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There are creatures in the dark we cannot explain. The fog rolls in and the light plays tricks, and all logic leaves us in the moment. Every culture has them, and they all exist on an island off the east coast of Canada.

From the editors of the From the Rock anthologies comes a new selection of twenty stories, carefully curated from some of Newfoundland and Labrador’s favourite authors. Between these pages, revisit old legends and fresh new additions to the world of cryptids.

Including the work of Ali House (The Hunters and the Hunted), Ainsley Hawthorn (Land of Many Shores), Dwain Campbell (Strange Duty), Matthew LeDrew (As Loved Our Fathers) and more!
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There is something uniquely unsettling about driving some of Newfoundland’s less travelled roads at night. In areas where the tree limbs reach out to touch your car, and the light of your headlights struggles to illuminate each bend in the road, a sense can steal over you that causes the hairs on the back of your neck to stand to attention. When you are schooled into hypervigilance watching for errant moose to cross your path, it’s easy for the shadows to play tricks on you, for the wildlife stirring in the tree line to stir fear in your heart. A swooping bird can seem too large, shadows can seem to follow you too close, and the reflection in your rearview mirror can begin to play tricks on you. Woe to the person, arriving late at night to their isolated destination, who is not well stocked on spare batteries for their flashlight. A beam of light passing through trees could reveal a rabbit as the source of rustling branches, but what if the darkness conceals a bear? What if the night shrouds something worse?

The idea for this collection was fueled by such excursions, by childhood days spent searching for Sasquatch with cousins in the forest surrounding our family cabin, and by campy films about Mothman or Nessie. In these pages, you’ll find stories that bring goose bumps out on your skin or a laugh to your lips, but all will leave you wondering what cryptids may lurk nearby.

Ellen Curtis

Editor
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Ali House is an award-winning, bestselling author, originally from Newfoundland. She is a graduate of the Fine Arts program at Sir Wilfred Grenfell College (MUN), and currently resides in Halifax where she works in arts administration and spends more time than a person should in and around theaters. She is a master storyteller whose work has helped define the landscapes of science-fiction, fantasy, and horror writing in Atlantic Canada.

House’s short fiction has appeared in the From the Rock anthology series, Bluenose Paradox, Kit Sora Artobiography, and Terror Nova. Her short fiction was collected in 2020 in The Lightbulb Forest.

Previous novels include The Six Elemental and The Fifth Queen, both a part of her creator-owned Segment Delta Archives series. Other works include the fantasy series Choose Your Own Adventurer, the Santa Claus Protection Program, and The Island Adventure as a part of the Slipstreamers series of novellas, and Variety Show.

In April 2024 she released her eigth novel, The Hunters and the Hunted.
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[theme music (spooky and upbeat)]

Ricky:  Hi everyone, I’m Ricky.

Alex:  And I’m Alex.

Ricky:  And welcome to The Unexplainable World, where we bring you the weirdest and spookiest tales from this big ol’ planet that we call Earth. When Alex and I started this series, we had plenty of tales to choose from.

Alex:  [counting on fingers] Bigfoot, Nessie, Mothman, Roanoke, Bermuda Triangle...

Ricky:  Just to name a few. So imagine our surprise when we received an email from one of our listeners in Newfoundland–

Alex: –that’s in Eastern Canada, for all of our non-Canadian listeners out there–

Ricky:  –telling us about a creature we’d never heard of. In fact, when we asked our friends and family, none of them had heard of this creature either. 

Alex: Normally, we’d think that this person was pretending to be a fan, and was telling us a tall tale in order to pull our legs. Trying to make fools out of us by getting us to report on a fake cryptid that didn’t actually exist.

Ricky:  Except that this listener brought receipts. Newspaper articles, eyewitness accounts...

Alex:  [nods] It was surprisingly thorough.

Ricky: So why did this creature never make it into the mainstream consciousness?

Alex:  I’d argue that it’s because of where it happened. How many of you knew Newfoundland existed before we mentioned it? Be honest. I bet it’s not a lot.

Ricky: I thought it was fictional, like Narnia or Middle Earth. 

[they both laugh]

Alex: You weren’t a good student in school, were you?

Ricky: And you were?

Alex:  I was, as a matter of fact. I was a straight-A student. You seem like more of a C-plus.

Ricky: Well, it doesn’t matter, because we both ended up here.

Alex: Valid point.

[they both laugh]

Ricky:  Needless to say, our interest was piqued.

Alex: We love hearing about strange, spooky creatures.

Ricky: So we decided to do some more digging, and the more we discovered about this creature, the more we realized that we had to share our knowledge. And who better to share it with than you — our amazing listeners and supporters. 

Alex: Our faithful Unexplainers.

Ricky:  So, without further adieu, let’s discover the unexplainable mystery of The Newfoundland Harbinger. 

[spooky music starts]

Ricky: Our story starts in 2012. On August 14th, Terry and Emily – not their real names – were driving along Highway 430, on the northern coast of Newfoundland. Earlier that day, they had driven from their home in Daniel’s Harbour to Norris Point, and as they were driving back, night was beginning to fall. Emily was an experienced driver who had travelled this highway many times before, and while she drove, both Terry and she kept a close eye out for moose.

[spooky music stops]

Alex:  Moose?

Ricky: Moose. You know, moose. [put hands up to his head to signify antlers]

Alex:  Hold on, let me look this up. [takes phone out and starts typing] Holy crap. Those things are huge.

Ricky: Just imagine one of those running in front of your car. You – and the car – would be toast.

Alex:  Yikes. Wait, is this our creature? Is the creature a moose? Have I solved it?

Ricky: I’d say that it’s unlikely, but we’re getting ahead of ourselves.

[spooky music starts]

Ricky: All was well as Emily was driving, but as they neared home, Emily suddenly saw an animal about the size of a coyote dart across the road, towards the sea. There were no other cars on the road so she switched on her hazard lights and put on the brakes, worried that more animals might appear and cross her path. Nothing did, but as she looked over at the creature that had run in front of her car she noticed that it had made its way to the water’s edge and was now staring back at her. It was unlike anything she had seen before. The body was similar in shape to a coyote, there were antlers on its head, and its face was weird. It was flat and almost looked human. But the thing that scared her the most was that its eyes were glowing bright red and it was staring right at her. Startled, she stepped on the gas and drove away from the creature.

Alex:  Spooky.

Ricky: Indeed. Can you imagine something glaring at you with glowing red eyes?

Alex:  Not many creatures out there with those.

Ricky: She was still spooked once Terry and she arrived home – unable to shake the memory of that strange creature. Terry hadn’t gotten a good look at it, but he had no reason to doubt his wife. She wasn’t the kind of person who made up stories like that, and he could see that she was genuinely unnerved.

Alex:  That’s nice of him to support his wife. 

Ricky: The two of them wanted to ask around to see if anyone else had seen a creature like that, but they knew they’d have to be careful. In a small town, rumours spread quickly, and they didn’t want to be labelled as crazy. So they decided to tell people that they’d seen an animal – probably a coyote – on the highway, and warned them all to keep an eye out.

Alex:  That’s a good way to get people watching for it without them thinking you’re nuts. I applaud their plan.

Ricky: It was a good plan and it worked. Three nights after the incident, a friend of theirs, Chris – also not his real name – was driving along the same stretch of highway when he saw something run past. When he told Emily and Terry about the animal, he sounded quite strange, and Emily instantly knew something was up. It took quite a few beers to coax out the details, but Chris told them about the antlers, the strange human-like face, and the red eyes. Emily, who had never told anyone what she’d seen, was astonished that he’d seen the exact same creature as her.

[spooky music stops]

Alex:  It’s always a relief when you see something odd and then someone else sees that same thing. Like sharing a delusion. Makes you feel not so alone.

Ricky: [pauses] Does that happen to you a lot?

Alex:  Not nearly enough.

Ricky: Anyway...

[spooky music starts]

Ricky: Now here’s where things get really weird. One week after Emily had first seen the creature, there was an accident. It was a rainy day, but nothing remarkable. People in the area had seen rain like this many times before, and saw no reason to think that anything might be out of the ordinary. Chris was driving along the highway just as it was starting to get dark. He’d been trying to see the creature again, in the hopes of getting a picture or video of it, but so far had no luck. As he was driving past that same area, Chris noticed that the road ahead seemed to be moving in a wavy, shaking way. He wondered if it was a trick of the rain or wind, but something about it unnerved him, so he sped up in order to pass that section quicker. When he was on a part that was more stable, he slowed down and looked back just in time to see the road behind him suddenly shift and break away, sliding down towards the water.

Alex: What? 

Ricky: If he hadn’t sped up, his car would’ve been washed away with it.

[spooky music stops]

Alex: But how does that happen? The road just went [Alex gestures as if pushing something to the side] woosh?

Ricky: It’s what’s commonly referred to as a washout. When too much rain causes a portion of a road or highway to wash away.

Alex: Hold on – you said there was nothing strange about this rainy day.

Ricky: Exactly.

Alex: Woah.

Ricky: Nobody’s sure how the highway washed out, especially since it was such a normal day, and the few days before had been sunny and without rain, but they assumed it was something to do with moisture gathering underground or years of accumulation building up.

Alex: What a load of phooey.

Ricky: That’s what Emily, Terry, and Chris thought. They’d seen the creature right along that stretch of highway, and now that part of the highway was no more. So they got to thinking; wondering if maybe this kind of thing had happened before.

Alex: From the smile on your face, I sense a scoop!

Ricky: Have you ever heard of a show called Ghastly Varmints?

Alex: You know I haven’t.

Ricky: It aired in 2002 and didn’t last very long; only about ten episodes. The few reviews I could find said it wasn’t very good.

Alex: Some people would argue that our show isn’t very good, but we’ve lasted four times as long.

Ricky: Their premise was that they wanted to research creatures that most people had never heard of and bring these legends into the mainstream. However, they had a hell of a time gathering proof and getting people to talk to them. Most of the locals they tried to interview thought they were crackpots, trying to make honest people look crazy for the sake of getting good ratings. 

Alex: Fair enough. You’ve got to be careful around those kinds of people. Some creature hunters are super cool – like us – but there are some people out there who do hatchet jobs in the cutting room. And those people are jerks.

Ricky: The show reported on some pretty strange things, but episode eight of their ten-episode run was on The Newfoundland Highway Hell-Wolf.

Alex: Hmm. They probably could’ve workshopped that name a little more. It’s a bit... [waves hand in air] ...wordy.

Ricky: I don’t think the creature had been named before them. And, to their credit, their research is part of the reason it later came to be known as The Newfoundland Harbinger. 

[spooky music starts]

Ricky:  It was discovered that in 1999, a section of Highway 430 between Parson’s Pond and Portland Creek had collapsed due to “irregularities in the ground,” damaging two cars and sending the passengers to the hospital. However, in the week before the collapse there were rumours of people seeing a creature with glowing red eyes along the same stretch of highway. Some people said it was a coyote with odd ears or a very small caribou. There was even a rumour that it had the face of a man, but most people seemed to think that this part was made up – just local kids adding extra bits onto it, to make it more foolish. Anyway, the Varmints crew tried to talk to people in the area to get the rumours on record, but nobody wanted to speak to them, nor would they confirm anything about what had been seen.

Alex: And they still did a whole episode on it?

Ricky: Lucky for them, they had newspaper reports to help. In 1986, a similar incident happened along the same highway. Between Barr’d Harbour and Castor River South, a section of highway washed out due to rain, nearly taking a car with a family of five out to sea with it. Everyone survived unharmed, but they were shaken. Now, in the same newspaper that reported on the washout, buried in the Letters to the Editor section was an anonymous letter about how everyone should have known that something would happen, because there had been sightings of a red-eyed creature in the area. The letter said that this creature was from hell and had been sent by the devil to cause the accident.

[spooky music stops]

Alex: That person sounds fun. I’d like to hang out with whoever wrote that.

Ricky:  Of course you would.

Alex: For someone who believes in this stuff, you’re very judgmental at times. How do you know the creature wasn’t sent by the devil? Huh? Do you have proof?

Ricky: Moving on...

[spooky music starts]

Ricky: The message was mostly discounted as some kind of crack-pot theory, but now we have three instances of people seeing a strange creature with red eyes just before a highway accident. And while three is pretty good, we’ve got a fourth sighting!

Alex:  Whaaaat?

Ricky: In 1973. The tale wasn’t in any of the newspapers, but was instead found in a book published in 2015. An author published a collection of stories about growing up in Newfoundland and tales about local folklore that her grandparents had told her when she was younger. One such story, which she’d discounted as a local legend, was about a couple seeing red eyes on the side of the highway just days before an incident on that same stretch of road. And if you look at newspapers from that time, it’s true that in 1973 a section of Highway 430 washed out between Sandy Cove and Pines Cove, damaging two cars and sending three people to the hospital.

Alex:  Okay, things are getting really weird now.

[spooky music stops]

Ricky:  Have you done the math yet?

Alex: Never.

Ricky: 1973, 1986, 1999, 2012. Every thirteen years.

Alex:  Woah. Maybe that person was right about the creature being sent by the devil. Thirteen’s a pretty devil-ish number.

Ricky: That’s why it became known as the Newfoundland Harbinger. People who connected the dots thought that the creature was some kind of harbinger of doom, warning those in the area that it was time for another accident to happen. If you didn’t heed the warning of the harbinger, then you might find yourself swept out to sea.

Alex: Spooky.

Ricky:  It’s a pretty long highway, too. Over 400 kilometres — or 250 miles, for the rest of us. It goes all the way up the north coast of Newfoundland. 

Alex: Imagine knowing that every thirteen years something bad was going to happen to a part of the highway, but never knowing which part it was. Maybe the harbinger’s secretly good. 

Ricky: From all reports, the creature doesn’t do anything harmful. It just crosses the road and then sits by the water, staring at you.

Alex: With glowing red eyes.

Ricky: And the face of a man, but the body of a coyote, and the antlers of a moose.

Alex: What an odd assortment.

Ricky: But very regionally appropriate. Honestly, these are the easiest kind of creatures to discount — the ones that look like they might be something else. I mean, if Mothman dropped down in the middle of Newfoundland, people would notice, right? But something that might have been a coyote? Even with the red eyes, you might be able to convince yourself that maybe you’d imagined the antlers or the face.

Alex: Maybe the next time this creature comes a-calling someone will be able to get a photo or video. That would be cool. Heck, maybe we should go out and try to see it for ourselves. Let’s see, every thirteen years...

Ricky: That’d be 2025. 

Alex: Not too far off. Tell you what, listeners, if we’re still doing this by 2025, we’ll be sure to make a trip to Newfoundland to try and hunt for this harbinger. And we’ll find it too!

Ricky: We can’t guarantee that.

Alex: I can. And I do. [points at the camera] We’ll find it.

Ricky: [sighs] Well that does it for this episode, fans. We hope you enjoyed this spooky, unexplained story just as much as Alex and I did. If you’ve heard any tales of the Newfoundland Harbinger or if you’ve seen it yourself, give us a shout. We love adding to our spooky creature files.

Alex:  And if you’re the person who wrote that Letter to the Editor and you wanna hang out, let me know.

Ricky: [sighs again] Thanks for listening, Unexplainers. We’ll see you again next week.

Alex: Remember to keep your eyes on the road and your ears to the ground.

Ricky: Bye.

Alex:  Bye!

[musical outro plays]
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D. Thomas Minton was born in the deep south of the United States, but grew up around the world. In 2019, he settled in the mountains of British Columbia with his family. When not writing speculative fiction, he works to protect the B.C.’s lakes and rivers. 

Minton’s fiction has appeared in numerous science fiction magazines and anthologies, including Asimov’s, Lightspeed and Apex Magazines, and has been translated into several other languages. His fiction has appeared on numerous year-end recommended reading lists, and his story “The Schrödinger War” was selected as a South Million Writers Award notable story in 2014.
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Bowden Duclair’s description of his older brother was entirely congruent with my expectations for Cortez Duclair, North America’s foremost bigfoot hunter and cryptozoologist. Everything I had read about Cort portrayed him as larger-than-life, like he’d stepped out of a Paul Bunyan tall tale. He sounded as mythical as the purported creatures he had spent his life pursuing.

“Cort wasn’t the type to go quiet,” Bowden told me one hot July evening over a half-dozen Budweisers. Cort’s brother was built like a cut stump and smelled of freshly turned loam. “He told me he was gettin’ close, that he had a real lead. That’s why he went up there.”

With “there” being the town of Toulamine Creek, Cortez Duclair’s last known whereabouts.

The bug lantern sizzled, its bluish glow lashing over the crevices that carved lines in Bowden’s forehead. All the while we talked, his brow wore those furrows, growing deeper whenever our conversation turned to his brother.

Bowden shook his head. “Bet it was a sasquatch.”
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Toulamine Creek sits nestled in the high montane forests of British Columbia near the terminus of a winding ribbon of cracked asphalt north of the Crowsnest Highway. Its fate was inexorably linked to the economics of resource extraction, primarily virgin timber and zinc. When the ore and the trees were no longer easy to remove, the town’s prosperity drained away, but unlike other towns that withered like unpicked salmon berries, Touley persevered, eventually reinventing itself as a haven for eco-adventurers from Vancouver and Seattle. After a day of revitalizing their ravaged souls on the forested trails and crystal mountain lakes, those affluent suburbanites could fortify their bodies with a vegan-friendly farm-to-table feast at the Silverleaf Cafe or a pint of pine-needle IPA from Touley’s own Evergreen Brewery.

“Touley is the town everyone wishes they could live in.” Peggy McIllith, owner of the Silverleaf, refreshed my cup of steaming chamomile tea and nudged a plate of fresh berry tartlets closer to my hand. We lounged beneath the spruce boughs on the back deck of her small cottage, bathed in dappled sunlight and birdsong. In the distance, the staccato report of a downy woodpecker broke up the serene afternoon. 

After the death of her son in a car accident, Peggy’s marriage had unraveled (it was no one’s fault, she insisted, sometimes things just happen). She moved from Lethbridge to Touley eleven years ago, and in the process of resurrecting her own life, she did the same for her adopted town. While other Toulamites credit her for leading the town’s reinvention, Peggy’s modesty was as legendary as her kindness. “It takes a village to save a town or a person,” she told me.

Peggy was known for putting up wayward souls in her spare room. When I met with her, she introduced me to her current resident, a recovering addict from up north — “the exact place isn’t important,” she said.

Last year, when Cort Duclair would have come to town, she had a person known only as Chuck living with her. “I never learned his actual name,” she explained with a wistful glance into the forest. Peggy often gazed into the trees, as if longing to heed the call of the forest spirits. “I think Chuck might have been Norwegian,” she continued after a moment. “Biggest fella I’ve ever seen, and lots of blond hair. Didn’t speak any English, at least not to me, but responded when I called him Chuck, so Chuck he was.”
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Cortez Duclair had dedicated his adult life to proving sasquatches were flesh and blood. 

“I don’t know if I’d call it an obsession.” Bowden finished his beer and cracked open another. I could not tell if he believed his words or not.

For over twenty years Cort had followed every lead that came his way. He examined every photograph, video, footprint, and tuft of hair. He interviewed hunters, farmers, hikers, even children, who claimed to have seen the elusive cryptid. Much of this “evidence” he had discredited as fake, some of it he found inconclusive, but a few pieces he was certain were real, even in the face of mainstream skepticism. He frequently published his findings in the Journal of Cryptozoology, and kept meticulous notes, which filled hundreds of handwritten notebooks that Bowden had recovered from his brother’s one-bedroom cabin on the outskirts of Ellensburg, Washington.

“Bigfoot was his life,” Bowden eventually conceded. Indeed, Cort had never married, and he appeared to have no friends outside other sasquatch enthusiasts. His childhood friends had drifted away because “Bigfoot became more important than hanging with us,” one of them told me. For nearly six weeks, he dated a woman named Catherine, a fellow cryptozoologist, but their relationship ended after a “professional” disagreement over the legitimacy of a femur bone found by a rock climber in the shadow of Mt. Despair, Washington.

“No doubt Cort was a brilliant man,” Catherine told me over the phone, “but he was obsessed with finding a live Homo cascadensus, even though all the evidence points to them being driven extinct soon after the arrival of white settlers to the Pacific Northwest. Don’t get me wrong,” Catherine continued, “I’m as obsessed as the next woman about proving the existence of cascadensus, but Cort? He was almost pathological, as if it was the only thing that mattered.”

“It wasn’t always like that,” Bowden told me, with a sad shake of his head. In the distance a thunderstorm rolled across the Palouse prairie, but Bowden assured me we’d not “smell a drop of rain,” and true to his word, our acre of grass never got wet.

The Duclair boys had grown up in a suburb of Kennewick, Washington, where their father owned a moderately successful auto body shop, and their mother scaled teeth for the family dentist. As with most of us, Cort’s childhood was unspectacular: an above-average student but never one that excelled and a below-average baseballer who eventually gave up the game when a slow bat relegated him to the bench. He attended Sunday school, shot pick-up hoops at the local park, and rode bikes with his friends to the local Dairy Queen for Oreo Blizzards.

This undistinguished childhood changed the day after Cort’s tenth birthday.

Reluctantly, Bowden related that day to me. “Dad was gone by the time Cort and me got up,” he explained. “He’d gone flyfishing on the Yakima River. He’d go a few times a year, but I remember him going a lot that summer. Usually, he went with a buddy of his from high school, but not always, and not that time. He never came home.”

Three days later, the Washington State Police found Jack Duclair’s 1983 Ford F-150 on a logging road outside of Easton. A search of the forest with dogs and a dozen local volunteers never found Jack Duclair’s body or any signs of foul play. A brief investigation concluded he had “most likely gone missing of his own accord,” ostensibly to escape an unhappy marriage.

“Cort never believed that,” Bowden said, shrugging his shoulders as if to indicate he didn’t know what to believe. After all these years, I suspect the truth no longer mattered to him. Whatever that truth was had died with the Mrs. Duclair six years ago. 

“When Dad disappeared, that’s when Cort got interested in bigfoots. He read every book he could get his hands on. He would post on one those computer bulletin boards — you might be too young to remember those — called CryptiNet. He even started a bigfoot club at school.” Bowden clucked his tongue. “He got teased fierce for that, but he didn’t care.”

“Do you think Cort believed bigfoot was responsible for your father’s disappearance?”

“I don’t think he could accept that Dad would just leave us.”

“What about you?”

Bowden sucked his teeth while he contemplated his response. “I think people are capable of believing just about anything if they’re desperate or sad enough.”
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When my editor first assigned me to the Duclair story, I read everything the man had written — over a hundred articles and book chapters on cryptids. The vast majority of these “scientific” papers focused on humanoid cryptids, from Himalayan yeti to the orang pendek of Sumatra, but Cort Duclair’s primary interest was clearly the North American sasquatch, which he had given the latin name Homo cascadensus. He had authored dozens of articles on different sasquatch “sub-species,” of which he had identified at least four that he distinguished by the length and prevalence of hair and body morphology, which he had extrapolated from the size and shape of footprints. Admittedly, these papers suffered from suspect scientific methods, a dearth of credible data, and an abundance of wild conjecture, which only lent credence to the derision heaped on cryptozoologists like Cort Duclair by the credentialed scientific community.

“Mr. Duclair certainly considered himself a scientist,” said Dr. Paul Popovich, Professor of Biology at Central Washington University. “He may have been an observant man — perhaps even a competent naturalist — but he had no formal scientific training and it showed in his work.” For forty years, Dr. Popovich has studied large mammals in the Pacific Northwest, and he’s authored what many consider the seminal volume on the bears of North America. He has spent more years in the forests and mountains of Washington, Idaho, and British Columbia than I have on this Earth, so his response to my question about the possibility of sasquatches existing unseen in the Pacific Northwest carried considerable gravitas. “I do not doubt Mr. Duclair’s conviction,” he told me, “but I’m aware of no legitimate and compelling evidence to support a large, cryptozoic species of hominid living in North America.”

And yet, that evidence was exactly what Bowden Duclair believed his brother went to Toulamine Creek to find. In support, he showed me Cort’s last dozen entries in his final notebook. These detailed a series of conversations with a Seattle-based amateur cryptozoologist who used the handle “CryptoCroc.” CryptoCroc had recently returned from Toulamine Creek with information about “Homo cascadensus parvus,” Cort’s subspecies of sasquatch that was the smallest in size, covered with the least amount of hair, and which Cort believed might credibly be able to pass as an unusually tall human.

“I don’t know if that’s possible, but it don’t matter what I think,” Bowden said. “My brother went up there looking for a sasquatch, and no one has seen him since.”

# # #
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The RCMP, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, conducted a brief investigation after Bowden reported his brother missing. Over two months had passed since Cort had purportedly gone to Toulamine Creek (Bowden seldom saw his brother, and only grew concerned after Cort’s landlord reached out to him about missed rent), so the lack of evidence was not surprising. No one in Touley could positively say they had seen Cort, and while the description of Cort’s pickup truck matched one that had been towed from the Evergreen Brewery parking lot several months earlier, the vehicle had been recycled after no one had claimed it. With no other leads, the RCMP closed the case, pending new information.
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Which brings us back to Chuck, Peggy McIllith’s mysterious Norwegian boarder. According to Cort’s notebook, CryptoCroc had sent a grainy photograph of the purported sasquatch, but it was nowhere to be found in Cort’s belongings. Presumably Cort had taken it to Toulamine Creek to aid his search.

I had no idea what I would find in Touley, but after spending several days interviewing over a dozen of its residents, I’m convinced that Cort Duclair came to find Chuck. Unfortunately, by the time I arrived, Chuck was nothing more than a collective memory among the Toulamites. Chuck had vanished one Tuesday morning after failing to return from his daily walk in the woods.

“He was a forest spirit, no doubt,” Peggy told me, her eyes growing misty. “He would spend hours in the woods. I don’t know what he was looking for, but I assume he found it. When he did, his time here was done, and I believe he just kept walking.”

“People come and go all the time,” Adam Marborough, another long-time Toulamite, explained when I asked him if he was concerned about Chuck’s disappearance. Indeed, a third of Touley’s population was transient, arriving at the start of the summer when tourism peaked, with most moving on by mid-October to other locations, primarily to ski towns farther north and east. “To be honest, I’m more sad than concerned that he’s gone,” Adam said.

A transplant from Guelph, Ontario, Adam operated the Evergreen Brewery with his partner Travis. While in Touley, Chuck had frequented their brewery, and even pitched-in carrying kegs and mopping floors. “That man had an insane nose for beer,” Adam said wistfully. He credited Chuck with perfecting Evergreen’s Piney Knob IPA, their award-winning pine-needle beer. “No matter what we tried, Travis and I couldn’t get the recipe right. Then, one afternoon, that big guy lumbered into the brewery with a handful of the greenest, softest pine tips I’ve ever seen and dropped them into the kettle.” Adam mimed the scene, tossing imaginary pine tips into an invisible copper kettle like a flamboyant chef might add a large pinch of seasoning to a simmering gumbo. Adam settled back in his chair, wrapping his arms around himself. “Don’t know what we’re going to do without him,” he said. “Chuck saved us from bankruptcy.”

Adam wasn’t the only Toulamite to speak fondly of Chuck. If I were to believe the stories — and I heard dozens of them during my brief time in Toulamine Creek — I could only conclude Chuck was a superhuman altruist. He rescued Bradley Donner’s cat from a tree, changed a flat tire for Meghan Kilgor and her five-month-old son, and even helped Candice Wu stain her back deck. “Such a gentle soul,” Candice told me, reminiscing about how Chuck would gently rescue the ants from the deck instead of staining over them.

“It’s not what’s on the outside that matters,” Peggy told me when I asked her to describe Chuck’s physical appearance. “A gentle and genuine soul,” Adam offered when I posed the same question, and no amount of silence shook loose anything more except a serene smile.

Asking around town, I received similar evasive responses from other Toulamites, except for Summer Wilson. Eighteen years ago, Summer had followed her lumberjack boyfriend, Leaf, to Touley. The boyfriend eventually followed the company out of town, but Summer remained. After several years sampling endemic psilocybin mushrooms and living off a generous stipend from her estranged mother, she inherited a sizable fortune, and used the money to open Rock Stomping, Toulamine Creek’s upscale bootery for men. 

As we spoke, she insisted on fitting me with a pair of Saloman Ultras, which she insisted were the best boot into which any man could stuff his toes. When I inevitably brought our conversation around to Chuck, Summer sat back on her heels and chewed at her lower lip as the corners of her mouth rose mischievously. She fanned herself with a shoebox lid as a burst of nervous laughter shook loose from her. “Lordy, it’s gotten hot in here.” She tapped the hot pink nail of her index finger against her lips. “Chuck was . . . how should I put it? Let’s just say he was a credit to his Viking heritage.”

“So he was Scandinavian?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Peggy said he was from Norway when she brought him in for a pair of boots. Poor man never spoke a word to me. He was the... sexy, silent type.” Summer flashed a wicked smile.

I asked how the fitting went, but instead of answering, she complimented me on the shape of my toes. After some additional conversation, it became clear that Summer had more than a professional interest in feet — she handled mine with an almost sensual tenderness. “I can tell a lot about a man by his feet.” She proceeded to “read my feet,” producing a flattering, even if mostly inaccurate, personality profile.

I surreptitiously returned to my question of Chuck’s fitting, and now sufficiently primed, Summer was more amenable to talking. “Chuck had most amazing feet. Big and square, which tells me he’s principled, honest, and reliable. Someone with a big heart.”

“How big?”

“Oh, he’d give you the clothes off his back, which is why I think he didn’t have any shoes!”

“I mean his feet, not his heart. How big were his feet?”

“I stock up to a size thirteen for my popular boots, but I had nothing that came close to fitting him. He must have been a size twenty-three or more.” She held up her hands with over a foot of space between them. “That’s a custom-made shoe, so giving those away would be a real sacrifice, you know, but that would be consistent with who Chuck was.”

The only problem with Summer’s logic was that Chuck’s shoes would have fit almost no one. The largest feet in the world — wearing size twenty-six shoes — belonged to a man in Venezuela, and it seemed unlikely he and Chuck would have ever crossed paths. 

This documented fact also indicated that Chuck’s feet, while extremely large, were within the size range of humans. Was Chuck a Homo cascadensus parvus — a bigfoot — or simply a Homo sapiens with abnormally large feet? I left Toulamine Creek without a concrete answer, but then, did the truth really matter? Or was Bowden correct in that the only thing that truly mattered was what Cort Duclair believed?
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The forests around Toulamine were once dominated by giant cedars, spruce, and Douglas fir, with a smattering of leggy lodgepole pines. Over the past half-century, most of these giants have been removed and processed into homes and furniture and particle board or split and burnt to roast marshmallows or warm our homes through long dark winters. But there is a path that starts at the edge of Touley, about a hundred yards past the T-mart, that winds its way up the mountain, through hectare after hectare of scrubby secondary growth. It crosses several small creeks, whose waters still do not run crystal clear, and eventually up a ridge, where it stops abruptly at a drop too treacherous to navigate without ropes and pitons. There, you can gaze down into a secluded valley wreathed almost perpetually in clouds, but if lucky, through the perforations in the mist, you will see a patch of mossy old growth forest nestled between the imposing granite cliffs.

Peggy told me that a path winds down into that valley, but it wasn’t for the faint at heart or even the sane. Once, when Peggy was younger and in better shape and a little less wise, she had clawed her way down it into the shade of those giant cedars. In that cool spot, sitting on a mossy boulder, she had been overcome to the point of tears by awe and sorrow. Awe because she could feel the weight of ancient life emanating from every crevice of the cedar bark, from every damp stone, and from every gurgle of the creek as it swirled and twisted between cool, dark pools. And sorrow, too, for what we, humans, and specifically settlers, have done to defile this place. That experience realigned her life to the path she now walked.

If sasquatches exist, that would be their home, and Touley would be the place a young bigfoot might go to quench its curiosity about humans. And once it knew all it needed to know, it would likely retreat to the safety of its ancient trees, to its home.
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Many of us don’t realize it, but we are all seeking something: love, happiness, attachment, freedom, knowledge, community. It’s the human condition to need; it’s what drives us forward on this path we call life. Where it ends, I can’t say because I have not reached its terminus. But what happens when that need is filled, when the path we’re walking comes to an end and no side trail winds off into another forest?

The Buddhist have a concept called Nirvana, a state of enlightenment when earthly wants and ignorance have been extinguished. Only once this happens can you ascend beyond earthly suffering.  

After losing his father, finding a sasquatch became the sole, driving need for Cortez Duclair, a goal that until recently I would have insisted was unobtainable. It matters not if I (or anyone else) believe this goal was unhealthy for Cort; it was his chosen path. And so, I wonder what happened when Cort came face-to-face with his bigfoot?

I showed Peggy a photo of Cort Duclair when I explained my reason for coming to Touley. “I’ll tell you the same as I told the RCMP,” she said. “A lot of folks come through Touley looking for something, so I can’t say one way or the other if I saw that particular man.” I received similar answers from the other Toulamites I interviewed, and I can find no fault in their sincerity. To a person, none believed Chuck would have harmed anyone, Cort Duclair included.

I would like to think, in that moment of truth for Cort, that neither man nor sasquatch (if that’s what he was) did harm to the other. I’d like to fantasize that they met in some secluded grove of old-growth cedars, looked each other in the eyes, and, finding whatever it was that each of them was seeking, gained release from whatever might have tormented them. That afterwards, they peacefully parted ways, and continued on whatever path they now followed, forging new footprints through new forests.
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Marianne King grew up in Port-de-Grave, Newfoundland & Labrador and spent most of her life living in the province. 

King’s short story “Open the Door” was published in “Paper Mill Press” (2022), a creative arts journal produced annually from Grenfell Campus in Corner Brook, NL. 

In March 2019, King won the Kit Sora Flash Photography Fiction contest with the story “The Perils of the Sea,” and again in January 2023 with “Pinpoints of Light.”

They bring with them a story based on a cryptid that has occasionally been spotted on the west coast of the island, with the fuzzy video to go with the sightings.
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Things Are Not What They Seem
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The triangular silhouette of pine trees was barely visible against the twilight sky’s backdrop. The darkness made the night sounds of the forest, the chirps, hoots, and rustles, seem even louder. At first, there was nothing else to see, then two large pale dots glowed brightly. They disappeared for a minute, then reappeared again about ten feet to the left. This continued, the reappearing and disappearing, for another few minutes, the dots moving back and forth in amongst the trees. A strange scream sounded, and then everything went black.

I closed my eyes and sighed. Another video, another assignment, another waste of time. “So, what do you think?”

Jess’ chair squeaked as she shifted closer to the screen. Lifting her mug — the words, “Nessie is my Bestie” splashed across the front in a colourful, watery font — she took a sip of her coffee before replying. “I’m not sure. There’s not much to go on.”

This was true.

We sat in the cramped office area of Kraken Ink, a tabloid-style publication that dealt solely with reports of cryptid sightings around the world. Most of the articles were made up, based on whatever pictures or videos we were sent, especially if the sightings were too far away to travel to, such as another continent.

I’d started there straight out of college and had been there now for a decade. The pay was good, but it was starting to wear on me. All those articles on all those creatures, but there wasn’t a single shred of evidence to prove any of it. I’d decided that, after this reported sighting, I was going to quit.

“Play it again.”

I dragged my mouse back and clicked play. The video began again, the dots renewing their movements.

Jess was quiet when the video ended, staring at the screen. Finally: “Do you think it’s a hoax?”

I did, but I replied with what she wanted to hear. “I’ve watched it numerous times, and while it’s definitely possible, it’s hard to say for sure.” 

“Where did it come from?”

“It was posted anonymously to the group with us tagged in it. It seems it was filmed near a small town in Newfoundland.” The video disappeared as I opened up some other documents. “I did a bit of research on the area already to see if there were any other sightings. What I found was a bit more...concerning. It seems that while there has been another possible sighting or two, there’ve been a lot more reports of animals found viciously killed in the woods.”

“So this cryptid could be dangerous?” Her swallow was loud in the room.

“With the assumption that it’s the cryptid, and not some random coyote. The island doesn’t have any wolves anymore.”

“And we’re doing this?”

“I think so. The video seemed pretty convincing that there’s something there.”

“Newfoundland.” Her voice was flat. “We’re gonna have to take the ferry, aren’t we?”

“Well, we could fly, but then we wouldn’t have our own vehicle. We could rent one, but who knows what we’d get.” I quickly showed her the map of the area that I had pulled up from the internet earlier. “Also, with the cost of airfare these days, we wouldn’t be able to bring all of our gear.”

“You know I’m afraid of deep water, therefore I hate boats, right?” The glow of the monitor made her face even paler. 

“Yeah, I know. But, the bigger the boat, the less movement there is?”

Her sigh was explosive in its depth of feeling. “Well, I guess it’ll be okay. Maybe.”

I patted her on the back. “Get packed. Looks like we’re going on a road trip.”
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The trip to the island had been uneventful, other than Jess’ stress on the ferry ride over. The medication she had taken for the boat trip had given her a tired, yet giddy, demeanour. I’d been both concerned and quietly amused. Once we reached Newfoundland and started driving again, she was out like a light. 

The mountains of the island’s west coast slowly changed to the hillier, forested central area. Early fall splashes of yellow and orange appeared amongst the trees, giving way to more pine filled forest the further east we drove. 

Our plan was to stay in the nearby town overnight, giving us a chance to talk to the locals and get some eyewitness accounts of the creature. Then we would move on to the area where the video had been taken, camping there until we found what we’d come for.

The town was beautifully tiny, a cluster of houses at the end of a crater-filled road that was in dire need of maintenance. The houses were old but, ignoring the one or two houses that had too many painted ceramic figurines that seemed to be in every small town,  clean and tidy. People’s pride in their homes and town was clear. 

The Airbnb that we had rented was small and boxlike, the pretty cream colour of the exterior complementing the mix of fall colours from the trees behind it. Jess, who had woken up when the roller coaster road to the town had started, softly muttered, “Ooooo...pretty,” under her breath.

The sounds of birdcall and a chittering squirrel met us as we stepped out of the car. A small breeze blew, rustling the leaves in the trees. Other than that, peace. The silence of a small town. Even the sound of children playing in the distance seemed muted.

“We’ll grab our gear from the car after we get settled.” Hefting my bag over my shoulder, I headed for the house.

Jess huffed behind me as she did the same. She always packed too much for these assignments.

The door gave a small squeak as it opened, revealing even more charm inside. I inhaled, the smell of baked bread leading me to the small kitchen at the back. On the counter was a loaf of freshly baked bread, with a sweet little welcome note.

“I love small towns,” Jess breathed as she came in behind me.

We put our bags in the upstairs rooms and then brought in the rest of the gear, setting some of it up in the living room. After this was done, we took some recording equipment and headed into town to get some food and talk to the locals.

We drove through the town, looking for a place to eat. As with most small towns, there were only a few places to eat, mostly deep-fried takeout. We finally settled on a small place that seemed to specialize in battered turkey and fries, with dressing and gravy, and some fish and wings available as well. Walking in the door, we were met with the smell of grease and an electronic chime letting the people in the back know we were there. There were a few other diners sitting at the rickety metal tables, and all eyes turned to us as we walked in. Old photos of the town and the people who lived in it covered the walls, framed by faded plastic. They stood out against the pale yellow of the walls. 

We walked to the counter, ordered our food, and sat at one of the formica-topped tables. Leaning my elbows on the surface, the whole thing tilted, rocking on its uneven legs. 

The server — a short, stout woman with dark curly hair, a contagious smile, and a name tag that said “Madonna” — came over to lay our paper placemats and cutlery on the table. “Your food’ll be out shortly,” then turned and walked away.

Cryptids seemed to show up near small towns, so by now Jess and I had done enough of these assignments that we knew how to start talking to the locals without them shutting us out. We chatted about this and that, intermittently studying the pictures on the wall above us and commenting on them. As we talked, we could sense the surrounding few diners studying and listening, trying to make sense of why we were in their small town.

“Now, me duckies.” Madonna appeared, placing steaming plates piled high with greasy turkey and fries covered in dressing and gravy in front of us. My mouth watered as the smell hit my nose. “Careful, it’s hot. Ye don’t want to be burning da roofs a your mouths.”

We murmured our thanks, and she asked, “Is dere anyting else I can get for ya?”

Jess and I looked and each other and paused, a practiced move we did without even thinking. I smiled at her shyly. “Well,” I slowly replied, “we were hoping to talk to some of the people here in the town about any experiences they might have had lately in the woods. We’d heard that there have been some strange things happening
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