and wailed as the cop formed the words, “What the fuck?”

			One-Fang stood and strode forward, blood pouring from his wounds. He held Myrna’s ankle clutched in his jaw, her body hung upside down and screaming. The cop hustled to snap a new magazine into his pistol. He looked toward his partner, but the radio had gone silent. Gary sat in the booth with the man’s corpse across his lap, the bloody knife held over its open throat.

			The first cop turned and fired, knocking One-Fang against the counter. He jumped in close like he was going to finish it this time, and Rob prayed through his tears that he would.

			But as the officer closed in, a shadow fell over him. He looked up, and Rob did, too.

			Something had entered the diner through the rear cargo entrance. 

			It was something impossible—to be so large and to move in silence. 

			It stalked past the tables as if cast in its own darkness. Darkness with horns, Rob thought at first. But no, they were not horns. They were something else. They rose out of eye sockets on a head that was not human.

			“Jesus Christ,” the cop uttered.

			“Has nothing to do with it,” the shadow answered.

			As the cop drowned in blood and darkness, Rob regained enough control to make his run. He heard Myrna’s screams behind him as One-Fang and Gary tore her between them. 

			He realized Ethan was beside him now, had been hiding in a booth and saw this final chance to escape. They had almost made it when Jayda slipped in front of them with an animal quickness.

			“Hey, where you going?” she asked. “Don’t ignore me just ’cause those guys are dicks!”

			Ethan tried to punch her but missed. He swung a few more times, but each time she dodged his blow until finally she hit him in the stomach, folding him in half.

			Rob saw a cop’s nightstick on the floor and snatched it. He swung at Jayda’s head, only to have her catch the blow in her hand. Her mascara ran down her cheeks, mixing with the blood splashed across her cleavage.

			“This woulda been a fun night if you guys coulda just handled it.”

			Rob tried to answer, but she brought her right hand up to his throat. 

			She looked into his eyes as she squeezed. He felt her stare burning into him, though the pain came from where her fingernails dug into his flesh. She was also cutting off his breath, strangling him and ripping into his veins at the same time.

			“Thought you might be a keeper,” she said. “But I guess the guys were right.”

			Rob’s vision blurred as he crumpled to his knees. He saw Ethan lying on his side, holding his stomach and puking. A shadow fell over them, the immense shadow that had fallen over the cop and had now caught up with them in certainty and silence. 

			A second shower of needles burst in his brain, hotter this time and stinging every nerve. The shadow kept watch as Jayda squeezed away his life.

			“Don’t worry about your friend,” she said, licking her lips. “He’s just as fucked as you.”

			Rob heard her husky laugh above a popping sound coming from his neck.

			“You’ll be together again soon,” she said. “Meat in the same stew.”
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			A slivered sunset pierced the clouds, covering the deer in amber light. Kade shouldered the .30-06 and took aim. The buck stepped further into the clearing. He tromped over the leaves, turned once, and looked over his shoulder. 

			“Wrong way,” Kade whispered. He fingered the trigger, squeezed slightly, and a red dot lit over the animal’s heart. The old buck had, what, an eight or nine-point rack? No chief like that should be this stupid. Must be crazy with the rut. 

			Kade was about to fire when the buck snorted and leapt forward. His forelegs lifted, and he made a wheezing sound. Kade heard a thump, like something hit the animal from behind, though there had been no gunshot. He stood up in the tree stand to get a better view.

			The buck took a few uneven bounds, stumbling and circling. Kade pulled back from the scope and saw something dark in the deer’s hide, a wound between the ribs and hind leg. Vanishing into an ash thicket, the animal reemerged snorting, wheezing, and bleeding. He pivoted, leaving the wound in plain sight. It was a distinct kind of laceration, a puncture and drag. 

			A bite.

			“Coyotes,” Kade muttered.

			A shadow dashed between the pines. A branch snapped. 

			Kade firmed his footing on the screwed-on planks and squinted into the trees.

			“Doc?” he called out. “That you? Come here a minute, you gotta see this.”

			Turning back to the clearing, he saw the buck, still panicked and circling. He raised the rifle, trying to pick out the heart again, eye steady on the scope.

			The face appeared in the top left above the crosshairs. It was in the shadows between the pines. Fangs protruded from a fur-bristled skull, long locks like human hair adorned its scalp, and dark eyes glared out of sunken sockets.

			“What the hell,” Kade said.

			The face vanished, and the buck ran, making a wild jump down the slope into the gorge.

			Kade swiped his hand over his face and looked through the scope again. Beyond the tree line all was wood and shadow. He waited for the sun to drop lower in the sky, scanning the slope with every last bit of light, then lowered himself to the leaf-strewn earth.
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			Kade pulled into The Rattler’s parking lot and left his truck in the back corner under a low-leaning pine. Snow had begun falling and was already a few inches deep. His nerves were still shaky, and he didn’t see Doc Staunton’s Jeep, so he figured his buddy must have gone home.

			He opened the tavern’s door and held it to let out a pair of laughing girls, faces flushed from beer. College kids from Oneonta, he figured, who’d rented cheap places out in Alten. 

			The reek of grease, alcohol, and sweat hit his nostrils as he moved inside and strode to the bar. Pearson, the owner, had hung a pair of headlights from an old truck on the opposite wall. They beamed their brightness at dead rattlesnakes nailed above the liquor bottles and made Kade’s already tall shadow taller as he bellied up and laid down three twenties.

			“Hey, Kade,” Bree said. The row of men took an eyeful as she leaned low to pour his bourbon, but the sincerity of her smile doused any thoughts of tawdriness with the rarity of friendship.

			He downed the bourbon in a gulp. “Thanks,” he said, nodding for another.

			“See anything on the mountain?”

			“I did,” he said, then paused. He didn’t usually stop for a drink after hunting and was still in his camo and boots, but he always threw his scent off with mint and moss instead of buck urine, just in case. Unwritten rule in the town of Alten, only tourists and pricks smelled like deer piss in public. “I saw somethin’,” he went on, “but I don’t know what. Injured deer, maybe.”

			“Injured?” Bree said, pouring him his second and one for herself. “You mean someone shot it?”

			“No, like… like another animal took a bite out of it, a coyote or somethin’.”

			Cold air blew through the bar as a few more patrons exited. Kade would have found it invigorating, feeling its freshness beckon him back to the mountain. But something was off, and he experienced an unwelcome shiver.

			“Yeah, had to be a coyote or somethin’,” he said. “Anyway, it bolted before I could get a shot.”

			Old Price Ireton chuckled beside him. “Maybe the bucks are allergic to re-tire-ees,” he hiccupped through his phlegm.

			“Shutup, Price,” Bree said.

			“Aw, but Kade Kershaw’s a successful man,” Price went on. He turned on the stool so his belly hung between his legs and his gray chest hair showed between his shirt buttons. “I was still an honest carpenter at the age a’ forty-nine. Not some government pensioner flirtin’ with girls half his age.”

			Johnny Smith laughed beside him. “Just cuz he’s tall don’t mean nothin’,” he said. “Fold like a cornstalk, the tall ones.”

			The old bastards got an A for the ability to run their mouths but only did it because they knew Kade wouldn’t swing at them. It was all jealousy for Bree’s attention. Might have been true he was lucky in the way his face was light on the lines, and his sandy hair and beard held surprisingly little gray. But his good physique was all his own doing, years in the military and construction. A lifetime of a good diet and being outdoors. Those old bastards had sewn their own body bags, and he wasn’t gonna do them the favor of punching them back to reality.

			“Thanks again,” Kade said to Bree. He ignored Price and Johnny and finished his second bourbon. 

			“No problem,” she said. “Another?”

			“No, two’s good,” he said. “Just a coffee will do it.”

			She only peeled off one of the twenties, but he slid the others across the bar anyway. 

			“I appreciate it,” she said as she poured the coffee. “Been kinda dead around here.” She threw a glance at Price and Johnny.

			“You coming with us Saturday?” Kade asked.

			“Yeah, just me, you, and your wife,” she said.

			“Helga doesn’t hunt,” he said.

			“That a fact?” she asked. The smile and wink were purely to annoy the two old hecklers but still made Kade blush as he finished his coffee and headed back to his truck.
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			He cruised west through the November darkness on Route 10A. Only 6:30 p.m., but it felt like midnight. He tried the country station first, then the news. Neither lonesome hearts nor corrupt politicians were doing it for him, so he turned it off.

			Aside from his headlights, the road was all shadows. Clouds blocked the moon and made it feel like the truck was rolling through a cave of bare, black branches.

			He almost missed the left onto Lone Brook Road and fishtailed as he swung around and headed up its steep slope. He pressed on the gas and turned the last fifteen minutes into ten, keeping his eyes peeled for crossing deer.

			When he reached the driveway, he saw Helga had left the barn’s outside lights on. Along with his truck’s high beams and the soft glow in the kitchen window, it was the only artificial light for miles. 

			Kade killed the engine and rolled to a stop in the shadow of the old oak. He hopped out and circled around to the deck where he expected the dog to come barking over behind the sliding glass doors.

			Silence greeted him instead. Helga must have banished Uller to the barn, where he had nested into his blanket and fallen asleep, allowing Kade to slide back the door and enter the house undetected. He crossed the dim living room, then moved through the hall into the kitchen.

			His wife was slicing a cucumber as he approached from behind. 

			“If I were an intruder, you’d be an easy mark,” he said. He lifted the honey-colored braid from her shoulder and kissed her neck.

			“Only if I wanna be,” she said as she turned and kissed him back. 

			Their lips released. She looked up with her blue-gray eyes, holding the tip of the seven-inch knife against his jacket.

			“All right, have it your way,” he said. “Are you gonna make me strip? Can I take a shower first?”

			Helga’s hand lingered. “Dunno—you smell like blue spruce and sweat. Ain’t so bad.”

			“Are you sayin’ you wanna inspect me for ticks?” he asked.

			His wife chuckled but turned around and hacked back into her cucumber. “Nah, go grab that shower. Dinner’s almost done.”

			Kade nodded and headed to the bathroom. He spent ten minutes soothing his muscles in the hot jets, then donned a robe and joined her for a meal of venison, salad, and beer. Afterward, she straddled him on the deerskin rug and rode him by the firelight. The flames played over their bare bodies as she made rough movements with her thighs. 

			Gripping his chin in her palm, she glared at him with her jaw clenched. Before he could speak, she leaned in and bit his shoulder. He felt his blood surge as her teeth released and she whispered in a husky voice.

			“You come when I say so.”

			He nodded as the orange light flickered across her skin. Their pelvises churned, and he watched her stomach swim before him while her braid bathed in the sweat between her breasts.

			“Take it,” she spat, grasping the back of his neck and slamming him so hard their skulls knocked together. The bitterness of the pain mixed with their mutual thirst, and they knocked again harder.

			Kade looked into the darkness of the log home’s wall-sized windows. The clouds parted, revealing black trees and bluish snow beneath a bright moon. Their bodies pushed and wrestled, and he saw vague shapes dotting the landscape. They crouched, then sprinted forward. 

			A jaw appeared close to the deck, a jaw not human. It was there, then gone. A hallucination brought on by the bite, he thought.

			Kade felt his ribs crunch as Helga thrust her hips. More shapes flashed by—sinews and strange skulls silhouetted by the barn light. What the hell, is that real?

			His wife’s moans sounded like birth pangs as she ground him against the floor. She crushed him so hard it felt like she would tear off his cock and take it with her.

			The sight of the fang against the glass snapped him from his trance. He pulled out of their coitus, dragging a trail of blood and seed between them. Grabbing the Mossberg from the rack by the fireplace, he pumped it and pointed it at the window’s star-shaped crack.

			But the creatures were gone, the faces absent, the strip of trees and snow empty.

			“Christ, Kade! What the hell’s your problem? What a mess!”

			“Damn, sorry. I thought I saw something.”

			“Yeah, I like it rough, but no guns, all right?”

			“Sorry, really, I thought I saw something. Anyway, wow, there’s blood.”

			“Yeah, my period.”

			“You didn’t tell me.”

			“It’s blood. It never bothered you before.”

			“That’s not what I meant. It’s just, I don’t know, I thought we were trying again.”

			Helga stood and stepped off the deerskin rug. She pulled a knit blanket from the sofa, wrapped it around her naked body, and moved closer to the fireplace. Blond hairs stuck out of her tousled braid like pieces of straw. Her eyes looked wide and overtired as she stared askance into her shadow.

			“I went back on the pill,” she said.

			“Oh. So I guess you changed your mind.”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			“Any reason you didn’t tell me?”

			“No. Except the firm said they want me in the city for all of January. Tax season coming, ya know.”

			Kade watched his wife as the firelight played on her face. The accounting job in New York City had been her ticket out of Minnesota. Working remotely had been their compromise, as she was not a stranger to the country, having grown up in the Midwest. The firm usually only required her to be in the city a few days a month, and she got her fill when she was there. Sometimes he went and enjoyed it with her. But now it seemed like she wasn’t sure about all the back and forth. He hoped maybe it was just that.

			“So are you saying we should try again in the spring?”

			Helga was quiet. Her eyes’ wide ellipses stared beneath her messed-up hair. They had been married long enough that he recognized the kind of beauty she had when her heart was the hardest.

			“You’re forty-nine, Kade,” she said. “Are you sure you want a kid? What if you have a heart attack in your fifties?”

			“I keep fit,” he said. “I’m outdoors all the time.”

			“You think it’ll be like that when I’m working and you’re changing smelly diapers?”

			“We’ll figure it out.”

			“That’s what they all say. I’m not giving up any hours, Kade.”

			“Yeah, Helga, I know. I knew the last ten times we went through this.”

			“You think you know, but you don’t. We’ll fight worse than this. Is that what you want?”

			“Of course not.”

			“And my company, the insurance isn’t great.”

			“I have the property and my savings.”

			“That’s not insurance. What if she’s born with no eyes? What if she is anencephalic?”

			“What the hell is that?”

			“Born without a brain. I think it runs in your family.”

			“Damn, Helga, what’s got into you? Yeah, there’s risk.”

			“Risk is a short word. Consequences are permanent.”

			“I just thought we were through all this,” he said. “I thought we wanted the same kind of home, the same kind of future.”

			Helga turned to the fire.

			“So?” he asked.

			“So what?” she asked back.

			“So do we want the same kind of future?”

			“That’s for you to decide. I like things how they are.”

			“So you don’t want to pass anything on.”

			“Aren’t you already doing that? Hunting with those troubled kids or whatever?”

			“I don’t call ’em troubled. Only one’s still on probation. Most of the others are grown and got out years ago. Guess the program mighta helped.”

			“Let your legacy be that. Just don’t ask me to join the wake-up-in-the-middle-of-the-night-diaper-program, got it?”

			Kade didn’t answer. He noisily opened the breach on the shotgun, shoved it in the rack, and walked naked to the kitchen. Wouldn’t you know there were no more beers in the fridge. He’d have to get more from the barn. 

			He headed back to the hallway. Not wanting to cross through the living room and go upstairs, he covered his skin with a snowmobile suit and old boots. He pushed open the back door against a foot of snow. It was still coming down, a West Catskills special brought to you by November, the Great Lakes, and steep mountains. Ignoring the chunks of white falling in his boots, he tromped down to the barn door.

			He noticed something off as he approached. Shallow circles like dozens of feet had entered the clearing where the two buildings stood. It forced him to acknowledge what he had seen in the window. He told himself they had to be coyotes. It was the only explanation for this many tracks in this kind of pattern. He had been in the heat of the moment with Helga, and his heart had been thumping. 

			Damn it, was he a little winded? Was he seeing things because he was a little low on oxygen while his balls borrowed from the supply to his brain?

			The tracks were too large for canine paws. They looked long and almost human. Another distortion, he told himself. He opened the combination lock and slid back the barn door’s bolt. Stepping inside, he flipped on the light.

			“Coyotes,” he said aloud, then headed for the fridge.
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			He awoke at six a.m., snowmobile suit half-unzipped, an empty six-pack of Southern Tier on the floor beside him. He had watched the snow through the barn’s window while he drank, then fallen asleep and dreamed of the winter woods. He dreamed he was speeding through it as if he could leap on wind gusts and remembered laughing and almost taking flight.

			He knew there were paradigms about dreaming you were flying, but what wish did he fulfill by moving through an empty forest? It meant he feared something was there and wanted it gone. The wounded deer, the faces in the window. Something lurked behind them.

			Something that didn’t belong. The thought needled at him, a feverish intuition. He wished it was only the beer but knew it wasn’t and would have to talk to Sheriff Morgan.

			But that meeting would have to wait. He wasn’t going to let what he saw interfere with his plans. He had a hunting trip to guide and prep work to do.

			Kade moved to the barn’s second floor and found Uller awake on his blanket. He poured the husky-shepherd mutt a bowl of chow and scratched his neck. The dog was ready to go up the mountain but was past puppy enough not to jump up and down. Even a rugged dog in his prime respected the steepness of Tower’s winter slope.

			Kade moved to the shelves along the walls and took an inventory of his gear. He counted the extra boots, gloves, and jackets he had accumulated over the years. 

			No doubt the kid from the program would come underdressed and need to borrow some things. What was his name? Eddie? Evan? Ethan, that was it. The probation officer assured him the kid had only done time for a non-violent drug offense. He said outdoor activity with well-adjusted peers would do him good. 

			Not that many of them qualified, he thought as he headed to the gun closet and took stock of the ammo. The group had changed over the years, mostly for the better. At twenty-seven, Bree was nearly a decade older than the new kid. Todd, Doug, and his girlfriend Louise were all past thirty. Reuben had just turned twenty-nine, and Doc Staunton’s son Eric was only twelve. 

			Only Clara was the kid’s age. At eighteen, she had gone from scoring meth at truck stops to being accepted into the Air Force Academy. A success story to which Kade hoped their yearly trip had contributed. Maybe she would help point the kid in the right direction. 

			Or maybe this kid Ethan wasn’t the fellowship type. 

			Kade snagged a half-empty box of .30-06 rounds from the back of the safe. He would hang out with the kid himself, not just to keep an eye on him, but to do what the volunteer thing was supposed to do—help him see there were more options in life than he thought. He put the ammo in his coat pocket and headed down the ladder.
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			Kade finished his inventory around ten, gave Uller a whistle, and started up the mountain to check the cams. The snow made it tough going, and he almost returned to the barn for his snowshoes. But the dog bounded ahead, excited for the year’s first trip up top, so he forced himself on, letting his toes get numb even if the exertion kept the rest of him warm.

			Turning left at Lookout Rock, they found the first cam tied to a birch tree and popped it off. The card connected to his phone, and the Outdoor Eye app opened the video. A couple of does appeared, gracefully descending the snowy slope. He watched for thirty seconds to see if anything followed, then reattached it to the tree and climbed on.

			By one o’clock, he reached the high stands along the ridge and wished he had brought a sandwich. His phone worked on the mountaintop, so he texted Helga, asking if she wanted to take a late lunch break when he got back, then pressed on to North Stand. Nothing on that cam either, just a fat porcupine ambling through the underbrush. He was surprised the thing even set it off. 

			Unless it was something else.

			As if echoing his thought, Uller stood at attention. His ears went stiff, and he looked east toward Whiteface Ridge. His nose twitched like he detected something on the mountain breeze. The dog turned and knitted his brow as if something were obvious in the language of scent.

			“Yeah, somethin’s wrong,” Kade said. “Wish you could tell me what.” 

			He restarted the video and studied it, the twisted trunks and snowy earth. He was familiar with the shapes trees took on when you sat for hours on a hunt. They became old trolls and young women. They formed ugly jowls, sensual thighs, and knotted hips. But now he was looking for other faces and shapes. He was looking for what he had seen in the window. He wanted it explained away by something believable, and when there was nothing there, he nearly hurled the trailcam at a rock.

			Popping the card and cable, he put the cam back on the tree. He checked his messages, but Helga hadn’t texted. Not unusual when she was working, though he wondered if it was on purpose this time. 

			“Let’s go, boy,” he called to Uller.

			They hiked back down the mountain, not half as long down as up. When they reached the barn, he fed the dog another bowl and gave him a saved T-bone to chew on. He then climbed into the pickup without telling his wife he was leaving. She’s cloistered in the study, he figured. They had a rough enough talk the night before, and he didn’t want to start any more trouble. 
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			Kade turned on the radio as he turned right toward town. The local news was halfway through a report: “…at Ferrari’s Diner around nine a.m. this morning. Local sources are calling it an attempted robbery. Police have secured the scene and are not commenting at this time, though sources say owner James ‘Jack’ Thedford is feared dead. More on this story as details become available.”

			Shit, Kade thought, something went down at Ferrari’s. It had been a while since he had stopped in that place. He preferred The Rattler since the diner’s quality tanked after Ted Thedford sold his shares to his cousin. Jack Thedford had given the place his mother’s maiden name—it was a nice pun on the car and he loved his mom, supposedly. But everyone knew it was a middle finger to his cousin’s old bar. The diner had become a fixture in Alten, and he was about to drive by it on his way to Luke’s Outdoor. Crusty as the place was, he didn’t wish any ill luck on Jack and fought to keep off a prickle in his spine when his mind tried—against his will—to connect the damn news report to the wounded deer.

			He turned left, crossed the bridge over the reservoir, and followed the road’s long arc as it curved west. As soon as he came into town, he saw the blue and red lights and yellow tape around the rebuilt one-story building. The neon Ferrari’s sign stretched across a polished replica of a ’62 Ferrari set at a slant along its roof.

			As he came closer, he picked out Morgan standing by his cruiser, radio in hand, eyes fixed on the state troopers crowded around the diner’s door. Made sense they had state backup if something nasty went down, but he didn’t understand the effing black van parked up on the hill, complete with a shades-wearing goon at the wheel. 

			He suspected the guy was the henchman and his chief was lurking elsewhere, maybe inside. Either way, it wasn’t the time to bother Sheriff Morgan about what he had seen, so he pressed on the gas and moved on to Luke’s to pick up his list of gear.

			When he arrived at the store, he parked in back and pushed his way through the rear entrance where antlers clacked in lieu of a bell. He found Luke’s brother Donny was working the floor, going on about a bunch of freaks as Kade looked over the ammo. 

			“They musta got outta prison,” he rasped in his half-New York, half-Pennsylvania accent. “Now they got the FBI on it. Gonna search the whole town. Gonna take away the guns.”

			Kade was well familiar with the fact that all roads led to They’re gonna take away the guns for Donny Mitchell. But he was slightly intrigued about the “freaks” part.

			“What do you mean freaks?” Kade asked. 

			“The gang a’ raw-bers. Bunch a’ freaks. Wore masks to hide their dee-formities.”

			“Where’d you hear that?”

			“Ellie from the grocery saw ’em go in an’ outta the diner. Said they had wolfman masks. Said their eyes was all doused in black makeup on account a’ them poppin’ outta their heads. Said they wore a lot of leather. Gotta be a sex-thing. Rawbed the whole place.”

			“A gang robbed Ferrari’s? What the hell for? Eggs? Thirty-eight bucks?”

			“Who knows—they prolly thought it was a bank, all hyped-up on drugs. Police are gonna search for drugs now, gonna search for drugs and take away the guns!”

			Kade bought two boxes of shells for the .30-06, and three boxes of buckshot for the Mossberg 935 Magnum. He didn’t necessarily have to bring the Mossberg, but some part of him wanted to be extra-prepared.

			“Will that be all? Sure you don’t need more?” Donny asked.

			“I’ll take some hand warmers.”

			Donny cast a look from beneath his graying, disheveled curls like he was worried about Kade. You knew it was time to get focused when Donny Mitchell was the one who wasn’t sure about you.
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			Kade sped up as he passed The Rattler. He forced himself not to stop in, admittedly because of the fight with Helga. Something felt different this time. He had that empty ache in his stomach that came when you realized the relationship had reached desperation.

			He owned 180 acres and the farm, practically the whole damn mountain, and was about as secure as a working man could get short of being a Hollywood or Wall Street type. And shit, Helga was kind of a Wall Street type. He liked how sharp her mind was. He loved the way they moved in silence when he knew they were both thinking, when he was designing a renovation for the house, and she was calculating a spreadsheet. They were a good team, well matched.

			And they were failing. 

			He didn’t understand it—she was young enough to have two kids, three if she wanted. But mentioning just one was enough to earn a glare like most guys got when they said they wanted to buy a sportscar or have a threesome. Like it was the damn K-word, the-god-who-must-not-be-named.

			He pushed the old truck faster, chugging back to Lone Brook Road in the waning sunlight. Heavy gusts blew through the snow-choked branches. The hills looked hunched beneath their white shroud, and wisps of fine flakes drifted across the road like ghosts. 

			He pulled into the unplowed driveway, hopped out, and kicked through the snow to the door. Uller came bounding out of the barn to meet him, but something in his movement halted the dog in his tracks. The hair on his neck bristled and his eyes gave a knowing stare. 

			Kade burst inside and crossed the kitchen. His boots trailed icy water as he moved down the hall, through the fireplace room, and up the stairs. He was heading for Helga’s office when he heard a stir in the downstairs bedroom and turned around.

			They met at the foot of the stairs and looked into each other’s eyes.

			“We need to talk,” he said.

			Helga didn’t answer.

			“Do you want to talk?” he asked.

			“No, Kade. I don’t want to talk.”

			Kade nodded and lifted her up. He carried her across the room to the fireplace and pressed her back against the hearth. The stones must have been cold because she had let the fire burn down, but she didn’t seem to care. 

			Her eyes and kisses were all welcome in a way he had not expected. He gripped her jeans and pulled them off. She spread her legs apart, and he lifted her higher and entered her. They tore into each other like they would break the floor and sink into its fissure, forever entwined.

			They finished breathless, and she muttered Uff da in her native Minnesotan, grabbed her jeans, and slipped away to the bedroom. She closed the door, and he heard the lock click.

			He moved across the kitchen, trailing more water (he still hadn’t bothered taking off his boots) and stepped out to the driveway. He passed Helga’s Subaru as he curved around the house.

			The car looked packed for her city trip (didn’t she say it was supposed to be in the New Year?), but he wasn’t going to ask her (No Kade, I don’t want to talk. Just a quick fuck, for what’s about to be old time’s sake). So he would do as she asked. 

			He whistled, and Uller leapt to his heel as he moved into the barn, grabbed his sleeping bag, rifle, and ready pack. Heading out the back door, he crossed the stream and made for the trail. 
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			Lay low, Ethan thought. That’s how you avoid trouble. 

			His feet sloshed in the stream as he made his way west. The setting sun cast crimson rays over the snow. It urged him on to reach the trailer park by twilight, which was just what he wanted. Keeping to the stream meant he would leave no tracks if they were looking for him. He was still spitting blood, but it was in the water, and besides, who would question blood in the snow during hunting season?

			He smelled kerosene and garbage and knew it was time to head up the hill. He walked along a fallen tree trunk as far as he could, then sprinted up the last bit, kicking snow over his tracks. He emerged behind Zip’s single-wide and had to skirt along the rotted fence until he found his mom’s yard. Slipping around the shed, he entered the trailer through the back door. Luckily, his mom wasn’t home.

			The kitchen’s warped linoleum smelled like the fried sausage left in the pan. He would have welcomed the free food, but his stomach felt like murder. He went in the bathroom, grabbed a handful of crusty towels, then dashed into the spare room. He liked to think of it as his, but his mother frequently reminded him it technically wasn’t. He curled up on the bed and managed not to vomit, only left a little red spit in the towels before he slipped off to sleep.

			He woke to his mother standing in the doorway. 

			“I was worried sick about you,” she said.

			Her belly looked bloated under her ill-fitting jeans. Mascara ran beneath her matted hair, and sweat stained the underarms of her pink blouse.

			“I’m all right, Ma.”

			“Something terrible happened. They killed some people at the diner.”

			“Really?” he said. The incredulousness sounded as fake as it was. 

			But his mother didn’t press. He realized then how much she really had been worried about him. He suddenly felt bad about how he had always been shitty to her when she complained about his freeloading. Now she was too upset to care. He vowed to himself that the next time he got out of Alten, he would stay on his own.

			“Sorry, Ma,” he said. “I got drinkin’ with these guys at their cabin out near Delhi. We were plinkin’ and stuff, and I think I overdid it.”

			“And got in a fight,” she finished.

			Ethan touched his sore stomach. He thought of the man with the machete, the cook with his intestines ripped out. “Yeah, guess I did.”

			“Over a girl?” The old lady smiled under her matted black hair. He hadn’t had a steady girlfriend really ever, unless you counted high school.

			“Nah,” he said. “Just dumb stuff drinking with those hunters.”

			“Well maybe it should have been. Shoulda been about protecting your girl from some punk with no job or ambition.”

			The look on his mother
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