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"He has waited beneath the stone since before we had names for him. He will wait still when we no longer have mouths to speak them."
— Abenaki funeral chant, translated by Father Montclair, 1661 
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PROLOGUE

October 27, 1986 — 5:42 p.m.

Daniel Harper was pedaling in the declining light of late October thinking of the math homework he didn't feel like doing.

Eleven years old. Eleven years and three months. He was coming back from the baseball field, his Cardinals cap still screwed onto his head, by the route he always took — Elm Street to the corner, then right on Cedar, then the shortcut that ran alongside the fence of the municipal park to his parents' street. A twelve-minute trip he could have done with his eyes closed since he was seven.

The wind had shifted during the afternoon. He had felt it on the field around four — a swing in the air, the way the leaves on the ground had suddenly all moved in the same direction, as if sucked north. The coach had announced they had to go home before nightfall. The town was nervous these days. Three disappearances in two years, his mother had said at breakfast. Be careful. Come straight home.

Daniel was riding fast. He wasn't standing on the pedals — he wasn't afraid, not really, he knew the way — but he was maintaining a cadence he didn't usually maintain, his thighs starting to burn in the cold.

At the entrance to the shortcut, he stopped.

The shortcut ran behind the municipal park, three hundred meters, between the fence on the left and a strip of thin woods on the right. Maples, a few spruces, the tree line that gave onto the beginning of the wild zones that climbed toward Pineback Hill. It wasn't the forest — it was just the edge. A curtain of trees.

But something had changed in the curtain of trees.

Daniel stayed straddling his bike, one foot on the ground. He looked toward the trees. The maples were bare — it was late October, they had lost almost all their leaves — and through the branches he could see deep into the woods, deeper than in summer. What he should have seen: moss, trunks, the normal texture of a Vermont forest edge in late autumn.

What he saw: nothing.

Not nothing literally — the trees were there, the moss was there. But he saw no squirrels, no birds, none of the small movements life normally made in a forest. The silence of the woods was not a natural silence. It was the silence one hears just before a storm, when the animals know something the humans don't yet know.

Daniel gripped the handlebars. His hands were cold under the knitted gloves his mother had made him put on that morning.

A thought crossed his mind — I'm going home by the road, not the shortcut — and he began to pivot his bike to head back the other way.

That's when he saw the eyes.

They were fifteen meters away. At mid-branch height — not on the ground, but not very high either, about the height of an adult man standing in the trees. Two fixed yellow points that didn't move, didn't blink, didn't do anything at all. They were looking at him.

Daniel wanted to scream. He opened his mouth but something in his throat had knotted — not ordinary fear, something deeper, an instinct going back to times older than words. The body knew what was happening and the body refused to make noise.

The eyes moved. Not suddenly — slowly, with the fluidity of a thing that had never had to hurry. They descended along a trunk Daniel had not seen, as if something long and thin had been leaning there and that something was now deploying itself in a vertical movement that had nothing to do with the way a living being descends.

A silhouette took shape between the trees.

Tall. Taller than a man. Emaciated in a way that should have been a drawing in a book — the ribs visible under the gray skin, the joints too marked, something that resembled an elongated skull placed on shoulders too narrow to carry it. And on that skull, coming out of the top of the head as if they were growing from inside, immense, irregular deer antlers, some of whose points seemed to have broken and healed crookedly.

Daniel pressed on the pedals.

His bike leapt. He made three meters, four — and the park fence to his left suddenly seemed too far away. He looked behind him. The silhouette was no longer in the trees.

It was on the path, behind him, fifteen meters away.

It was running.

Daniel had never seen anything move like that. It wasn't the run of a man. It wasn't the run of an animal either — not a deer, not a dog, not a wolf. The legs seemed articulated in reverse, the knees pointing backward rather than forward, which gave each stride a strange and powerful propulsion, as if the creature bounced more than it ran. The arms were too long and hung half along the body, half spread for balance.

Daniel pedaled. He pedaled with the strength an eleven-year-old could find when something was catching up to him. His thighs burned. His lungs burned. The cold wind made his eyes water and he no longer saw the path correctly, everything deformed itself in his tears and in the beating of his heart that filled his ears.

Behind him, a breath.

Not a panting — something more regular, more deep, a breathing that did not seem to be in effort. As if the creature had no trouble maintaining the speed. As if it were playing with him.

The park fence ended. Daniel arrived at the corner where the shortcut opened onto Cedar Street. Another three hundred meters and he would be on the main road, in the light of the streetlamps that were starting to come on, within reach of the houses.

Three hundred meters.

He didn't make them.

A hand grabbed him by the hood of his jacket.

It wasn't a human hand. Daniel felt the difference right away — too many fingers, or maybe the right number but too long, and something hard at the end of each finger that tore the synthetic fabric of the jacket without effort. The bike continued without him. He saw his bike continue in a curved trajectory while he himself was lifted, torn from the seat, and thrown into the bushes on the right of the path.

He landed in the dead leaves and mud and stayed still for a tenth of a second trying to understand what had just happened.

Then he began to crawl.

He was crawling toward the light — toward Cedar Street, which he glimpsed between the branches, where a streetlamp had just come on and was diffusing its orange light on the asphalt. He was crawling with the fervor of a child who knew, without having to formulate it, that the light meant survival and that staying in the bushes meant something else.

The creature had all its time.

It approached him without haste, its inverted legs finding their footing with the precision of a predator that had never had to worry about being seen. Daniel heard its steps — no sound of boots, no human sound, something lighter, almost silent, as if the weight of the thing settled on the ground only by will and not by necessity.

He tried to scream. This time the sound came out — a short, sharp cry, cut off cleanly.

Cut off because a hand was on his mouth.

Not a hand. Five fingers too long that wrapped around the entire lower part of his face, the palm hard and cold against his chin, a smell that belonged to no olfactory category Daniel knew — not sweat, not breath, something older, something deeper, like the mud at the bottom of a pond that had never been cleaned.

He saw the eyes, in close-up.

Yellow. Luminescent. A black pupil split vertically, like a snake's, that dilated briefly when the creature adjusted its focus on Daniel's face at thirty centimeters distance. He saw his own tears reflected in those eyes — Daniel Harper, eleven years old, baseball player for the Maple Ridge Cardinals, second base, batting average .245, understanding in real time that he wouldn't be going home tonight.

The creature opened its mouth.

The jaw descended too far — too far anatomically, with a wet crack that was in itself a thing Daniel would never forget if he lived, but he wasn't going to live. The teeth in that mouth were too numerous. Some were turned inward, like the teeth of a trap.

Then the creature did something Daniel didn't expect.

It didn't bite him.

It took out its other hand — the hand that wasn't on his face — and placed two fingers on Daniel's forehead, above his left eyebrow, with an almost tender precision. As if it were marking something. As if it were taking note.

Daniel felt a burn, brief and intense, where the fingers touched his skin.

Then the hand on his mouth tightened and the darkness came fast, and the last thing Daniel Harper consciously registered was the sound of his own breathing being smothered in the gray palm, and the smell of ancient mud, and somewhere very far in the streets of Maple Ridge Junction, a house door opening to call a child who wasn't coming home.


		 



The bicycle stayed on the path another three hours before someone noticed it.

At eight fifteen, Mary Harper called the police.

At ten o'clock, the first search began.

And somewhere in the heights of Pineback Hill, in a network of caves no one knew about, something was setting a small body on a pallet of moss next to twelve others, and closing the mouth of a child on the words he had not had time to say.

 


CH.1 — Maple Ridge Junction

October 28, 1986 — 7:15 a.m.

Kevin Marsh woke with the certainty that something was wrong.

It wasn't unusual. Since his father's death four years earlier, Kevin often woke with that sensation — a weight on his chest, a dull anxiety no number of deep breaths could dissipate. His shrink had called it generalized anxiety. Kevin called it being the man of the house at seventeen.

But this morning, it was different. More immediate.

He got up in the October cold seeping through the poorly insulated window. His room was small — two and a half meters by three, with the bed against the wall and the desk against the window that looked out on the calm street of the East Side neighborhood. He pulled on his faded jeans — the same as yesterday, and the day before — then stopped in front of the chair where his jacket was laid.

His father's leather jacket. Too big for him for four years, always too big, he was growing but not fast enough to catch up with James Marsh who had stood one meter eighty-five. It still smelled of tobacco and motor oil, even after four years. Kevin refused to wash it. His mother had tried once and he had made a scene neither of them ever mentioned — the only real scene he had made since his father's death.

He pulled it on and went down.

His mother was at the kitchen table, still in her waitress uniform, a cup of black coffee in front of her. She was only thirty-eight but looked fifty. Permanent circles under the eyes, gray hair at the temples she no longer had the energy to hide since spring. She had been chaining double shifts at the Pinecone Diner since the bank had raised the rate on their mortgage, and Kevin had learned to read in the micro-expressions of her face the time she had gone to bed.

Right now, she hadn't gone to bed yet.

"Has Tommy eaten?" Kevin asked, grabbing a Pop-Tart from the cupboard.

"Still in bed. I didn't have the heart to wake him." She took a sip of coffee. "Did you hear about Daniel Harper?"

Kevin froze, Pop-Tart halfway to his mouth. "The Harper kid?"

"Missing since last night." His mother had that expression — the one all the parents of Maple Ridge Junction had when talking about missing children. Fear and resignation mixed, the fear of something too familiar to still really surprise. "Mary Harper came to the diner at midnight, completely broken. The police left to search for him but…"

She didn't need to finish.

Twelve children missing in thirty-five years. None found.

"Shit," Kevin murmured.

"Language." But his mother had no conviction in her voice. "Listen. Watch your brother even more than usual. Don't let him play near Willow Creek. Don't let him hang out after school."

"I always watch him."

"Kevin." She laid her hand on his. "I know you watch him. But be even more careful."

He covered his mother's hand with his — automatic gesture, learned by necessity, the gesture of someone who had occupied a space too big for him since the age of thirteen. "You have nothing to fear. I'm here."

She nodded, not quite convinced, and stood up painfully to go to bed before her next shift. Kevin stayed sitting in the silent kitchen.

Daniel Harper. Eleven. Blond hair. Played baseball. Kevin had seen him a few times at the playground, had even thrown him back a ball that had landed on the other side of the fence once that summer. A normal kid, carefree, the kind who still rode his bike when night was falling without thinking about it because why think about that.

And now missing.

Like Sarah Collins in 1951. Like Emily Whitford in 1964. Like Aunt Lizzie — his father's sister — in 1968, a few months before Kevin was born, missing at eight on the way home from school and never found. Kevin had grown up with her absence as a presence in the family — the framed photo in his grandparents' living room, the way his father never spoke of her directly but sometimes stopped talking in the middle of a sentence when something reminded him of her.

The list was engraved in the collective memory of the town. Twelve names. Twelve broken families.

Thirteen now.


		 



That night, Kevin had dreamed of his father.

Not the usual dream — the usual dream was always the same, his father walking away down a badly lit corridor without turning around, Kevin trying to call him and discovering that his voice didn't carry in that corridor. This night was different.

His father was in the garage. He was standing in front of the workbench, the yellow light of the bare bulb overhead, the Remington 870 laid flat on the wood. He wasn't moving. He was waiting — Kevin knew it without knowing how he knew it — for Kevin to arrive.

Kevin approached. He was twelve in the dream. He saw his father as he had seen him the last time, before the heart attack — the same flannel shirt, the same smell of motor oil, the same circles he had developed in the six months before his death.

"Dad."

His father didn't turn around. He said, without looking at him: "Kev. You need to listen now."

"I'm listening."

"There are things that have lived for a long time in these mountains. Longer than the town. Longer than the whites, longer than the Abenaki themselves." His father laid his hand flat on the barrel of the rifle, as he always did when he was holding something he was attached to. "They wait. They've always waited."

Kevin said, "How do you know that?"

"I've known it since I came into the world in this valley." His father finally turned his head. His eyes were his father's normal eyes — blue-gray, a little tired. "My father knew it. My father's father knew it. No one says it out loud but everyone knows it, in the families that have lived here long enough."

Kevin said, "Your sister. Lizzie."

His father took a second to answer. "Lizzie." He said the name with the softness he always had when talking about his missing little sister — the softness of a thing that stayed raw under the years. "Lizzie wasn't taken by a man."

"You knew."

"Yes."

"Then why didn't you do anything?"

His father stayed silent a long time. The garage of the dream was too calm — no street noise, no wind, as if the world had stopped around this conversation so nothing would disturb it. Then he said: "Because you can't fight it alone. It's the first thing you learn and the only thing that counts. All the families that have tried alone have lost someone."

"Then what."

His father looked at him with that particular intensity he had in the rare moments when he was transmitting something important. "Then you wait. You wait for other people to see what you see. And when they're ready to see, you find them, and you go together. Never alone, Kev. Do you hear me? Never alone."

Kevin said, "How will I know when it's time?"

His father smiled — a tired smile that didn't feel like smiling but was trying anyway for Kevin. "You'll know. It begins with children disappearing more often. It continues with adults starting to see things they shouldn't see. It ends—"

He stopped.

Kevin said, "How does it end."

His father said, "It never really ends. You silence it for a time. You gain time for the next generation. That's all we can do."

Kevin wanted to say something else but in the dream his father was already turning back toward the workbench and laying his hand on the rifle, and Kevin understood that he was leaving — not in a dramatic way, not in a wrench, just that the dream was arriving at its natural end and that his father had to return where he came from.

His father said, without turning around: "Tommy will see soon. Maybe he already sees. Pay attention to his drawings."


		 



Kevin woke in the cold of his room at twenty to five in the morning.

He stayed in his bed ten minutes, eyes open on the ceiling, trying to hold on to the dream before it dissolved into the normal consciousness of waking. He held on to his father's voice. He held on to the phrase — never alone. He held on to the mention of Tommy and the drawings.

Then he went down without making noise and went to check his little brother's room.

Tommy was sleeping. On his desk, next to the turned-off lamp, there were two drawings Kevin didn't remember having seen the previous evening.

The first showed the Marsh house seen from the street. The facade, the front door, the living room window lit in yellow. It was the drawing of a nine-year-old — the proportions a little clumsy, the perspective uncertain.

At the window of Tommy's bedroom, upstairs, there was a small silhouette. A little boy with round glasses.

And in the yard, in front of the house, there was something else.

Kevin picked up the drawing to see better.

The thing in front of the house was tall. Taller than the front door. Immense antlers that touched the edge of the roof. An emaciated silhouette with arms that hung to the ground. And two yellow eyes that Tommy had, this time again, drawn by pressing so hard on the pencil that the paper had almost torn.

The creature was looking at the window.

The little boy at the window — Tommy — was looking at it too.

Kevin set down the drawing. He didn't touch the second one. He didn't need to look at it to know what he would see there.

He went to sit on the edge of his brother's bed and stayed there until Tommy woke naturally at six thirty, and during that entire hour he didn't hear a single sound from the house, or from the street, or from the world outside his little brother's regular breathing.

The entire world was silent that morning. As if it were holding its breath.


		 



The phone rang.

"Did you hear?" Aaron's voice, tense, with that excitement he had when the pieces of a puzzle were starting to come together for him.

"About Daniel? Yeah, my mom just told me."

"It's him, Kevin." Aaron's voice dropped a tone. "It has to be him."

Kevin sighed. Aaron had been his best friend since seventh grade, two hundred percent reliable when it counted, but he also had that cryptid-hunter side that became exhausting in moments that demanded the concrete. "Aaron, we've already talked. There's no him. It's a psychopath or something. A human who knows the woods well."

"A psychopath who has operated for thirty-five years without ever getting caught? Without ever leaving the slightest trace? Without ever—"

"I have to wake Tommy. We'll talk about it at school."

"Kevin, just listen to me one second—"

Kevin hung up. He loved Aaron, but not that morning, not with Daniel Harper missing since yesterday and Tommy still sleeping upstairs and his mother about to go to bed exhausted in two minutes. Not the time for theories.

He went up to wake Tommy.

His little brother slept curled up under the Spider-Man covers, a Batman-shaped night-light glowing faintly in the corner. Nine years old. Small for his age, skinny, glasses too big that constantly slid down his nose. The kind of kid the bullies loved to bother and that Kevin had learned to protect from the age of ten by making the reprisals unpleasant enough to discourage recidivists.

The kind of kid an older brother had to protect.

Kevin was about to shake his shoulder when he saw the drawing on the desk.

Colored pencils on white paper, done the previous evening probably, placed prominently the way Tommy always placed his drawings when he wanted to show them the next day. Kevin picked it up. His blood chilled slightly.

The drawing showed Willow Creek — the characteristic weeping willows at the water's edge, recognizable even in the still-clumsy style of a nine-year-old. And there, in the shadow zone between the trees and the bank, Tommy had drawn a silhouette. Tall. Emaciated. With what resembled deer antlers coming from the head — not worn like a hat, integrated into the skull, as if it were the head itself that ended in antlers.

Two yellow eyes. Tommy had taken the yellow pencil and pressed hard.

Kevin looked at the drawing holding his breath.

"Tommy. Up. School."

Tommy grunted, turned over. "Five more minutes."

"Now."

Tommy got up dragging his feet, grabbed his glasses on the desk without noticing that Kevin was holding his drawing. He pulled on his Ghostbusters T-shirt, yawned.

"What's this?" Kevin asked, showing the drawing.

Tommy rubbed his eyes. "The Deer Man."

"The Deer Man."

"Yeah. The other kids at school talk about him. Some say they've seen him near Willow Creek. Tall, skinny, with horns." Tommy shrugged as if it were information among others. "I haven't seen him myself. But Jamie says his big brother saw him once."

Kevin felt his stomach knot but kept the tone calm — that voice he had developed since his father's death, the one that didn't let fear filter through because if Kevin was afraid, Tommy would be afraid, and Tommy didn't need to be afraid. "Tommy, listen to me. You don't go near Willow Creek. Ever."

"I know Kevin, you never stop saying it."

"Promise me."

Tommy looked at him with his big eyes behind the slightly dirty lenses. "Are you afraid of the Deer Man?"

Kevin knelt to be at his brother's level. He wanted to say no. He wanted to say there was no Deer Man, that it was a kid's story. But Tommy hated being lied to, he had always known it by instinct, and Kevin had made a habit since their father's death of not lying to his little brother about the things that counted.

"I just want you to be safe," he said. "You stay away from the river. You come straight home from school. You always tell me where you're going. Okay?"

"Okay." Tommy gave a little military salute, smile at the corners of his lips, and went down for his breakfast.

Kevin stayed there, drawing in hand.


		 



He thought of his father. Not the way he usually thought about him — the leather jacket, the smell of tobacco, the construction site stories — but in a more precise, more cutting way. James Marsh had died of a heart attack in 1982 in the yard of a house under construction ten kilometers from here. Alone, between two deliveries of planks. The doctor had said that even if someone had been present, the chances of survival wouldn't have been significantly better — the lesion was massive, the window too short even for emergency services.

Kevin was thirteen when the doctor said that and he had heard it.

But he hadn't really believed it.

The conviction he had built since — silent, never formulated out loud, foundation of everything else — was simple: if someone had been there, things could have been different. Presence mattered. Being there mattered. Watching, seeing, intercepting before the worst happened — that was protecting. It was the only form of protection that was worth anything, and as long as he was there and watching, the people he loved were safe.

Twelve children missing in thirty-five years. And in the four years he had been the man of the house, none of those children had been in his family.

That meant something.

He folded the drawing carefully and slipped it into the pocket of his father's jacket.


		 



Maple Ridge Junction High School was a red brick building built in the fifties, just big enough for six hundred students, with hallways that smelled of cheap detergent and lockers that closed poorly. That morning, no class was going to happen normally.

The news of Daniel Harper was everywhere. Kevin felt it even before entering the building — in the way groups of girls stopped talking when he passed, in the conversations he intercepted in pieces, in the unusual silence that sometimes fell suddenly in a hallway. Two girls were crying near the water fountain. Senior boys were making big gestures while talking, with that way of performing courage one adopts when one is afraid.

Everyone was afraid.

"Yo, Marsh."

Scott Sullivan was approaching from the parking lot, vintage military jacket over a Metallica T-shirt torn at the sleeves, disheveled blond hair, the scar above the right eye his alcoholic father had left him the previous winter. Scott had a way of walking that said I don't care about anything and meant the opposite. Kevin knew him enough to distinguish the two.

"Did you hear about the kid?"

"Everyone heard."

Scott lit a cigarette in quiet defiance of school regulations. "My grandmother Maggie says it's the curse. That this town has been cursed since the settlers massacred the Abenaki in the eighteenth century."

"Your grandmother says a lot of things."

"Sometimes she's right."

Aaron joined them running, backpack bouncing, glasses crooked. "Guys. I found something."

"Hello to you too, Aaron."

"No, seriously." Aaron took a book out of his bag — old, leather-bound, a musty smell that came out in the cold morning air. Legends and Superstitions of the Algonquian Peoples. He opened it to a page marked by a piece of paper. A black-and-white engraving showed a humanoid but emaciated creature, with a deer skull as head, limbs too long, claws that almost touched the ground.

Below, a single word: WENDIGO.

The silence between them lasted two seconds.

Kevin took Tommy's drawing out of his pocket and held it side by side with the engraving.

It wasn't identical. Tommy was nine and was drawing it with colored pencils, not with the pen of a nineteenth-century engraver. But the proportions — the antlers, the limbs, the way the silhouette held itself in the space, too tall to be human and too vertical to be animal — matched in a way that put something cold in Kevin's stomach.

"My brother calls it the Deer Man," he said. "Other kids at his school talk about it too. Sightings near Willow Creek."

Aaron took the two images, compared them. "It's the Wendigo. A creature from the folklore of the Algonquian tribes. A cannibal spirit that devours human flesh but can never be satisfied. It lives in the northern forests, preferentially hunts children—" he pointed to a phrase in the text — "whose flesh is pure and tender. And it corresponds to everything. Twelve disappearances in thirty-five years. Always children. Always in the same sector. No body ever found."

"Okay," said Scott, blowing his smoke. "Let's suppose there really is a cannibal monster in the mountains. What are we supposed to do?"

Kevin was still looking at the engraving and Tommy's drawing side by side. "It's not necessarily a monster."

Aaron and Scott looked at him.

"Aaron says the folklore speaks of a spirit. That it starts as a person. A human who has eaten human flesh." Kevin gave the book back to Aaron. "What's taking these children, if it's a human, someone who has lived in these woods for a long time and has never been found — then it's findable. A human leaves traces. A human makes mistakes. A human can be located and arrested."

Aaron said, with the caution of someone who didn't want to start an argument at seven forty-five: "The prints found near the scene don't correspond to a human."

"We don't yet know what they correspond to."

The bell rang. The students started heading toward the entrance.

"We can at least investigate," said Aaron. "Ask questions. See what Kyle Johnson knows."

Kevin knew it was probably a bad idea. Three teenagers playing detective in a case that had baffled the police and the FBI for thirty-five years — it was ridiculous. But the image of the two silhouettes side by side didn't want to leave his mind. And beneath the image, the simple, functional thought: if it's a human, we can find him.

"Okay," he said. "We investigate. Discreetly."

Scott chuckled. "Since when did you become reasonable?"

"Since I have a little brother drawing monsters."


		 



All day, Kevin couldn't concentrate. In math, he thought of the twelve missing and Daniel Harper who was now the thirteenth. In English, he thought of the engraving in Aaron's book. In history — with an irony that didn't escape him — he thought of the way the history of Maple Ridge Junction was full of holes no one really wanted to fill.

At three thirty, when the final bell rang, he went out running to go get Tommy at the elementary school.

As he did every day.

Tommy was waiting for him in the yard with his red backpack, in deep conversation with two other kids. He raised his hand seeing Kevin, said goodbye to his friends, and came trotting.

They took the usual way — not by Willow Creek, Kevin had long taken a detour to avoid it. But the detour took them by the east edge of Pineback Hill Forest, where the trees began thirty meters from the road, and that evening Kevin noticed something.

The silence.

Not the normal silence of a late October afternoon, when the migratory birds were gone and the air was calm. Something more complete, more deliberate. Not a single sound coming from the trees. Not a crow, not a raven, not a squirrel. Just that stillness of the forest holding its breath.

Kevin slowed without stopping, looking into the trees without finding what he was looking for.

"Kevin?" Tommy was looking at him.

"Nothing. Let's go home."

He picked up the pace. Tommy trotted beside him without saying anything, looking up at his big brother once, twice, with that way he had of knowing when adults were hiding something from him.

They went home. Kevin checked the lock on the front door. Turned on the kitchen lights. Heated up pasta for Tommy. Made sure Tommy finished his plate.

Then he went up to his room, laid the Deer Man drawing on his desk, and looked at it a long moment.

If he was there and watching — if the door was locked and Tommy was in the next room — everything was okay.

It was enough. It had always been enough.

He turned off the light and waited for morning.


		 



Aaron Cross went home that evening in the late October cold with the book from Ivan Fortin's grandfather that he had borrowed from Ivan by a complex adolescent barter system — a Rush compact disc against a week's reading of Superstitions of the Algonquian Peoples, rare edition, 1923 printing.

He went directly up to his room. His mother called him for dinner but he came down ten minutes later, ate quickly, went back up without having participated in the conversation about the day at school.

His father — Robert Cross, fifty-two, municipal librarian of Maple Ridge Junction for nineteen years — joined him in his room after the meal.

Robert Cross was the kind of man who always knocked before entering, even in his son's bedroom. He knocked twice lightly, waited, entered when Aaron said "Yeah."

Aaron was sitting cross-legged on his bed with the book open. Robert sat on the desk chair, turned to face his son.

He said, "Aaron."

"Yes."

"Ivan Fortin lent you his grandfather's book."

Aaron looked up from the book. His father had that way of knowing things he shouldn't know — the professional advantage of the municipal librarian who knew all the inhabitants of the town and who noticed the books people took out of the library and those that circulated outside.

Aaron said, "Yes."

Robert said, "Can I see?"

Aaron held out the book. Robert held it without opening it, as if he already knew its contents. He held it like someone holding a familiar object he hadn't wanted to hold for a long time.

He said, "I read it at your age."

Aaron said, "Seriously."

"Yes. Ivan Fortin senior — the father of your classmate Ivan — was my friend in high school. We read it together in 1953. At the time Ivan's grandfather was still alive, he was eighty-two, and he told us the same stories as in the book adding details the compiler had not deemed appropriate to include."

Aaron looked at him. "Dad. You never told me about it."

"No."

"Why."

Robert Cross set the book on his knees. He looked out the window of Aaron's room a moment, as if he were evaluating the evening light or maybe something more interior.

He said, "Aaron. When you were born, your mother and I had decided we would let you grow up in a normal town, with normal worries of a normal child. We made that decision consciously. Your mother came from Boston, she didn't understand what I meant. But I grew up here, and I knew what it meant."

Aaron said, "What does it mean."

Robert said, "It means that at a certain age, in certain families, they tell you the truth about these mountains."

Aaron felt something shift in his chest — not fear exactly, more the sensation of a puzzle whose last piece was arriving.

He said, "You never told me."

"I was hoping to never have to." Robert Cross gave the book back to his son. "But since Daniel Harper disappeared the night before last, I can see that the moment has arrived anyway. Your mother doesn't agree. She thinks you should be kept out of it. I think you're already in it, and that the best protection is knowledge."

Aaron said, "There's a monster in the mountains."

He said it without intonation, like a fact he needed to hear his father confirm or contradict.

Robert Cross didn't answer right away. He looked at his son over his glasses — the same round glasses Aaron wore, the same inherited myopia. He finally said: "What we call a monster. Yes. For a very long time."

"You've seen it."

"No. Once I thought — but it might have been a bear. I never had confirmation. But I know people who have seen it. Old Ivan Fortin, the grandfather. Mrs. Sullivan — Scott's grandmother, you'll perhaps know her one day. There might be twelve or thirteen in this town who know, who have seen, or who have been close enough to someone who has seen to no longer be able to doubt."

Aaron said, "And no one does anything."

Robert Cross said, "Aaron. Listen to me. There have been people who tried to do something. They died. There have been people who wanted to tell the police, the newspapers, whoever would listen. They passed for madmen. The town ended up understanding that the only thing one could do was protect one's own the best possible and not go near the mountains. Not heroic. Simply survivable."

Aaron said, "It didn't work."

"No. It didn't entirely work. One family per generation, more or less."

"And now."

Robert Cross stood up. He went to the window. He looked at the maples of the street, bare, in the evening light. He said without turning around:

"Now I tell you what my father told me when I was your age. And I tell you, too, something my father didn't tell me — because your father has a little more courage than his, or maybe a little less wisdom, we'll see in the end."

Aaron waited.

Robert Cross said, "If one day you see that something is changing. If the disappearances accelerate. If adults start seeing things. If children who have never heard of the Wendigo start drawing him." He turned around. "If these things happen at the same time, then it's no longer the moment to hide. It's the moment to find the other people who know. And to do something together. Because when it accelerates, it's that the thing is hungry for something more than it hasn't had for a long time. It's preparing something. And if we don't stop it there, it may not stop at all."

Aaron said, "It's accelerating."

Robert Cross said, "I know."

They stayed silent. The breathing of the house — the central heating that pulsed softly, his mother's steps downstairs, the TV she had turned on to distract herself from something she refused to name.

Robert said, "Kevin Marsh. Scott Sullivan. You are three."

"Yes."

"The son of James Marsh. Kevin's father. James knew, he too."

Aaron said, "Kevin doesn't know."

"Kevin may not remember. Or James didn't have the time." Robert looked at his son with something in his eyes Aaron had never seen — not fear, not exactly hope, something between the two. "Go with caution, my son. Don't stay alone. Find the sheriff — Ellen Whitford came back for a reason she doesn't quite own up to yet, but she will. Find Kyle Johnson if you can. He's not only a crazy veteran in the woods. He's someone who has seen."

Aaron said, "How do you know all this, Dad."

Robert Cross smiled sadly. "I'm a librarian in a small town. I see who borrows what, who talks with whom, who buys weapons at Larson's store. It's my job to know things. I would have preferred not to have to transmit this knowledge to you. But you're intelligent and you're curious, and I'd prefer you be prepared rather than surprised."

He stood up to leave, then stopped at the door.

He said, "Aaron. One last thing."

Aaron looked up.

Robert Cross said, "If at any moment you feel that the thing is interested in you. Personally. If you feel it around the house, if you feel it when you walk alone at night, if you see it in your dreams. You tell me. Immediately. You don't keep it to yourself."

Aaron said, "It works like that."

"It works like that with certain people. Not all. But your paternal grandmother — my father's mother — saw it three times before dying. She said she felt its presence for weeks before the sightings. It could skip a generation and fall on you."

Aaron said, "It marks people."

Robert said, "It marks people, yes. We don't know why some more than others." He opened the door. "Sleep well my son."

"Dad."

"Yes."

"Thank you for telling me."

Robert Cross smiled — the real smile this time, the one that reminded Aaron why he had always been a little closer to his father than to his mother despite the polite distance that characterized both of them. He said, "You're welcome, son. I've waited a long time for this moment. I was hoping it would never come but I'm relieved that we could talk about it."

He closed the door.


		 



Aaron stayed sitting on his bed with Ivan Fortin's grandfather's book open on his knees. He looked at the engravings — the Wendigo, the Atshen, the Walking-Creature — for a long time without really seeing them.

He was thinking of Kevin Marsh. Of the way Kevin managed Tommy. Of the way Kevin watched over his mother. Of Kevin's discreet and stubborn conviction that his presence in the house was enough to protect his family.

Aaron thought: Kevin doesn't know what lives in these mountains. Kevin believes his presence protects. He'll have to learn, and probably in a way harder than mine tonight.

Then he thought of Scott. He thought that Mrs. Sullivan — Scott's grandmother — must probably know too, and that Scott had grown up in a house where the important truths weren't
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