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Dave and Vivian 
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“Are you sure your mom and dad are coming to pick up the truck tonight?” Dave asked Viv anxiously.

She laughed. “You’re such a worrywart. Dad will come out here when he gets off work. He has two sets of spare keys and mom is going to water the plants. Relax, will you? A vacation is supposed to be fun, remember?” She punched his arm playfully. “Besides, he knows this old truck is your pride and joy.”

Dave smiled at her, taking her hand. He rubbed his thumb across the new ring on her finger. “How did they take the news?”

Her expression turned serious at the question, and she huffed out a breath. “Mom was annoyed we eloped, but not surprised. She wants to plan something a little more traditional and formal when we get back.”

Holding hands, they crossed the gravel parking lot to the trailhead.

“I hate crowds,” Dave said.

Viv laughed. “I know. Why do you think I agreed to stop at the courthouse on the way here? I wasn’t at all surprised you had everything planned out ahead of time. How did you know I would agree to it, anyway?”

He shrugged. “Just lucky I guess.”

“That you are,” she said. 

They signed the logbook at the trailhead and started their adventure of a lifetime together.

The woods were dark and cool. The pine sap smelled sweet. Trails in this section of the Reserve were well maintained, with no brush on them, and good footing. They walked at an easy pace, getting used to their heavy packs, making minor adjustments as they went.

Well into the afternoon, but hours before sunset, they reached their first planned campsite. They were still in the more public and easily accessible area of the Reserve. 

Setting up camp, Dave got a fire going in the small fire pit. They cooked their first meal of the trip over the fire. They’d splurged, carrying the extra weight of steaks and potatoes for the celebratory meal. All of their other meals from now on would be reconstituted from freeze-dried, pre-packaged meals and whatever they scrounged up from the forest. Viv’s knowledge of botany was perfectly suited for this.

They sat snuggled by the fire well into the evening when Viv got up and went into the tent. She emerged a few minutes later wearing a white nightgown. Dave sat staring at her, drinking in the sight.

“I know you’re not keen on wedding traditions,” she said. “But there is one thing I think we should do.”

“And what’s that?” he asked.

Instead of answering, Vivian hiked up the hem of her nightgown to reveal the wedding garter on her leg. She looked at Dave and held her hand out to him. He didn’t need to be asked twice.
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Mitten Strings
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They spent the next few days on easy hikes, exploring the trail system. Sometimes they set up a base camp, returning to their tent only in the evenings.

Finally, they exhausted the groomed and easily accessible trails; it was time to head into more remote areas of the forest reserve.

Dave retrieved the map from his pack. It was a map of the entire Reserve and was his own design. Several sections were plasticized and joined in such a way that it could be completely unfolded like an ordinary paper map or folded up like a book. It was waterproof, and the plastic had a special fire retardant additive, so it was fireproof as well.

“Too bad it’s not wind resistant or impossible to drop and lose it,” Viv said as she watched him checking their coordinates.

Dave, not looking up from the map, lifted his wrist, displaying the cord attaching the map to him. There was also a thin cord attaching the map to his belt.

Vivian laughed, “Mitten strings!” she said, delighted.

“Cable. String wouldn’t do it. Not strong enough.”
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The next few weeks flew by. They checked in at the Ranger Stations as they found them. Viv called her parents from there to let them know they were still okay and having a great time.

Forest Ranger Murphy, an old friend from high school, held them up one morning. They’d stopped at Murphy’s Station the day before and the three had caught up on old times, staying up late and telling ghost stories around the fire. Curious, they waited as he came out of the Station, calling for them.

“Glad I caught you before you left. I just got a radio dispatch. I was wondering if you guys might help me out.”

“Sure. What’s the problem?” Dave asked.

Murphy cocked his head. “Not really a problem at this point, but, the researcher you guys said you ran into?”

“What about him?” Viv asked.

“He was in area fifty-one, right? The guy that was irritated we were there?” Dave clarified.

“Yeah, that’s the guy. Well, it seems he failed to report with his daily check-in. Hasn’t been heard from in a couple of days, apparently. Not since you guys saw him. It sounds like you two are the last people to have had contact with him.”

“So, what are you saying? Something’s happened to him?” Viv asked, clearly concerned.

Murphy shrugged. “I hope it’s just a radio malfunction. Did you guys see his camp?”

“No, but I know the general area he was in. He also said something about mushrooms and weird fungus. Said he was looking for new varieties for medical applications. Viv gave him locations for some we’d seen close by.” 

“You mind going with me to check on him? Viv’s nursing skills might be needed and if something’s happened well, I might need help to get him to the Station for an Evac.”

“No problem,” they answered simultaneously.

Murphy sighed in relief. “Thanks. Over the last couple of years, we’ve had a few people disappear, but we’ve never found anything conclusive as to what happened to them.”

“And you still work out here all alone?” Viv asked, visibly shocked by the foolishness of it.

“Not usually. My partner, Bart got a call about a family emergency and went home a few days early. We only have a few days before our relief comes to replace us. I stayed by myself since it’s such a short time.”

Murphy helped them finish packing up their gear, then followed Dave as he led them back towards the place they’d encountered the scientist.

Dave pushed on at a gruelling pace. Murphy had taken Vivian’s pack, so it was easier for her to move fast. They only took breaks if it was absolutely necessary. Although it had been a little over two days since they’d seen the researcher, it wasn’t really that far. Dave and Vivian had continued on with their leisurely pace after running into him. Now, their slow travel speed worked in their favour. Setting a much faster pace back, they covered the same distance by the end of the day.

It was dark by the time they reached the site. Murphy shone his flashlight around the wrecked camp. “You guys set up your gear and I’ll have a quick look around. Don’t think he’s here though.”

Vivian looked at the wreckage uneasily. “I don’t think we should split up.”

“Neither do I.” Dave agreed with her.

Murphy replied, “We’re not. I’m just going to take a quick look to see if he’s lying injured close by. I’m not keen to go on my own, believe me. Something bad happened here.” He shone his light around again. “Really bad.”

“This is giving me the creeps,” Vivian said, shivering.

“Me too,” Dave said, agreeing with her.

“Me three.” Murphy agreed. He checked inside the flattened tent and other wreckage. True to his word, he didn’t go out of visual contact with the other two.

“There’s no one here. We’ll get up early and see if we can find him. Right now, it looks like a very pissed-off bear wrecked the place, but we’ll know better in the daylight. I hope he’s just hiding up a tree or something.” He came back to where Dave and Vivian had set up their tent.

“I don’t know what’s happening here, but I think we should take turns sleeping,” Dave said. “Just in case.” 

Murphy agreed. “I’ll take the first watch.”

They agreed to a schedule over dinner of freeze-dried, reconstituted meals. No one said very much. They were all uneasy, surrounded as they were by the ruined camp. There were no ghost stories around the fire that evening.

The morning found the trio anxious, edgy, and grumpy. No one had slept well. They searched the camp thoroughly in the morning light, but found nothing pointing to the fate of the researcher.

“Hey! Found some tracks over here!” Murphy shouted. “Looks like he went this way quite a bit. There’s a path here.”

They set off, following the tracks, Murphy in the lead.

“Don’t you think it’s weird there’s no bear tracks in camp?” Vivian asked.

“Yeah. But that’s how the other camps were too when we found them. No trace of the occupants either. Maybe we got here soon enough this time and we’ll find something.” Murphy said but didn’t sound hopeful.

Dave crouched down beside a bush. “There’s some fabric here.” He pointed to a scrap of plaid.

“The same colour as the shirt the guy was wearing when we saw him,” Vivian said.

“Got it,” Murphy said, plucking it off the branch. They went deeper into the woods, following the tracks. They found a few more scraps of fabric hung up on branches as they went.

“The tracks seem to circle
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