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It hovered on the outer fringe of Earth’s exosphere—a smooth and luminous rock about the size of a basketball. As if burnished with cloth and oil, it gleamed with unlikely luster, radiating the blues and greens of seas and continents 5000 miles below. Its origin? Somewhere out in space, a black sector of featureless void. Wherever it came from, it’s here now.

It travelled across the stars for indeterminate eons. Then, after who-knows-how-many light-years, its aimless trajectory—aimless?—was altered by the gravitational insistence of Jupiter, sending the small, intergalactic jewel to Earth. Without the means to deny whatever baubles the gas giants fling in her direction, Earth accepted the strange, cosmic pearl, which she has sewn into the wide hem of her invisible dress. There it sits, at the rim of her twirling and dancing.

Now, after many Earth-years of stability, the unusual object is unsettled from its lazy orbit. How? By means entirely of its own. As if alive—mechanical?—the star-stone vibrates, rotates, and plummets down to Earth. The “pearl” ignites in the planet’s mesosphere, where, 30 miles above the surface of Earth, a fiery object heats to 1,800 degrees Celsius. This is the signal, the trigger that activates the opening of the galactic egg.

In the troposphere, among the clouds, the smooth rock ruptures—cleanly, precisely, planned. No perforated edges, seamless as cut glass. From inside, several smaller, similar spheres of opalescent rock scatter among the cotton-bud, cumulus clouds. Disregarding gravity, they zoom off in various directions, carried not by wind, but by...?

One of the scions of the original pearl lands in a cold, freshwater lake in the Northwoods of Minnesota, near the US-Canada border. It sizzles when it splashes, hissing to the rocky bottom of a dark abyss. There, it settles, cools, glowing subtly in the gloom.

For a fish, it is entertainment at its best, more enticing than the moon-reflected scales of a darter or a yellow perch, more captivating than the shine from any fisherman’s lure. The unnatural glimmer of the pea-sized pearl-like object attracts a walleye, a freshwater predator that slurps up its first intergalactic snack. It stares, expressionless, the face of a fish in any and all of its moods. It swims off into the darkness in search of more food.

Dawn disbands the night, and a black bear is rewarded with a promising start to the new day. First light reveals what the animal can already smell: a sizable fish farther up the lakeshore. It ambles up the beach, lumbering through tall weeds and driftwood, discovering a freshly-dead walleye. The bear is lucky; the fish is engorged in the middle, a sign that it carries rich, calorific eggs. Never mind that walleye lay their spawn in the spring, and it is now mid-autumn, that in late-October no walleye would be impregnated with eggs. Never mind this tidbit, which is secondary to dumb luck, to a bear’s appetite, which is insatiable in the weeks leading up to its hibernation.

If a walleye is rich with eggs out of season, well, a hungry black bear doesn't need to know the science behind it. A hungry black bear needs one thing: to fatten up for its long sleep. In the throes of a seasonal, elevated state of hunger, a condition known as hyperphagia, a bear has come for the all-you-can-eat menu that wilderness has to offer.
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Audra and Galen arrive at the cabin they have agreed to oversee throughout the long winter season. Through the bug-splattered windshield they observe an idyllic scene: Blue water, green shoreline, a rustic cabin that they can call home. After the six-hour drive north, they are ready to embrace the open air.

Earlier that month, the owner had expressed his opinion over the phone. “The job could not be easier,” he told the couple from the city. “It’s the isolation, cabin fever that might get to you.”

“Believe me,” Galen assured the owner, “isolation is just what the doctor ordered.” And the matter was settled. Audra and Galen got the gig.

The expectations placed upon them are few, simple tasks to ward their temporary home from the ravages of winter. Beyond this minimal responsibility, they are free to relish the dark, ample downtime, and merely exist. It is exactly what they have needed: a break from their university work in Minneapolis, a stress-free sabbatical where they can focus on themselves, on each other, and rekindle the amorous quality of their 10-year, slightly stale marriage.

Up north, near the Canadian border, the wilderness is real, the city a faraway dream. Without the clamor of car horns, of buses, of phone notifications and lecture hall dismissal bells, there is space for birdsong, for the late-night howling of wolves, for the snap-crackle-and-pop of a cosy wood fire, for the energetic barking of Kepler, the couple’s German shepherd.

Audra exits the vehicle and stretches her legs, spreads her arms open to gesture to the lakeside wildness. “Look at this place! It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Stunning,” Galen agrees, looking around him. It is mid-afternoon, and still, even at the warmest part of the day, his words can be seen on white mist from his breath. “It’s cold up here.”

“And it’s only October. Just wait until January.”

Galen takes a deep breath. So refreshing! “It’ll come with its challenges, no doubt. But I think we can both agree...It beats city traffic in a blizzard.”

“Or dreadful street parking,” Audra chimes in.

“Swapping our cars from one side of the street to the other to avoid the snowplow schedules...”

“Or early-morning classes before Starbucks is even open.”

“That too,” nods Galen. “Of course, there is no Starbucks up here.”

Audra and Galen share a glance, laughing out loud in white wafts of spectral gauze. “Shit! Would you look at us!”

“City slickers, through and through.”

“Well, not for long,” Audra declares.

Kepler hops down from the cargo-bed of the pickup truck and wags his tail, barking in excitement.

“Not for long,” Galen echoes, and chuckles contentedly before cutting his laughter short. “Look!” He points across the lake.

Audra follows his gesture to the distant, opposite shore. “Is that a...”

“Bear.” Galen shakes his head in wonder.

“Well, we’re not in Minneapolis anymore.”

“Gosh! And we haven’t even unpacked our bags!”
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Rustic was one thing. But no internet?! No mobile service?!

They knew of this going in. They had been informed—warned of the condition. But they hadn’t anticipated what that would mean, how it would transform the definition of leisure, the very concept of entertainment. For starters, they begin to fuck far more often than their customary once or twice a month. Audra and Galen get creative with sex, playful, exploring the finer nuances of both their respective kinks. Galen likes to take orders, wear a collar. Audra likes it rough, dirty talk and spanking—who knew!?

If it isn’t sex, it is cutting firewood for kindling, a constant effort to keep the cabin warm, or fishing, and walks around the lake with Kepler, who is living out his finest doggy life. There are old, dusty board games, too. And DVDs, a respectable collection of well-known films. 

After the first snowfall, they must shovel the path from the doorway to the woodshed, and de-ice the roof, shaving away the built-up layers of winter precipitation. Two weeks into their stay, by mid-November, the snow is there to stay. It will not melt until the first week of May.
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And there it is again, easier to spot amid all that fluffy white: The bear, seen from their kitchen window, closer than before—larger, too.
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There is a trail on the southern side of the lake which starts at the cabin and ends at the eastern edge of the water. It takes Audra and Galen twenty minutes to reach the end, forty minutes round trip. They walk the path daily, sometimes two or three times. Kepler joins them, often running ahead or somewhere off into the woods. Sometimes he is gone longer than Audra and Galen like, but he always returns to them, panting in dumb, doggy joy.

“There goes Kepler.” Galen watches the German shepherd dash off with purpose. In half a minute he is gone, a ghost among the forest.

“Look at this,” Audra calls Galen over.

“What is it?”

“Tracks.”

“Bigfoot?” Galen jokes.

“Well, no. But big feet.”

They squat down to take a closer look. They study the wide paws fanning out in the mud and snow. 

“Wolf?” Audra guesses.

“Too big.”

“Bear?”

“Probably the same one we keep seeing.”

Audra places her hand over the imprint in the snow. Hers is slightly smaller than the bear’s. “Come on.” She rises up and turns around. “Let’s head back home.”

“What about Kepler?” Galen asks. “Shouldn’t we wait?”

But they don’t have to weigh their options; Kepler comes bounding back with a squirrel limp in his jaws.
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As it turns out, Audra is one hell of a fisherman.

“A fisherwoman,” she corrects Galen.

“Yeah, yeah.”

And Galen, it would seem, is a wizard with the smokehouse, learning what he could from the hand-written notes left by Bob, the property owner, and some good old-fashioned trial and error.

Audra casts a line, simple as that, and the fish seem to bite—lake trout, walleye, yellow perch. Galen can’t figure it out; he hasn’t caught a single fish. But Audra takes one look at the smoker and shakes her head. It may as well be a spaceship. Together, they make the perfect team.

So it’s fish for dinner. And lucky for them, smoked fish is something they both enjoy. But they are not the only ones that have a taste for fish. Certain locals have made it known that they, too, are avid fans of such cuisine.

“Fuck!” Audra from the kitchen.

“What?” Galen from the bedroom upstairs.

“The bear!”

“The bear?”

“It’s back!”

“Fuck!”

“That’s what I said!”

Galen runs downstairs to join Audra at the kitchen window. The bear is right there, bigger, closer than ever before. Is it on fire? No, it’s merely smoking—smoking from the open door of the smokehouse. The animal is as sturdy as a rock, heavy from its seasonal glut. It is gorging on strips of cured fish, eating all of Audra’s catch, destroying all of Galen’s nuanced, artful technique of smoking. It’s a damned shame, but what can they do? They do nothing but watch.

At some point, Audra becomes aware of Kepler’s furious barking coming from the mudroom. Galen notices too, and they pry their eyes away from the window, the view of the bear with its head inside of the smokehouse. In the mudroom, Kepler is going ballistic, up on his hind legs and scratching at the door, frantic to get outside and introduce his inner-wolf to the outer bear.

“Should we let him out?”

“I guess?”

Audra and Galen nod, nervous but determined. They open the door and Kepler is gone, a motion blur of brown-black fur and gleaming white-yellow canines in the direction of the smokehouse—and the bear.

Sounds: barking, growling, roaring, yelping.

“Check on Kepler!”

“Right!”

Audra watches from the window as Galen runs out back by the lake.

Sights: a pair of four-legged shapes, one Kepler-sized, one enormous. A devastated smokehouse. Splinters. Smoke. Fish. Blood.

Blood!

The bear is larger than a bear ought to be. Bigger than any black bear, anyhow—more like a grizzly. It is veiled in smoke, a vague, unnatural bulk. Something is not right. Its head is strange. A curious shape. The smoke clears and—good fucking God!—Kepler’s back legs are poking free from the monster’s gullet. Centered in the whites of its wide, fevered eyes, the bear’s pupils are slitted like a snakes.

Galen has seen enough. He runs back inside the cabin.
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The big bags of dog kibble are stacked up in the mudroom—six-months of supply rising higher than a bear on its hind legs. It is a cumbersome totem in the small space, a terrible symbol of what Audra and Galen have lost. The dog bowl, too—still full of water. These items are enough to break the hearts of Kepler’s owners.

Their daily walk along the lakeshore is no longer the same, somber without the happy-go-lucky canine by their side. In the sharpness of their grief, everything looks different, muted and dull. The bare trees resemble skeletons. The blue water has gone gray, reflecting drab clouds from above. Each previous wonder—a moose’s shed antlers, the otherworldly presence of a perching owl, a paw print in the snow—has lost its sense of magic, transformed, instead, into suspect omens.

Their sadness dampens the world around them. But it’s not just the burden of sorrow; they carry plenty of anxiety, too. After all, the bear they have seen over and over since their arrival three weeks ago—the very same bear that has eaten Kepler—has been spotted almost daily. Each time that they glimpse the animal from the kitchen window, across the lake or nearer their home, it is larger, fatter, bolder, and stranger. Its shape has become un-bearlike. Its behavior, erratic—demonic?

The bear has eaten the spare tire from the back of Audra and Galen’s pickup. It routinely ransacks and devours their trash. Strangest of all, they have seen the animal eating driftwood down the beach, even rocks. As it chewed, blood had flown freely from its broken teeth.

Neither Audra nor Galen are biologists, but as astronomers, they turn toward the stars for guidance. At night, they spot the constellation, Ursa Major, “the Great Bear.” Somehow, it has lost its beauty. In the night, among the stars above, a bear howls louder than any wolf.
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“Just use it!”

“But Audra, you know how I feel about guns.”

“I don’t like them either—you know my stance on gun control. But for fuck’s sake, Galen, this bear is big problem.”

Outside, the aluminum trash cans bang and clatter. The woodshed door creaks and slams. The sound of breaking glass—maybe the truck?

Audra is glued to the living room window. “It’s eating the generator, Galen!”

Galen is upstairs, fumbling around in the cramped, cluttered office. “Eating the generator?” He cannot believe this fucking bear. It must be rabid, possibly possessed.

“Hurry the fuck up!” Audra screams from below. “Oh my god, Galen! It’s walking right up to the front door!”

Upstairs, Galen is in a frenzy. He is searching for Bob’s notes about the guns and ammunition, but among the stacks of handwritten papers, notes and old diaries, journal entries and newspaper clippings, it is like trying to pinpoint a single drop in the lake. The gun rack is right there, the shotgun and rifle locked behind glass. Now where in the hell is the key!?

“It’s gnawing on the doorknob!” Audra is in tears.

Okay, fuck this. Galen stands on the desk so he can reach the mounted walleye that decorates the office. He tears the taxidermized fish from the wall and uses it to shatter the glass cabinet full of guns. He has never fired a gun in his life, but he is driven by necessity. He takes the shotgun, finds the slugs, and quickly puzzles out how to load and fire. The gun feels unnatural in his grasp, almost perverse. But this is a desperate situation, he reasons. And deep down, beneath his pacifism, concealed in the core of his diehard liberal ways, is a seed of rage, a need for revenge that has taken root to germinate within him.

Galen considers his dead dog, his little baby, Kepler, eaten by the bastard bear trying to chew its way through the front door. He jumps down from the desk and cocks the firearm. “Yippie ki-yay, motherfucker!”
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Downstairs, the silhouette of the bear showing through the drawn curtains is worse than any Hitchcock nightmare. “For God’s sake! It’s the size of an elephant!”

“And the shape of a fucking potato!” Audra is hugging her knees with her back against the far corner of the room.

“What am I even looking at?” Galen feels sick. “Where are its limbs? Its head?”

“Who cares! Just shoot it!”

Galen rips open the curtains so he can see what he is dealing with. “Oh, Jesus Christ!” He wavers, taking a moment to quietly vomit on the sofa.

“Hurry!” Audra is sobbing. “It’s going to get away.”

Galen wipes his chin and collects his dignity. The bear—is it a bear anymore?—is slouching, slumping, seeping toward the edge of the forest. The noise it is making is piteous and grotesque. It is the sound of anguish, the sound of Hell itself. Galen opens the door to shoot the beast, to kill it once and for all. Revenge or no, he believes it is an act of kindness.

In the golden light of sunset, the bear’s terrific mass is like a giant, amber bonfire—a target that cannot be missed. Galen approaches the beast as close as his limited courage will allow. He lowers the barrel of the shotgun, grits his teeth, and fires into the mass of featureless, furry flesh.
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Half a mile into the woods, away from the cabin, away from the lake, the bear that may not be a bear collapses in a bed of bog laurel and leatherleaf. It is bleeding from a shotgun wound in its shoulder, but that is the least of its troubles. The bear is hungry, so uncontrollably ravenous, that it cannot stop eating, cannot stop gorging on anything it sees. Hyperphagia is a state of elevated hunger the bear has known before. In previous seasons the condition has served it well, fattening the bear to an ample weight so that it may survive its prolonged hibernation. But this is different. This is hyper-hyperphagia. This is overkill. This is killing the bear.

Even as the animal senses it should stop eating, needs to stop eating, that it is already too late to stop eating, that it is moments away from its death by overeating, it buries its muzzle into the soft earth and devours the grit and worms. The bear is so very full to the brim that it cannot fill its lungs to breathe. Its organs are overtaxed, pinched and prodded by the gross overcapacity of its insides. Unable to take another bite, the great beast manages the weakest of moans and expires under the light of the moon.

Within the hour, something inside the dead bear stirs, wiggles, presses outward against its skin from the inside. Among the nocturnal calls and whispering of the wind, there is an abrupt sound of tearing, a brief bubbling of oozing guts. From a wide rupture in the bear, many strange creatures crawl out into the cold night, their scaled bodies steaming with gore. Bipedal, they stand and stretch their two long legs, test their taloned hands as they rake the air, screaming and salivating with the exaltation and agony of birth.

As if aware of the bear for the first time, the hulking body they have erupted from, the odd creatures kneel to the ground and bow their heads, eating their fill.
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It has been over















[image: ]


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
APRIL | 2025
NO.39

THE MAGAZINE OF WEI‘!D c“QN

NEW FLASHBACK FICTION ¢ THE NEXT ROOM
72 HOURS ROBERT THOMAS
TO ANIMAL < ?
WAYNE KYLE SPITZER v

KATRIN HESSA
MIRRORS "
'HYPERPHAGIA
JAMES CALLAN

BEFORE YOU
MICRODOSE ...
1.RIZZ0





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





