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Chapter 1

He must go far, but not too far. Someplace lightning would choose. A tree that is a foot or two taller than its neighbours, one with a drop sheet of needles around its base. Too much regrowth will only lead to a telltale explosion. On the other hand, there will have to be enough fuel to nurture the smoke, keep it alive while teaching it to go slow. The firestarter had assumed the perfect location would make itself plain once he was out here. Instead, nowhere looks right.

There are moments when he thinks he might be lost. His squinting attention to particular corners of the forest makes his head swim when he lifts it to get his bearings. He has never been afraid in the bush before. Then again, he isnt himself, is he? Maybe he would never become lost so close to where he started, but the firestarter might.

Doing this thing, he refuses to think of himself as himself. A split personality, if only for today.  Its not shame that forces him to hidehe has his reasons for being here, or a set of compulsions anyway, even if he has trouble recalling them now, so occupied is he by the act alone. He is the firestarter and not himself mostly because it makes it easier. A man temporarily free of history, attachments, implications. For now, hes a soldier on a mission, acting on faith in the wisdom of his orders.

As if folding its arms, the forest blocks his progress. He punches forward, kept on his feet by an elastic web of spruce branches. Once, he gets trapped in a standing coffin of twigs and is forced to hack his way out with his knife. As he thrashes free he hears himself whimper. A sound he doesnt recognize as any hes ever made before.

In time, he finds that he stands in a small clearing. Indiscernible from the dozen bald patches he has already passed through and dismissed as unsuitable.

Here.

Later, someone might even figure it out.

It started here.

He snaps the campfire sticks he picked up at the outfitters in Carmacks into cubes and drops them randomly, one at a time, as he paces. Will two sticks be enough? He decides three would be better, just to be sure. Then four. He takes the tin of kerosene from his pack and sprays it in spidery lines reaching out from the duff he has raked into a small pile with his hands. He thinks he may  have overdone it a bit but reminds himself that whatever evidence he leaves behind will be turned to ash long before he makes it back to town.

The firestarter plucks the Zippo from his breast pocket. He pauses long enough to stroke his thumb over the illustration etched into its silver plate. A habit. One that is observed every time he holds the lighter in his palm before lifting the same thumb to turn the flint. Over the years, both in his own possession and those of its previous, anonymous owners, the drawings lines have been smoothed, the words printed beneath it faded, though still readable. New York City. Atop this caption, the Manhattan skyline is rendered from a thousand feet above the islands south tip, so that the Chrysler Building is a popes hat in the distance and, looming in the foreground, the twin towers stand guarding all that lies behind them.

They were gone now, of course. He cant believe it was nearly four years ago that he watched them collapse into aprons of dust on TV, then wonders what isnt right about four years, whether it feels longer ago or more recent than that. Not that hed ever seen them when they were still around. Hed never been to New York in his life. The distance between there and where he is now strikes him as preposterous, science-fictional.

Where had he gotten the Zippo, anyway? A gift, he thinks, or maybe not. Hes not sure who gave it to him if it is. Its just one of those massproduced souvenirs that make their way around  the world, a cousin in the family of Maid of the Mist pens and Mao alarm clocks, drifting from hand to hand, the original sentiment attached to its purchase long rubbed away.

The firestarter is ready now. All he needs to do is flick the lighter and touch the flame to the accelerants spilled around his boots. Yet, for another moment, he does nothing but study the words and grooves of the Zippos face with a pointless intensity. What does he want these familiar hieroglyphs to reveal? Now, after so long spent in his pockets, lying on dresser tops, lost and found in the chasms between sofa pillows?

Hes only waiting for the answer to why he has come here to return. Already, hes learned that this is the problem with being two people at once. The motivations of one tend to slip away for stretches so that, acting as the other, he finds himself having thoughts he doesnt know the beginning or end of.

Still, even the intentions of a stranger standing in the woods with a lighter in his hand arent difficult to guess.

With one more pass of his thumb over the lines of Manhattan, he starts a fire.

Then he bends to his knees, cups his hands on the ground, and starts another.







Chapter 2

Sometimes, Miles McEwan can tell a thing is about to happen before it does. A jar of pickles envisioned falling out of the fridge before the door is opened, and then, in the next instant, he is on his knees, plucking baby dills from the brine on the floor. A phone that rings on the bedside table only after he reaches for the receiver. Eyes shut against lightning a full moment before the flash.

Right now, for instance, he looks at the door across the room and knows it is about to open. When it does, a woman who is barely a memory and a girl he has never seen before will enter. The light behind them will roll out from between their feet to make a carpet of gold over the concrete. Until they step inside, their faces will be too shadowed to reveal any details, but their silhouettes will show that the little girl holds on to the womans hand, their two arms linked as a single causeway between the shapes of their bodies.

Thats as far as his premonition goes. No words,  no motion, no gesture showing the way into the what-happens-next. He is aware that such a vision wouldnt be in the least remarkable if it took place in any other barroom, restaurant or community hall, whatever the Welcome Inn Lounge is the closest to being. But here, it is a rare occurrence for anyone to appear in doorways who Miles doesnt already know. A place cast so far from the rest of the world that it has no strangers.

Ross River. Better known to those few who have ever heard of it as Lost Liver, on account of the heroic, if mostly cheerless, drinking that goes on. A scattering of storage sheds and slumping log cabins three hundred miles below the Arctic Circle, a dot absent from all but the most scrupulous maps. Miles knows where he is. But up here, when he throws his head back to take in the night sky, he feels closer to the dimmest stars than the ground beneath his feet.

He pushes his gaze through the whirring blades of an exhaust fan that does its best to pump out the smoke, the yeasty splatterings, the pine-scented deodorant pucks that only half mask the reek of backed-up sewage. Quarter to eleven and still light outside. He squints to see as far as he can. Over the rusting tin roofs of the road-maintenance building and the padlocked radio station, past the yearning faces of TV satellite dishes atop the long-immobilized mobile homes, to the huddled green domes of the St Cyr range that cuts all of them off from the rest of the Territory, the country, the continent.

A woman and child are about to open the door across the room. What troubles him is that hes more certain of an event that has yet to occur than the past that has brought him here.

Miles?

As the Welcome Inns bartender, concierge and night cook, it is Bonnies job to stick her hand into the beer fridge, toss keys to any guests who might be staying in one of the lopsided rooms out back, and slam the microwave door shut behind frozen mini-pizzas. As a rule, Miles never sits with others at one of the tables. It leaves him alone to watch Bonnie slide her elbows toward him, her face hovering close enough for him to glimpse the remaining caramel-coated molars in her smiling mouth and take in a whiff of the photo-developing fluid that is in fact the conditioner she uses to prolong the life of her perm. He nods and absently lifts his hand to trace the scars down the right side of his face. Furious striations broad and deep enough to fit whole fingertips into.

Thanks, Miles says, and feels Bonnie clink another bottle against the two others in front of him. She maintains the habit of not collecting empties until closing time so that, as the night goes on, the patrons display scorecards on their tables.

Miles looks around and does a quick tally on whos winning so far this evening. Mungo Capoose. Sharing a table with the younger guys, Jerry McCormack and Crookedhead James. Along with Miles, they constitute four-fifths of the Ross  River forest firefighting crew. Mungo, Jerry and Crookedhead, along with the absent King, are his attack team, though by the look of them, all theyre fit to attack is a tray of tequila shots followed by the pillows in their beds.

Wheres King? Miles asks Mungo. The old man who is not as old as he looks lifts his head slowly, as though pulling his attention away from an intriguing calculation involving the slivers in the plywood next to his hands.

Working the radio.

Do me a favour? Go check on him when youre done that beer.

You sending me out on a wake-up call?

I wouldnt trust anybody else.

Miles would check on King himself except, the truth is, hes not crazy about being alone around the kid. He would rather not have to let King give him that look of his, the hooded stare that seems to be focused at a point slightly higher than the eyes. It makes Miles think the kid is reading a signed confession nailed to his forehead.

Hear they got a smoker up near Dawson, Jerry says. He has just lit his cigarette and stares at the open lighter in his hand as though its flame has informed him of larger blazes elsewhere.

Thats right, Miles answers.

Big?

Not too big.

Will it get their crew a renewal?

I expect so.

Big enough, then.

What do you think? Crookedhead James asks Miles. We going to get our own smoke to bury anytime soon?

Maybe King is getting coordinates from a spotter right now.

Im almost done, Mungo says, taking the hint. I just hate leaving a bottle with something in it.

Mungo says this in the same fateful tone that Miles remembers him using when asked why people in Ross River possess such a thirst. Its not that theres nothing to do but drink, Mungo clarified. Its that theres nothing better to do but drink.

Aside from jobs on the attack team and a handful of come-and-go government positions, the men in town have little opportunity for employment. Some describe themselves as hunting guides, but Margot Lemontagne is the only one who makes her living at it. Margot and Wade Fuerst run Ross Rivers one registered guiding business, catering to the occasional hunters from Outside who come in search of moose, Dall sheep and, most prized of all, the last of the giant inland grizzly bears on the planet. It is also generally admitted that she is the best tracker in town. This praise would be surprising if only because Margot is a woman but is even more remarkable when that woman is thirty-two, and a Métis without any local Kaska relations.

Although he sits outside her peripheral vision, she feels Miless eyes on her and abruptly turns  to face him. She neither laughs nor smiles, but to Miles the effect is as if she had. Her brown eyes lively. The brows pulled high in mock surprise.

Its looks like thissemi-secret, girlish, vaguely flirtatiousthat Wade feels he doesnt get as many of as he used to. They are also expressions he finds increasingly hard to tolerate Margots offering other men, especially Miles. Soon after he arrived in town, alone, and with that scar glowing down his face that both threatened others and acted as a beacon for sympathy, Wade knew that Miles would be the one to somehow bring about the end of his brief dream of contentment. It has proved a rare instance of Wades instincts being not wholly wrong.

Despite the overwhelming evidence that Wade Fuerst is at heart a bitter, irredeemable son of a bitch, Miles cant help but like him some. It may be for no better reason than Miles is, at heart, an irredeemable son of a bitch himself. Under different circumstances, this might have made them brothers of a kind, a pair of feared and unloved outlaws. And its true that during his first couple of years in town, Miles could feel that male hunger for friendship radiating from Wade, a furtive longing to stand next to someone and know there is agreement between them on matters that they, men of similar age and experience, considered of real importance. But not now. Not after Miles had done what hed done. They have never spoken of it, though the crime travels  through their glances all the same. Its why Wade wishes him dead and, in part, why Miles sometimes wonders if it would be better if he were.

Isnt that right, Jackson? a voice calls out. Female, American, from one of those midwestern states close enough to the South to get half-mired in drawl. Elsie Baders voice. Wife of Jackson Bader, to whom she is now repeating herself. Isnt that right?

As has become his habit over the last twenty years of marriage, Jackson Bader looks at his wife but does not answer her. When he was still working he loved to talk, to yell, to make those who entered his office at Louisville Steel feel like old friends or the newly unemployed. Even now, three days shy of his seventieth birthday, he can still summon intimidating glares that remind lessers of who they are, of the lengths to which a cloudy-eyed retiree like himself is prepared to go in the name of realizing his whims. His wife may be the only person left he would never level such a look at. He loves her, and supposes thats why he doesnt. He still loves her, yesin a grateful, loyalty rewarding wayand doesnt want to frighten her. But sometimes he wishes she would only twitter on to herself and not ask him questions, which require a response from him, and because he hadnt really been listening, he has nothing to say.

The Baders are here to hunt. That is, Jackson Bader is here to shoot one of what he calls those Boone and Crockett Kodiaks, and Elsie Bader is  here to take the photos when he brings the animal down. Its all he talked about at his retirement party. What are you going to do now that youve got the time, Jack? his successor, a boy with a head stuffed with nothing but bleached teeth and a Stanford MBA, had asked him while lifting a glass of white winewhite wine!to his lips, and Bader had silenced the pup by growling, Thought Id go up to Canada to bag me one of those Boone and Crockett Kodiaks. Three years passed without his mentioning it again. Then, one morning this past November, he had abruptly muted the recroom big screenan unheard-of interruption of a Vikings vs. Redskins gameturned to his wife and said, You want to go hunting with me in the spring? It had been so long since her husband had surveyed her wants that she had said yes and giggled with an overflow of pleasure before she wondered if she actually wanted to witness somebody kill a bear or not.

Miles watches Jackson Bader look about him distractedly, pale and string-necked, and has the impression that the old man isnt sure what hes doing here. Its not the confusion that comes with age or with discovering oneself in unfamiliar surroundings. Bader is simply the kind of man who finds the company of strangers slightly absurd, useless, an expenditure of energy on those who, in all likelihood, you will never see again. Miles meets the mans eyes and wonders if Bader has identified the same distance in him.

Now that he thinks of it, Miles has to concede that everyone here likely sees him as Bader does: the near-silent burn victim, friendless and grotesque. What people wonder about more than anything else are his scars. The muddy splotches that spill down the one side of his neck, his rib cage, and disappear below his waist. All anybody is sure of is they have reason not to ask him about it. Within months of his arrival, Miles earned a reputation as a merciless barfighter on the nights when the drink goes down him the wrong way, or if provoked, or if merely spoken to in what he interprets to be an unfavourable tone. Currently, he is one victim short of sending an even halfdozen down to Whitehorse on free medevac rides.

On these occasions, Miles spends the night under Terry Grays watch in the single cell of the RCMP office, apologizing for keeping Terry up late, and Terry telling him that hes a lousy sleeper at the best of times and that hed rather type up the assault charges against Miles than lie awake all night in his trailer. Most recently, it concerned a visiting miner who had affronted Ross Rivers meagre charms by saying of Bonnie, Theres better-looking barmaids back in the goddamn hole, referring to the all-male open pit mine in which hed spent the last three weeks. For this offence, Miles had beaten the man into a long and dreamless sleep.

Terry Gray has started getting calls. Hear youve got a real wild man on your hands up there, Sheriff, the superintendent down in Whitehorse will joke  with him, but Terry knows its getting less funny all the time. He also knows about the stories. Tales of a monster whose rage has pursued him to the end of the world. He killed a pregnant woman in Prince George. He scarred his face blowing up a Hells Angels clubhouse in Edmonton, and a pack of murderous bikers have been spotted as far north as Carcross, asking after a guy with a fucked-up face. And a dozen other improvised myths. In fact, the Welcome Inn has become as famous in the rest of the territory for the brooding fire ranger who drinks in its bar as for its mouldy, overpriced rooms.

Mungo Capoose sees his boss differently.

Miles McEwan? Hes not so mean, is how Mungo likes to conclude any conversations concerning his bosss character. Hes just running away.

From what? someone will ask.

From his face.

But you cant run from that.

Thats why hes gone as far as he has.

There is also a figure visible to Miles alone. Standing in the shadows on the far side of the pool table thats been too slanted to play an honest game on since Miles piledrived Wade onto it the first and only time he called him Scarface. Miles couldnt say how long the figure has been there. Its only when he stares at the one spot for a while that he can make out the outline of a person at all. The slumped shoulders. The pale reflection of unblinking eyes.

It stays where it is long enough that Miles  wonders if it is only his own idle creation. Yet the figure is too inarguably there for him to pretend it couldnt be. Its stillness prevents it from being wholly alive. This is what Miles tries to tell himself. The man in the shadows will remain a shadow until it can move.

And then it moves.

As it slides toward him, Miles counts the ways the shadow takes on colour. Khaki work pants splashed with what looks like machine oil. Eyes showing themselves to be unnaturally wide and red-rimmed. The head so bald its missing ears as well as hair.

Miles watches the man emerge from where there was nothing before, as though stepping out of the wall itself. When the tips of his boots slide into the light cast by the bare bulb nearest him, he stops.

Although the figure is tall, Miles can see that it belongs to a young man. A kid stretching his neck to show a face burned black. And smiling. His teeth long and shining as ivory keys.

With a spastic lurch Miles swings around on his stool. He pounds his fist against his chest to show the room its only a swig of beer thats gone down the wrong way. Even when the others return to their conversations Miles refuses to look beyond the pool table.

Nice one.

She is.

Whered you get her?

Come up on a flatbed to Carmacks.

Used?

Theyre all used. But this ones not as used as others.

Without asking, Miles knows that Wade and Crookedhead are talking about trucks. Men speak of half-tons up here in the same covetous, technical way that others might speak of power tools, laptop computers or women. Everything else that happens in Ross River might ultimately boil down to a tale of foolishness or mild humiliation to cling to its subject for years, but trucks alone are taken seriously. If he closes his eyes and listens selectively to the drinkers around him, Miles can pick out the names of the Big Three manufacturers, each brand spoken with reverence, as though ancient gods. Dodge. Ford. Chevy. Once, and only once, a Toyota made an appearance so scorned that its owner, Crookedhead James, was compelled to drive it to Whitehorse and sell it, coming home on the once-a-week bus with a hangover that made his nose run, four hundred dollars, and a gym bag of newish skin magazines.

Nice truck, Wade says again, although this time about a new arrival in the parking lot.

Wade? Margot calls. Bring me and the Baders here another round, would you?

After a time long enough to let Margot know she will later pay for addressing him in this way, Wade turns to the bar and leaves Crookedhead to follow whatever movement there is outside.

Thank you, Wade, Mrs Bader gushes. Im not  sure when I last had so much beer to drink. I mean, usually I just have a single gin, and thats only at functions!

Jackson Bader says nothing. Everyone in the room except for his wife has heard someone at the door, and they have shifted in their seats to see who will open it.

Oh, Margot. Youre so lucky to live way up here, where you can do things like this all the timenot just drink beer, but enjoy the real things. The wilderness. Cowboys and Indians! Good heavens. Youre not supposed to say Indian anymore, are you? And most of you arewell, I only meant

Elsie Baders face is slashed by the light coming in through the open door. It is against this illumination that two strangers appear. A woman in her late twenties holding the hand of a little girl.

The two of them come inside but the door remains jammed on a raised crack. The woman lifts her sunglasses. Without a change in either of their expressions she spots Miles and, after the most brief of pauses, the two step toward him.

The Welcome Inn patrons are a transfixed audience to their march. Everyone hopes, no matter what is about to take place, that the woman doesnt ask Miles about the mottled burns that, in the sudden light, look like crimson ink splashed from his temple to his shirt collar.

Miless eyes wont leave the little girl holding the womans hand. Her just-brushed hair shining blue against the twilight. A summer dress patterned  with strawberries down to her mosquito-bitten knees. Maybe five. Maybe six.

He doesnt recognize the woman next to her. Not at first. But although Miles is certain hes never seen the girl in the strawberry dress before, she smiles his way, and without thinking, without touching his scar, without the ongoing work of forgetting what demands to be remembered, he smiles back.

The girl smiles at him and he smiles back and he knows.

Less than fifteen miles away, where the even ground outside Ross River gives way to the first sloping of the St Cyr foothills, a cold rain falls windless and straight on the deadfall. For the past three weeks there has been little other precipitation than this. Dark clouds that cluster and begin their low murmurings, and within seconds the air drops three degrees, leaving a bristling anticipation in the spruce needles. When the rain comes, it does not fall so much as collapse. The air crushed with white noise in which anything from whispered voices to gunfire can be heard.

And then its over.

The rain had soaked the bear through to the skin, but her fur is already dry, porcupined in dark spikes. She has marched close enough to town to detect traces of the man-made: diesel exhaust, woodsmoke, the sugary temptations of the dump. It keeps her nose low. Inhaling the clean, mineralized scent of soil turning to mud.

Behind her, two male cubs follow. They are no more than twenty months old but are already bigger than sheepdogs. And yet the length of the sows stride requires an awkward half-run of the cubs to keep up. Two sulking brothers with ears standing atop their heads like a pair of childrens mittens.

Faraway sheet lightning casts its shadows across the wall of pine trunks. The three animals shuffle diagonally up the slope, their movements deliberate but weary. They have come from elsewhere but the sow has been here before, though her memories of it only make her want to move farther on.

She stops as abruptly as the rain. The cub closest to her bumps his head against her hind legs and she swings around, demanding attention. Water bends the branches lower and spills off their ends so that, for the first minute, there is no sound but a chorus of pissing.

The she-grizzly slowly rises. Her nose stretched high, the tip of a shaggy antenna. When she is standing at her full height, towering ten feet over her cubs, she swivels her head and takes in so many small sniffs that, when she exhales, it comes out in a grunt. With eyes closed she holds herself still. Her nostrils stretched wide, tasting the new, almost undetectable breeze from the south.

The sow recognizes something in it that her cubs have never smelled before. The odour of a danger equal to the burnt-butter stink of men.

She smells smoke.







Chapter 3

As she steps toward him, Miles notices how the childs knees poke out below the hem of her dress, one and then the other, like turtles heads. Its been so long since hes seen a girl of her age in a dress that it looks like a costume to him. Among the details hes lost hold of in the last few years are holidayswhat dates they fall on and whether the Raven Nest Grocery will be closed on account of it. Because of this, and because of the dress, Miles has an idea that the girl is about to pull a pillowcase from behind her back and demand Trick or treat!

The Welcome Inn drinkers lift their heads to take a measure of the newcomers, studying the woman and girl without the reluctance to stare that one finds elsewhere. All of them notice how the womans eyes dont move about the room. Instead, she raises her chin half an inch and peers straight ahead. It may be a way of seeing into the dark, or a gesture of confirmation, or fearlessness.  Whether reflex or signal, she steps forward with her face lifted to them, which allows everyone to note the length of her neck as well as the colour of her eyes, green as quarry water.

The woman and girl breach the invisible circle usually afforded the fire supervisor and stand within handshaking range, though no hand is offered. Miles inhales and takes them in. A flavouring of citronella insect repellent and sweat.

Rachel, the woman says, pulling the child forward to stand in front of her. This is Miles.

The man with the scarred face and the girl in the strawberry dress nod at each other, once, at the same time.

If forest firefighters are asked why, among all the kinds of physical labour a person might do for money, they chose this particularly wilting, occasionally life-threatening work, the answer offered more than any other is that they love it. More odd is that if they are then asked to substantiate this love, they will have little, if anything, to offer. Most end up shrugging. Always the same shrug, one that makes it clear that there is no single reason they could state and at the same time believe to be true.

Miles thought he might have been slightly different on this count. He loved the job no less than the other men and women he has worked with, but he believed that in his case he could take a stab at explaining why.

Fire isnt like us, he would tell Alex when she asked what he saw when he came closest to the flames. It never forgives.

Sometimes, when he watched how a low, desultory smoker would tiptoe far enough along to touch off a dry thicket, Miles could see himself in the orange spirals, his own hunger devouring the arthritic limbs. He had heard fires described as cruel but he never saw them that way. What he recognized instead was how they were destructive only because they could be, the flames liberated by perfect indifference. Even before he was burned, he had this same talent himself.

This is why hed come to this place out of all the end-of-the-world places he could have run to. There was nobody here that he knew, to remind him of who he was. Nobody hed made a promise to or ever would. And there was fire.

For a while, though, he considered other options. For the better part of his first year on the road, driving from prairie town to prairie town across Saskatchewan, the Dakotas, Montana, Alberta and back again in a flat, pointless circle, he thought about bartending. He was spending most of every night in bars at the time anyway, and could see himself on the other side of the divide, pulling the taps and free pouring the rye, keeping an eye on the loudmouths and, when need be, directing the worst of them out the door with the end of his boot. There wouldnt be much trouble on his shifts, at any rate. He found that  the scars did a lot to maintain order all on their own. There was a warning in the marks on his cheek that common, hayseed pugilists had to take into consideration. But even with all of these qualifications, Miles knew he wouldnt last a week. It wouldnt be the job, but the temptation to talk. He might be invited to barbecues or bowling tournaments or waitresses rented rooms, and be asked questions that, over time, he would allow himself to answer.

For these reasons, Miles knew that if he wanted to run away hed have to come back to fires. To his surprise, this was fine with him. Even after what had happened he still loved them, his dreams recalling the purposeful digging at the feet of a blaze hed arrived at early enough to contain at least as often as the Mazko River blowup, the one fire he had ever been caught in. Alex knew all of this about him. It was the only clue that, once he was gone, she believed might lead her to him. And now it has.

Have you been here the whole time? In this town, I mean?

They are the first words either of them has spoken since they walked out of the Welcome Inn. The sun had not yet surrendered to the reach of the hills, and there was enough light left in the evening sky to blind them. For the first few minutes the three of them could only shuffle, stunned, through the gravel streets.

Ross River, Miles says.

Thats it. I saw the name on the sign.

Five years.

You must like it.

Five years isnt that long.

It isnt?

Not so long that you have to like where you spent them.

Alex and Miles walk with their heads down, the girl running ahead and back again like a herd dog, circling behind and nudging their calves. They take the road down to the river, past the tiny, unpainted church, with its steeple of shining aluminum. Beyond it, they find the path through the empty lot where Lloyds Gas & Tackle once was. Miles glances up at the one remaining pump standing crooked, its glass face cracked, and sees it as a bespectacled man struggling to his feet after a beating.

When they reach the banks of the Pelly they watch the lengthening curls and peek-a-boo whirlpools of the current. The water heavy as oil, a glinting purple that conceals its depths. There are no sounds except for the buzz of the first mosquitoes awakening from the reeds, along with the rivers gulps and spits.

In the absence of words, Miles feels the first tickles of the moments strangeness. It seems to him that the woman and girl stand unnecessarily close, and a flurry of options occur to him. He might fall to his knees and explode into tears. Beg forgiveness. He might swing out his arms and knock them back.

All he can think of to hold off some show of madness is to keep talking. He tells them of how, last summer, he had been standing where they are now watching Margot play fetch with her dog, Missie. Over and over Margot would throw a stick out, and each time Missie would leap in, snatching it and cutting back to shore. Once, Margot threw the stick ten feet farther than before. Missie splashed into the swirls. This time, when she turned around with the stick in her mouth, the current grabbed her from below. The dogs front legs punched forward in panic but she couldnt break free of the waters hold. Miles and Margot started out after her only to see that she was already too far, speeding out of sight around the bend behind the churchyard, down to join the Yukon and, eventually, the delta that empties into the Beaufort Sea.

Poor Missie, Alex says. Poor Margot.

Its terrible. Now shes only got Wade to follow her around.

Miles tries at a laugh, but it comes out in a messy sneeze. And now that hes told the story of the drowned dog, he realizes it was more grim than he remembered, and wonders if the girl might do something awkward. But instead, Rachel cups her chin in her palm, studying the site of the tragedy. When she turns to him her forehead is scrunched into serious ripples.

We cant go swimming in that river, she says.

Id advise against it.

She shakes her head in regret. Then, in the next  second, she snaps out of her grown-up considerations and sprints back up the road toward town.

Alex and Miles follow her past what Bonnie likes to call the Welcome Inns courtyard, no more than a patch of grass with what, from a distance, looks to be a garden gnome stepping out of his lederhosen. They turn right, past a row of squat mobile homes, most with something left out in their front yards. A standing stepladder. A pickup truck raised on its rims, its hood agape. A Mr Turtle wading pool.

They round the property of a cabin that appears to be made of nailed-together outhouses, all with grass growing high atop their roofs. Across the road, two boys sit side by side on a bench in front of a cinderblock building. Off to the side theres a swing set, along with climbing bars that could be a cage from which something has already escaped, and between them, a slide designed to look like a dinosaurs tongue.

Can I go play? the girl asks.

Play away, kiddo.

How old is she? Miles asks once she has run off into the weed-riddled sand of the playground.

Five and a half.

Really?

How old do you think she could be?

I dont know. I guess I dont have much experience on what five and a half is. What theyre capable of at that age.

Rachel is capable of pretty much anything.

They crunch over the stones at the side of the road, watch the girl scramble up the ladder of the dinosaurs back and slide down its tongue. When she reaches the bottom she remains sitting on the aluminum lip. He tries to meet the girls eyes but shes watching the two Kaska kids on the benchMungos son, Tom, and one of his more-silentthan-most friends, Miles can see now. After a time of wondering what to do next in a second-rate playground while being observed by two teenaged Indian boys, Rachel abruptly runs around and up the dinosaurs back again. She pauses at the top and surveys the monkshood poking through the sand below. Then, with a regal salute, she plops on her bum and slides earthward a second time.

There must be kids around here, Alex says, as though answering a question she had asked herself. That looks like it could be a school, anyway.

It is. And the library, town hall and RCMP detachment, all rolled into one. Youre looking at civilization over there.

Doesnt look like much.

Were the shit end of the stick out here, I guess.

Worse than anywhere else?

Worse than the towns whose native bands have signed the government land claim offers. Places that get to at least think about building a new school. Or a sewage system that can cut down on the number of times your bathtub fills up with what your neighbour flushed down his toilet five  minutes ago. Miles looks down at his boots. Theres drugs here, and a lot of drinking, he says. And Im talking about the kids.

Isnt there a counsellor or someone?

Theres nobody.

What about you?

Im not paid to be a difference maker. Its not my job, its yours.

That sounded a little like contempt.

You just heard it wrong.

Tom and his friend have slouched their way over to the playgrounds edge, where they stand with their hands in their pockets, asking Rachel questions that Miles and Alex cannot hear. The girl says something in return that brings goofy smiles to their faces.

You still teaching? Miles asks her.

Its that or waitressing.

You used to love it.

Im just tired. Its a lot to Alex lets her thought turn into a shrug.

Youre on your own?

As far as Rachel goes, yes.

That cant be easy. And the kids you work with are even worsementally challenged, or whateverit must be that much tougher to

Youre right. Theyll kill you. Youre helping and helping all day, and at the end of it, if youve done your job, they just need you more. You know?

Not really.

No, you wouldnt.

From across the parking lot, Mungo Capoose strolls into view, his arm held over his head in a wave, as though Alex and Miles are a half mile distant instead of a hundred feet away.

Where you off to? Miles calls to him.

Just following orders.

What orders?

You wanted me to check on King, didnt you?

Mungo grins at them. At Alex, anyway. Miles has forgotten that, in Ross River, Alex will appear not only as an obvious stranger but as uncommonly beautiful. For the first time, Miles acknowledges this as well. Green eyes, freckles, dark hair shining down the back of her neck.

The fire office is the other way, Miles tells him.

That I know. Just want to share a word with my son here.

Mungo keeps his eyes on Alex a moment longer, and when Miles glances to see if she is meeting the older mans gaze, he finds her smiling back at him.

He seems nice.

Nice? I suppose Mungos nice. The sad truth is hes the best man on my crew.

Youve got friends up here, at least.

I wouldnt go that far.

Mungo grabs Tom by the shoulders and gives him a shake. Toms friend repeats whatever story hes already told Rachel and all of them laugh, with Mungo adding something at the end  that brings another round of guffaws.

Shes good at that, Alex says.

Good at what?

Figuring out strangers in a hurry.

Its a hell of a skill to have.

When youre on the road with just your mom around to keep an eye on you, its a good thing to know who might be bad news.

What do you mean, on the road?

Alex takes a step forward so that she can look directly up into Miless face. Her lips white, bloodless. Hes certain she is about to throw her fist into his face and he spreads his feet apart to keep his balance when it comes.

Four summers in a row, she says instead. Looking for you.

Miles turns away. Over Alexs shoulder, he watches Mungo give Rachel a courtly bow, before taking Tom and his friend by the collars and pulling them off with him, squeezing the boys against his sides as they make a show of trying to escape his grip.

I can walk you by where I live. I have a dog. His name is Stump, Miles offers in a rush.

Rachel? The girl runs up behind Alex, grinning. But when she looks at Miles, her face is instantly emptied of expression. Would you like to meet a dog named Stump?

Stump? She swallows, as though tasting the name. Grumpy lump! Lets see Stump!

Miles leads them past the prefab utility shed that once housed the radio station but now stands locked, the hastily painted CHRV-FM 88.9 sign over the door peeling away in rolls, the transmitting antenna bent to the side from kids using the shed as an observation tower.

Can we hear it? On the radio in the truck? Rachel asks him. No longer rushing ahead, the girl now lingers twenty feet behind Miles and Alex, kicking at stones that nip the backs of their ankles.

Theyve closed it down.

But when it did work, who talked on it?

Anybody that wanted to.

So if it worked now, could I go on and talk?

There wouldnt be anybody to stop you.

Now that he thinks of it, Miles misses tuning in during his first year here, finding only static most of the time, but also unexpected treats. Bonnie reading from her grandmothers recipe box. Mungo playing the same side of Johnny Cashs Ring of Fire LP three times in a row. A bunch of preschoolers giggling for a half-hour straight. All of it reaching no farther than a two-mile radius of wilderness and perhaps a half-dozen others who may have been listening. There was a comfort in it, though. Sitting alone and having voices come to him. Confirming for whoever might be doing the talking or listening that they were here, together, even if what was being said and heard made no trace of difference in the world.

As they walk toward his cabin, Miles and Alex ask questions of each other for the girls sakeHad Alex taken Rachel to see the dancing Gertie Girls in Dawson? Does Miles get a chance to go south in the winters?but most of what passes between them comes in versions of the unsaid. No matter what caution they bring to their words, everything delivers both of them to the life they had discovered together, no greater in length than the time they have now been apart. They remember in the silence of shared understanding, two listeners tuned to the same voice. One that tells a story they already know but that surprises them anyway, leading them from what they had to what they lost, to Miles running away, to fire.

An afternoon rain has forced it underground. It hides beneath the surface, gnawing along roots far enough down to be untouched by moisture. The fire can find any number of hosts without ever showing itself to the world, living in oil shales, petroleum seeps or coal veins for weeks, even years. For now, tiny and unnamed, it allows itself to sleep.

A stethoscope placed on the ground would hear nothing, but a cheek could feel its warmth. In land like this, there may be a hundred such lazy fires for every square mile, more on the edges of swamps and bogs, where the fuels are rich but lie deeper. Most never awaken. They come to the end of whatever nourishes them and slowly suffocate,  without a struggle, their hearts weak from birth. But this one is different. It was born with intent.

There. A white puff tails up from below, as though exhaled from an underworld cigarette. Another. Soon the smoke becomes a steady stream, broadening, clinging to the deadfall like morning fog.

Before it is extinguished, it will claim a land area greater than most national parks, leaving a lake of ash behind. It will turn bones to swan feathers. It will kill, and hide the bodies better than the most calculating assassin.

It will do all of this as though motivated by some idea of itself, by ambition, by hate. But as with all fires, it will have no desire but to live.







Chapter 4

Why Miles?

Alex has wondered this perhaps more than anything else. Why had she decided to shed all her shyness for that one sun-glowy, blue-eyed boy over all the others? Why him, sitting alone on the back fire escape of a Montreal walk-up at the first party of the new term, the weeks ahead of her fizzing with possibility, never mind the next year, the next five?

Sometimes shes sure it was his mouth that made her step out onto the fire escape on her own. Her housemate, Jen, a boy-crazy psych major from Massachusetts who liked to regard Alex as so Canadian (which meant, for her, an innocent who didnt stand a chance in the corrupt negotiations of sex), had asked where she was going when Alex had left her chatting up a pair of sniggering frat boys in the bathroom lineup, and Alex had told her, Im sure you can handle Beavis and Butthead on your own, and walked out into the cool night.  It was his mouth that did it, shes almost certain. His lips fine but deeply coloured, a mark of delicate youth on a face she would have otherwise thought of as broad featured, even rough. She saw him through the kitchen window, noticed his mouth and wanted to kiss it, as she had wanted before, daydreamingly, of others. What was remarkable about this boys lips was that she wanted to kiss them first and then divide them with her tongue, slitting them apart as a blade opens an envelope, so that she could see what shape theyd make around his words.

Have you ever tried to eat the stars?

Alex is literally taken off balance. Its the heels she borrowed from Jens endless collection jamming through the metal slats as much as his question.

No, she says. Maybe Ive never been hungry enough.

When I was a kid I would pick them right out of the sky. They had a taste, too.

Were they good?

Oh yeah. Too good. My mom told me if I ate too many Id start to shine.

Only now does Miles look at her directly, and Alex thinks that its too late. This boy has already had more than his fill of stars.

Miles pulls a clear plastic sandwich bag out of his pocket and shakes it in the air. Inside, a cluster of withered caps and stems leap over each other as though in an effort to escape.

Whats that?

Mushrooms, he says. I spent the summer out on Vancouver Island. Picked these lovelies myself. Very friendly.

So, instead of stars, now you eat magic mushrooms.

Im always putting something in my mouth. He shakes the bag again. Want some?

What do they do?

You mean youve never?

No. Ive never most things.

Thats okay. They basically take whatever mood youre in and enhance it, make you see beyond what youd normally see.

Youre looking at me. What do you see?

A lot of things.

Name one.

I see someone whos wondering if she can trust this guy shes never met before, but thinks that shed like to.

Well, Alex laughs, pulling away before she could spoil everything by lunging forward to bite his lips. I guess Id better have some of those. You cant be the only mind reader around here.

Inside, the party gets suddenly louder, as though from a single twist of a volume knob. Alex can hear Jen squealing, pretending to be ticklish. A shattered glass receives a round of applause. The bass line from Smells Like Teen Spirit trembles through the kitchen window, entering the steel bones of the fire escape along with Miles and Alex themselves.

But nobody comes outside to interrupt them. Huddled close, their voices low and secretive, as though the simple facts they share are instead shocking revelations they had every intention of taking with them to the grave. They talk about the towns they were from, their majors, the four years that separated their ages (Miles was older), all without telling each other their names. Yet when they finally get around to introducing themselves, with a mannered, lingering handshake, they feel they already knew that they were Miles and Alex, and that speaking these words aloud merely satisfied a formality demanded of them.

Have you climbed the mountain yet? he asks her, and at first she thinks he is speaking figuratively, of some spiritual challenge he has already overcome that she hasnt even heard of. But in the next second she realizes he only means Mont Royal, the slope that rears up over campus and all of downtown, a patch of Canadian Shield in the middle of the city with an illuminated cross on top.

Ive worried that Id get lost.

I brought my compass, Miles says, tapping the side of his head.

Alex pulls off Jens heels and clanks down the fire escape stairs after him, barefoot. Up St Dominique, turning to catch their reflections in the windows of the Vietnamese and churrasceira restaurants on Duluth, north again past the musky, shivering nightclub lineups on St Laurent. Alex wonders if its the mushrooms that make her  feel like she is levitating a half inch off the sidewalks.

They enter the park at LEsplanade, emerging from the enclosure of streets into the expansive night. Alex can see the graphite outline of the mountain now, the white bulbs of the cross. When they move into the forest at the mountains base they dont bother searching for a trail. This ways up and thats where were going, Miles tells her, dodging his way around maple saplings and warning her not to stub her toes on the larger rocks poking through the soil like half-buried skulls. Even though she can still hear the mechanical murmur of the city behind her, Alex imagines she is being pursued. Some wild thingan animal or firehunts her on the slope.

At the crest, she scratches through a patch of burrs to find Miles lying on his back, panting. Alex looks behind her, expecting to see the grid of lights and the Olympic Stadium oval as she has in postcards, but the trees block her view of all but strange flickers between the trunks, dancing like embers.

Its bigger than youd guess, isnt it? Miles asks her, and she follows where hes pointing at the cross directly above them.

And brighter.

Bigger, brighter, better. Thats the shrooms.

No, thats you, Alex nearly says.

Now that they are lying close they discover a comfortable silence between them. Miles finds  Alexs hand and links his fingers through hers, a grade-school gesture of affection that disarms her nevertheless. They stay there, splayed out in the one piece of wilderness on an island of three million, until the first cold of autumn brings them to their feet.

You guided me up here, she says. Now you follow me.

Alexs apartment is a small 31/2 over a bagel bakery. From the front window, the two of them look down on the street, where a line of assorted last-call drunks wait to get something to eat before the long stumble home. Even the curtains smell of coalfire and boiled dough from downstairs.

It makes me constantly hungry, she says, pouring both of them glasses of ice water. But I love it. So do the mice.

Have you set traps?

Jen wants to, but Ive been stalling. I know its ridiculous, but my thinking is, theyve got to live somewhere, right?

Thats not ridiculous.

Do you have mice?

No. But I dont have walls, either.

Where do you live?

In my van.

Dont you have friends you could stay with?

Some. But Ive found a very picturesque parking lot. Its like they say: location, location, location.

In the morning, Alex awakens with Miless arm  wrapped around her, pulling her into his body. She remembers the delicate but insistent way that he took her clothes off under the covers, only to lie close, their whispers getting tangled in her hair. Sometime in the night they must have drifted into sleep, but she feels that even in their dreams they continued their talk, adding new confessions to the ones already offered, trumping each others Most Embarrassing Moment and Worst First Date stories until her laughter shook her awake.

She turns over as quietly as she can, hoping to study Miless face, but his eyes are already open. Alex lands her fingers on his shoulder and presses down, feels the muscle there yield to her. Her hand strokes lower and touches something stuck to him. A round button of fluff.

What is that? she says.

What?

That.

Miles tries to look over his shoulder but only Alex can see whats there. A furry grey circle the size of a dollar coin pressed into the skin. Alex pulls on the string attached to it and peels it off Miless back.

A mouse, she says, dangling it between them.

A flat mouse.

The poor thing. Snuggled up under the sheets one minute, and the next, the giant decides to roll over and phwat!

So much happens when youre asleep, Miles says, genuinely amazed.

Alex places the mouse on the bedside table. Its only then that she kisses his mouth.

When she bites, he doesnt pull away.

Jen moved out the next week. It wasnt supposed to be Alex, the naive Canadian, but Jen who found the cute older guy to skip class with for three days straight and spend all of them in the bedroom, living on sex, magnums of red wine and Thai takeout. The injustice was so intolerable she unhooked the shoe racks hanging on her walls and took a room in the all-girls dorm where she didnt have to deal with shared bubble baths and bare asses running down the hallway all the time.

Alex and Miles didnt mind the mice, and though the apartment was small, it was, as Miles liked to point out, a good deal bigger than the back of a van. At first, they told each other it was an arrangement of convenience. For the first months, happy as they were, both of them found it easier to speak of their lease on the place over the bagel shop as the thing that brought them together, instead of something more truthful but overwhelming, like love or fate.

Still, they couldnt help themselves from making plans. Alex was taking education and, after some obligatory internships at special schools, discovered she had a talent for working with children with learning disabilities. Miles had to admit that Intro to Anatomy was the first course hed ever taken where he saw the point behind it all, the  practical link between science and people. He pored over textbooks with their painted pages of interconnected organs, arteries and bones, and could recognize not only the beauty in it but the ways he might fix them if the system failed or came under attack. Alex envisioned him as a surgeon. She told Miles he had all the natural skills for the job, which, in her mind, consisted mainly of a kind face and strong hands. Although Miles had never seriously thought of being a doctor before, within weeks she had persuaded him to apply to medical school the year after next. The University of Toronto was near the top of the field for both of them. The bagels werent as good, but they figured they could handle just about any deprivation so long as they were together.

That summer, they sublet the apartment and Miles drove out west for the same job he had worked the past four years, taking a position on a forest firefighting crew in the British Columbia Interior. Alex joined him for the ride as far as Vancouver and found work at an East End daycare. They saw each other as much as they could, Miles coming down to the city on his breaks and Alex taking the eight-hour bus ride to Salmon Arm on Saturdays to spend the night with him before taking the bus back on Sunday morning.

On the return cross-country drive, in a Robins Donuts parking lot on the outskirts of Moose Jaw, Miles gave Alex a ring hed won from his foreman in a poker game.

Its collateral, he said.

You want a loan?

I want your time.

I dont get it.

Miles placed his hands against the sides of Alexs head. She could feel them shaking.

Next summer is going to be my last one working the fires. And when I come back, I want to give you something with a real rock in it.

Are you looking for an answer now?

Thats up to you.

Alex slipped the foremans ring on her finger, a silver band with the name ROY on it in raised fools gold. She turned it against her knuckle until the metal warmed her skin.

Its not really my style. And its way too big, she said. But Ill keep it anyway.

They spoke frankly, always and right from the start, and best when of grave things, confessions, the conveying of bad news. For Miles, this involved the story of his missing father. A chemical engineer at the Nanaimo pulp mill who married Miless mother, bought a modest house near the harbour, and on the day before his sons fifth birthday, left without leaving behind a note, an address, anything to suggest he was ever coming back.

Honesty was never an issue between them. They
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