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Mud Season Messiahs
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he rst thing I heard was the crunch-like somebody stepping on a

bag of potato chips made from gravel and old bad intentions. The


second thing I smelled was wet wool and burnt coffee, and the third thing

was the cold mud, sliding up my boots like it wanted in on the

conversation.

April in the Adirondacks doesn’t arrive politely. It barges through the trees

wearing a burlap sack and chewing on common sense. The ground was

thawed just enough to be disgusting, like the earth had been left in a hot

car overnight and decided to sweat humiliation. My socks felt like they’d

been dunked in soup. Every breath tasted faintly of pine smoke and damp

rot, and the air had that sharp, metallic bite that makes you feel your

teeth.

I was kneeling in a ditch beside the trail with a headlamp that ickered

like it had commitment issues, staring at my own hands. They were

black. Not “I worked hard” black. More like “the mud season has adopted

you” black. I exed my ngers and the mud sucked back with a wet little

sound, like it was trying to keep me. Somewhere behind me, laughter

bounced off the trees-too loud, too con dent, the kind of laughter people

make right before they get humbled by weather.

“David!” Gary called from the other side of the mess. His voice carried

over the sucking slurp of mud, and the way he said my name sounded

like he was trying to summon me into competence. “Tell me this isn’t how

the whole site looks!”

I looked up. The campsite was a smear of brown and gray, half frozen,

half alive, and all of it slick. The timbers we’d dragged in the afternoon

were already sinking. A tarp apped like a confused ag. Beyond that, the

forest sat there with its usual Adirondack face-calm, smug, and

absolutely ready to ruin your day.
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[image: ]​“I’m telling you,” I said, because lying is a hobby I don’t pretend not to

have. “It’s... wet. Wet but manageable.”

Gary squinted like he was reading the mud’s facial expression. “Wet but

manageable is what my cousin said right before he tried to sleep in the

back of his truck.”

“Your cousin is a cautionary tale,” I muttered, and then my boot nally

gave up and let me know I’d been wrong about the mud’s emotional

range. It released a little too fast, and I lurched forward, landing on my

palms with a sound that was half slap, half prayer.

That’s when I heard Arthur and Arthur Pringle arguing, close enough that I

could smell the food fantasy clinging to them like perfume on a barn cat.

Arthur Pringle-thin, sharp-eyed, and always dressed like he was about to

audit a disaster-stood over a pile of gear with the authority of a man

who’d never been betrayed by a tent stake. Arthur, meanwhile, was

vibrating with the kind of swagger that comes from believing physics is a

rumor invented by people with boring hobbies.

“We don’t need bear-proof anything,” Arthur said, hands on hips. “Bears

are curious. Curiosity is easily satis ed.”

Arthur Pringle adjusted his glasses. Mud season had already tried to steal

them, and it hadn’t succeeded yet. “Bears are not satis ed by vibes. They

are satis ed by calories.”

Arthur pointed at the forest like it was a stage. “You’re thinking like a

bureaucrat. I’m thinking like a survivor.”

Gary snorted. “Nobody survives by thinking like a TikTok.”

Arthur ignored him and leaned toward me. “David Salmon,” he said, like

we were about to unveil a masterpiece. “Tell Gary we’re ne.”

I wiped my hands on my pants, which was a mistake because it smeared

the mud into a darker shade of regret. “I’m saying we should store the

food-properly.”

Arthur Pringle’s mouth twitched. “He’s saying we should store the food

properly.”

Arthur threw his arms out. “We have a plan.”
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[image: ]​The plan was already unfolding like a magic trick performed by a

magician who’d lost the instructions and decided to improvise with a live

grenade. We’d hauled in coolers, bags, and something that looked like a

folding table but was actually a plywood contraption Arthur insisted

would “help air ow.” It was currently sinking with every footstep like it had

a personal vendetta.

Gary crouched beside me, his breath pu ng in the cold. “What’s the plan,

genius?”

Arthur pointed to a duffel bag tucked under a tarp. “We put everything in

there. Then we hang it.”

“Hanging what?” Gary asked.

Arthur looked at him like Gary had just asked why the sky is blue. “The

food.”

“In mud?” Gary said. “On that tree over there? The one that’s leaning like

it’s about to le for divorce?”

Arthur’s grin widened. “We’ll manage.”

Arthur Pringle sighed in a way that suggested he’d been forced to live

with the concept of “manage” his entire adult life. “If you hang it, you

need height, distance, and a container that isn’t... a duffel bag.”

Arthur slapped the duffel like it was a loyal dog. “This duffel bag has

character.”

“That duffel bag has holes,” I said, because I’d noticed the little tear near

the seam while I was busy wrestling my boot out of the mud’s grip. The

tear was the size of a thumbnail, which in bear language probably

translated to “welcome buffet.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “You’re overthinking.”

“I’m not overthinking,” I said, and my voice came out sharper than I

intended. It wasn’t because I wanted to be right. It was because I could

feel the mud turning colder again, like it was listening for our con dence

and planning to puncture it at the exact moment we loosened our grip.

Arthur Pringle stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I’ve seen this before.

The bear doesn’t care about your metaphors. It cares about your scent.”
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[image: ]​Arthur waved a hand. “We’re not going to smell like food.”

Gary looked between us. “We have a cooler with chili in it. Everything

smells like food.”

Arthur Pringle’s face tightened, and for a second I thought he might

explode. Instead, he tapped the cooler lid with a ngertip. “If the chili is

inside, in a sealed container, and the container is stored properly-”

Arthur cut him off. “Sealed containers are for sealed people.”

Gary’s eyes went wide. “That sentence is illegal.”

Arthur Pringle stared at Arthur like he was trying to decide whether to

save him or simply let nature reclaim the paperwork. “You’re going to get

us all eaten,” he said.

Arthur’s smile didn’t budge. “No, we’re going to get us all fed.”

Something about the way he said it made my stomach do a small,

unhelpful ip. Not fear exactly. More like the sensation you get when you

drop a fork and it lands perfectly, but you know it shouldn’t have.

I stood up slowly, because standing quickly in mud season is basically

begging for a back spasm. My spine protested immediately, like it had

been waiting all winter to le a complaint. I reached down for the cooler

handle and felt it drag through the muck with a wet, reluctant sound.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll do this right. We’ll-”

Arthur Pringle held up a hand. “David. Please. Don’t start bargaining with

the ground.”

Gary laughed. “He’s the only one who’s trying to keep us alive.”

Arthur turned toward the forest again, gesturing grandly. “We’re not going

to die. We’re going to have a campout.”

The way he said campout made it sound like a religion. Like if we all

believed hard enough, the mud would become polite and the bears would

politely ignore our lunch.

I wanted to say something else. I wanted to pull the duffel bag away from

the tarp and replace it with something that didn’t look like it had already

survived a minor apocalypse. But the crew moved like a freight train

––––––––
[image: ]


Phishstones Campout Disaster 8

[image: ]​made of enthusiasm. They grabbed gear, they shoved things into places,

they argued about where to put the “air ow plywood,” and they kept

talking over me like my concerns were just background noise from a

radio stuck between stations.

Then the wind shifted.

It wasn’t dramatic. It was subtle, like the Adirondacks inhaled. The trees

creaked softly, and the smell of chili-warm, salty, and unrepentantly

delicious-drifted out from the cooler. It hit my nose and instantly turned

into a mental montage of bear teeth.

“Smells like success,” Arthur said, inhaling like he was at a tasting event.

Gary frowned. “Smells like an invitation.”

Arthur Pringle muttered, “Smells like a lawsuit.”

I grabbed the cooler and tried to haul it toward the “hanging plan” Arthur

had pointed to. The ground fought me. The mud sucked the soles of my

boots as if it had money riding on my failure. I took one step and the

second step didn’t happen the way it should have. My right boot sank, my

left boot followed like a loyal accomplice, and my body did that ugly

wobble where your bones brie y consider whether gravity is negotiable.

“David!” Gary yelled, because he saw the wobble and recognized the

shape of consequences.

“I’m ne!” I said, and then my back made a sound like a zipper being

dragged across gravel.

Arthur laughed. “He’s vibing.”

I wasn’t vibing. I was actively negotiating with my own spine. I tried to lift

the cooler again, but my arm got pulled forward by the handle as the

cooler shifted. It made a wet thunk, and the lid popped just enough for a

cold breath of chili stink to leak into the damp air.

Arthur Pringle lunged forward and clamped the lid shut. “For the love of-”

“Don’t worry!” Arthur said. “We’ll hang it high.”

They all moved at once. Gary grabbed the rope. Arthur grabbed the end of

a tarp. Arthur Pringle grabbed the cooler like it was a bomb with feelings.
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[image: ]​I grabbed nothing, because my hands were full of mud and my back was

screaming at my life choices.

The tree Arthur had chosen was not a “hang it high” tree. It was a tree

that looked like it had been through multiple mud seasons and had

opinions. The trunk was slick and uneven, and the branches were tangled

with dead twigs that snapped under pressure like cheap bones.

Gary wrapped the rope around the trunk and tested it with a tug. The rope

slid an inch, then another. The sound it made wasn’t rope; it was a wet

slap against bark.

“This rope is slipping,” Gary said.

Arthur Pringle pointed at the trunk. “Because the bark is slick.”

Arthur leaned in, eyes gleaming. “We’ll make it grip.”

He produced, from somewhere ridiculous, a small bottle of something

labeled in handwriting that looked like it had been forged during a storm.

“Grip juice.”

Gary stared. “You brought grip juice?”

Arthur shrugged. “For emergencies.”

Arthur Pringle’s face went pale in a way that matched the cold. “This is

not a situation where emergencies should be... fragranced.”

Arthur Pringle tried to take the bottle away, but Arthur was already

squirting it on the rope like he was seasoning spaghetti. The grip juice hit

the mud-stained bark and ran, leaving a shiny trail. It smelled like citrus

and regret.

Gary sniffed. “That smells like cleaner.”

Arthur Pringle hissed, “It smells like bait.”

Arthur waved a hand. “Bears like clean.”

“Bears like anything that makes them think ‘snack,’” I said, nally

managing to get my voice back. My back was a live wire in my spine, but

my mouth kept going like it was fueled by fury.
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[image: ]​Arthur looked at me, delighted. “See? David gets it. We’re making it

appealing.”

I stared at the rope, at the cooler, at the duffel bag sitting under the tarp

like a doomed appetizer. My brain did the thing it always does when

reality starts to slip: it tried to turn the disaster into a story, like if I gave

the chaos a narrative arc, it would behave.

It didn’t.

Gary pulled the rope again. This time it held for half a second, and then

the rope slid with a slow, inevitable surrender. The cooler jerked, the tarp

apped, and the duffel bag-still under the tarp, still leaking its little tear of

destiny-shifted enough for the seam to gape.

A warm, meaty smell bloomed out into the April air.

And then, like the forest had been waiting for that exact cue, we heard a

sound that didn’t belong to anything we’d brought.

Crunch.

Not our crunch. Not our boots. Not our gravel-hippiness. This was

heavier. Closer. Like something big was stepping where it shouldn’t, on

purpose.

Gary went quiet. Arthur’s smile faltered, just the tiniest fraction. Arthur

Pringle stopped breathing for a second, which in my experience is what

happens right before people say intelligent things and it’s too late.

From behind the trees, a shape moved-brown, shaggy, and absurdly

con dent for a creature that had never once lled out a single form in its

life.

The bear stepped out into the muddy clearing like it owned the deed. Its

nose twitched. Its ears angled forward. It sniffed the air with the slow

patience of a connoisseur.

I felt my lower back seize up like it had been waiting for this exact

moment to become my enemy.

“Okay,” I whispered, and my voice sounded weird to me, like it belonged to

someone braver. “Okay. Nobody make sudden moves.”
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[image: ]​Arthur Pringle’s eyes were locked on the bear. He looked like he wanted

to argue with it about proper food storage. “That bear is-”

“I know what a bear is,” Gary said, too fast. “I grew up in a house that had

a bear story every summer.”

Arthur, still trying to salvage his ego, lifted his chin. “Hi, bear!”

The bear didn’t care about hi. It didn’t care about vibes. It didn’t care

about Arthur’s belief system.

It took a step toward the cooler, and the mud around its feet squelched

with a wet, delighted sound. The bear’s head tilted slightly, as if it was

listening for the exact location of the chili.

Arthur Pringle grabbed the rope and yanked. The cooler swung. The

motion made it bump the plywood contraption, which slid an inch into a

patch of mud and sank with a wet sigh. The tarp ipped up just enough

to expose a corner of the duffel bag’s torn seam.

The bear’s nose moved faster.

Gary made a noise that started as a laugh and ended as a choking

sound. “Oh my God. It’s going to-”

“Eat,” I nished, because my brain had decided to be helpful in the worst

possible way.

Arthur Pringle snapped, “Nobody touch anything!”

Arthur ignored him. Arthur’s hands were already reaching for the duffel

bag, like he could pick up the snack before the bear noticed it. Like the

bear was a toddler with a short attention span and not a massive animal

with a nose designed to locate food from the other side of your denial.

“Arthur,” I said, and my spine tried to throw me into the ground again.

Arthur turned his head just enough to smile at me. “Relax, David. I’m

going to save us.”

He grabbed the duffel.

The bear lunged-not a full-on attack, not teeth ashing like in movies, but

a decisive move that said, I have waited long enough for your
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[image: ]​foolishness. The bear’s front paw slapped the mud, sending a spray of brown water across the plywood and directly onto Arthur’s shoes.

Arthur froze mid-grab.

His face did something I’d never seen before: it went from bravado to

confusion to pure, stunned arithmetic. He looked at the bear, then looked

at the duffel in his hands, then looked at the mud creeping up his ankles

like it was clocking in for overtime.

Gary burst out laughing, a crazy burst that sounded like relief and terror

had collided. “Arthur, buddy, that’s not saving-”

Arthur’s eyes widened. “It’s still sealed!”

Arthur Pringle lunged toward him, grabbing Arthur’s wrist. “It’s sealed in

your imagination!”

The bear sniffed again, closer now. Its breath was warm and earthy, and it

smelled like leaves and something older than our plans. I could hear the

soft rasp of its tongue as it searched. The sound made my teeth feel

loose.

Then, like the bear had personally decided to punish us for our hubris, it

nosed the duffel bag.

The tear near the seam spread.

Something inside-maybe jerky, maybe trail mix, maybe the last remaining

hope of anyone who’d packed for vibes-shifted and spilled just a little. A

few granules of something-dry, salty, delicious-hit the mud with tiny,

mocking taps.

The bear’s attention locked in.

Arthur let out a strangled laugh. “Okay! Okay, new plan!”

“There is no new plan!” Arthur Pringle shouted, hauling Arthur backward

by pure force of will. “Put it down!”

Arthur Pringle and Gary moved like they’d rehearsed it, which they

de nitely had not. Gary grabbed the rope again, and this time he yanked

hard enough that the cooler swung into the air like a pendulum from hell.

Phishstones Campout Disaster 13

[image: ]​It landed with a wet slap, mud exploding up the side. The bear inched-

just a inch, but enough to make its head jerk away from Arthur’s duffel.

For one blessed second, the bear’s gaze shifted toward the cooler.

I felt the tug of opportunity like a hand on my collar. My lower back

protested, but I ignored it. I grabbed the cooler handle and shoved it

toward the tree line, where the rope line snapped taut. The cooler slid

across the mud, dragging a trail like a wounded sled dog.

“Move!” I barked, and my voice came out rough, like it had been sanded.

“Get the rest-now!”

Gary was already running. Arthur Pringle was trying to carry the plywood

contraption like it wasn’t sinking. Arthur still had the duffel in one hand

and a look of offended betrayal on his face, like the bear had insulted his

mother.

“David!” Gary yelled, half laughing again, half panicking. “The rope-!”

“I know!” I shouted back, because I didn’t know, but I needed to sound like

I did or else my spine would le for resignation.

The rope line held for exactly long enough to feel like luck. Then it slipped

again, because grip juice and slick bark are not a strategy, they’re a prayer

written in lemon-scented ink.

The cooler sagged.

The bear took a step.

And suddenly it wasn’t just a bear in the woods anymore. It was a moving

target with a nose full of our mistakes.

Arthur Pringle dropped the plywood contraption and grabbed the cooler

with both hands. His glasses were fogged with condensation or panic or

both. “Stop-stop moving it!” he yelled, like we could negotiate with gravity.

“I’m not moving it!” I snapped, even though I was, technically, the one

who’d pushed. My back spasmed so hard it felt like someone had

tightened a belt around my spine.

Arthur, nally getting the message, shoved the duffel toward Gary with a

furious shove. “Take it! Throw it somewhere!”
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[image: ]​Gary caught it awkwardly and immediately looked like he regretted having

hands. “Throw it where? The forest? The sky?”

“The sky!” Arthur shouted, and then he slapped the duffel shut with his

palm like he could make it behave. “Somewhere else!”

The bear huffed-one sharp exhale that sounded like a warning written in

breath. Its eyes were xed on the duffel now, because of course it was.

Bears don’t follow logic. Bears follow scent, movement, and the sweet,

sweet sound of people making bad decisions loudly.

I stumbled forward, hands out. My boots sank again. Mud swallowed my

toes. Cold seeped up like the earth was trying to steal my warmth.

“Alright,” I said, and my voice dropped into something that wasn’t brave,

just stubborn. “Arthur Pringle. Rope. Now. Gary. Food off the line. Arthur-”

Arthur blinked at me, still holding onto his doomed duffel like it had

personally wronged him. “What?”

“Put that down,” I said. “Now. Before the bear makes it down.”

The bear took one more step.

Arthur Pringle yanked the rope hard, and the cooler jerked out of reach.

The bear’s snout snapped toward it, missing by inches, and its claws

carved shallow trenches in the mud, sending little ecks of brown ying.

For a heartbeat, everything paused. Even the wind seemed to hold still,

like the Adirondacks were watching our incompetence with the same

patience a cat has for a spoon it intends to knock off the counter.

Then the bear turned its head slightly, sniffed again, and moved toward

the duffel in Gary’s hands.

Gary saw it coming and made a sound like a man trying to laugh his way

out of physics. “Okay, okay! That’s-cool. That’s ne. We’re ne.”

“You don’t sound ne,” Arthur Pringle said.

“I’m ne,” Gary insisted, and his voice cracked so badly it became a

confession.

I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t haul the duffel away. My back locked up again,

and the mud around my boots kept tugging like it was trying to pull me
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[image: ]​down into a warm, brown nap. All I could do was watch the bear’s nose

get closer.

Arthur, still wide-eyed, did something I didn’t expect.

He stepped between Gary and the bear.

“Hey!” Arthur yelled, voice booming over the wet slap of our chaos. “You!

Leave him alone!”

The bear blinked slowly, like it was reconsidering the whole concept of

communication. Arthur held his ground like he’d just become a hero in a

story he didn’t write.

Gary stared at Arthur. “Arthur... why are you-”

Arthur pointed at himself. “Because I’m the loudest color in this gray

room.”

The bear sniffed Arthur now, and the smell changed. It wasn’t just food

anymore. It was Arthur: sweat, mud, and whatever scent Arthur had

decided to wear that morning because he believed cologne could

intimidate wildlife.

The bear huffed again. Not an attack this time. Just a disgusted snort that said, You are not the snack I came for.

Arthur Pringle exhaled. “Thank God.”

Arthur turned his head toward me with a grin that was all wrong for the

situation. “See? Vibes.”

The bear shifted its weight and looked past Arthur, toward the cooler line,

toward the tarp, toward the trail of chili stink leaking into the air. It wasn’t

done. It just got distracted long enough for us to feel hope, which is the

cruelest kind of distraction when you’re standing in mud.

I forced my legs to work. I grabbed the rope where it lay slack and yanked

it toward a higher branch, cursing under my breath as my spine protested

like a rented mule. Gary moved the duffel farther from the line, stumbling

backward, boots sucking and releasing with every step like the ground

was applauding our failure in rhythm.
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[image: ]​Arthur Pringle took the cooler and shoved it, not gently, not smartly-just

violently enough to move it. It skidded across the mud and nally came to

rest against a stump.

The bear watched. Its head tracked the cooler. Its nose worked.

Then, with all the patience in the world, it took one last step toward the

food line and stopped.

It sniffed.

It turned away.

And it walked back into the trees like it was bored. Like we’d offered it a

preview, and it had decided to come back later after it nished judging

our life choices.

The absence of movement hit us like sound stopping mid-song. Nobody

spoke for a moment. The forest settled again. The tarp apped once,

twice, then calmed. The only noise was the wet sound of mud continuing

to be mud.

Gary laughed again, but this time it was shaky and smaller, like his body

couldn’t decide whether to celebrate or ee.

Arthur leaned back on his heels and stared at the place where the bear

had been, still grinning. “We scared it.”

Arthur Pringle stared at the cooler, then at the duffel, then at the tear in

the seam like he was trying to understand how the universe allowed this

level of nonsense to persist. “We didn’t scare it,” he said. “We delayed it.”

I bent forward, hands on my knees. My back spasmed so hard I saw

stars-brown ones, mud-colored ones-like the Adirondacks had put a lter

over my vision. I swallowed and tasted cold coffee and panic.

“Did anyone see where it went?” Gary asked.

Arthur’s grin faded. “It went into the forest.”

“That’s not helpful,” Arthur Pringle snapped, then immediately regretted it

because his own voice sounded too loud in the quiet.

I straightened slowly, staring at the line we’d tried to set up like a stage

for disaster. The mud around our gear looked churned, like the campsite
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[image: ]​had been attacked by a blender full of regret. Somewhere in the mess, a

piece of something salty had fallen into the mud, and I could still smell it-

an aroma that would last longer than our pride.

My phone-if I still had it-was probably buried under a tarp somewhere. My

headlamp ickered like it was about to die too. The April air was cold

enough to sting my cheeks, but the chili smell lingered warm in the back

of my throat, like the day had already decided to keep hurting us.

Arthur Pringle wiped his glasses with a sleeve that smeared mud into a

fresh layer. “We’re storing food properly,” he said, like he was reading a

sentence out loud to force the universe to obey.

Arthur blinked. “We are?”

Gary nodded quickly. “Yeah. Properly.”

I tried to laugh. It came out as a grunt, because my back was still trying

to escape my body through my spine. “Properly,” I echoed, and in the

word was the whole problem. Properly meant a system. Properly meant

thinking ahead. Properly meant believing the mud and the wildlife had

limits.

The Adirondacks had never agreed to that kind of deal.

We stood there in the aftermath, listening to the forest breathe. Far away,

something moved-maybe a bird, maybe another bear, maybe the same

one returning with a better sense of timing.

The mud under my boots started to shift again, slow and heavy, like it

was settling around our mistakes.

Arthur looked at the tarp. Gary looked at the cooler. Arthur Pringle looked

at me, eyes sharp behind the fogged lenses.

“Well?” Arthur said, like we were about to begin the fun part.

I swallowed hard and felt my spine complain again. “We just got lucky,” I

said. “And luck doesn’t work twice.”

Arthur Pringle’s jaw tightened. “Then we’d better make sure the second

time isn’t worse.”
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[image: ]​Gary nodded, but his smile was still stuck in the place where bravado

lives.

I stared at the mud, at the torn duffel seam, at the slick rope line that had

failed twice already. I could already imagine April turning the campsite

into a kitchen oor and our bodies into furniture nobody wanted to sit on.

Somewhere in the woods, the bear made a sound-not close enough to be

immediate, but close enough to remind us we weren’t done.

The Adirondacks weren’t nished with us.

And neither was mud season, which, in my experience, is never just wet.

It’s hungry. It’s patient. It waits for you to relax your grip on reality, then it

climbs right up your boots and steals your dignity in one slow, squelching

motion.
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The Pack List That Lied
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he mud had already claimed my boots, and it was working on my

will to live with the same slow con dence it used on everything


else. One minute the ground felt like mud. The next it felt like mud that

had opinions. My lower back did its usual thing-like a bad radio station

sliding between stations-except this time the static had a voice, and the voice kept saying, stop moving, stop moving, stop moving.

We’d barely gotten the camp set up from Chapter 1’s mud-fueled chaos

when Arthur Pringle started arranging things with the intensity of a man

defusing a bomb using only vibes and spreadsheets. Arthur-his friend, his

co-conspirator, his human embodiment of “it’ll probably work”-stood over

the gear like a museum curator about to give a speech nobody asked for.

Gary was already sweating. Not from heat. From the stress of being near

other people’s decisions. He kept tapping his forehead with two ngers

like he was checking whether his brain was still inside.

“Okay,” Arthur said, clapping his hands once, loud enough to make the

mud inch. “We’re not doing the thing where we panic. We’re doing the

thing where we’re prepared.”

PhishStones-me-made a sound that was technically a laugh but

emotionally a cough. “Prepared is a strong word for footwear that looks

like it came from a clown car.”

Arthur glanced down at his own boots, which were basically fashion-

forward ankle-high disappointment. “These are waterproof.”

“De ne waterproof,” I said, because my mouth likes to start problems my

body can’t nish.

Arthur Pringle adjusted his glasses. “The pack list said ‘water-resistant.’”

Gary snorted. “The pack list lied.”
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[image: ]​That’s when the whole camp smelled like wet plastic and optimism.

Somewhere nearby, a bird made the kind of noise that said it had better

plans. The wind shoved cold air through the treeline and then immediately

apologized for it by dumping a ne mist on our faces. My back seized

just enough to remind me it was still part of the conversation.

I looked at our supplies, or rather, I looked at the pile of things we’d

brought because the group chat had been loud, and the mud had been

quiet. A row of backpacks sat like sleeping animals. A shelter

setup-“totally ne,” Arthur had promised-was half assembled. The fabric

was damp already, like it had been sweating from the moment it arrived.

A stove sat in its bag, still dry, which felt like a personal insult.

But the real crime scene was the food. Bags of “camp meals,” packages

that promised “just add water” like water couldn’t also add suffering.

There was a cooler that looked like it had been purchased during a sale

on denial. There was also a bear bag system-sort of. A rope. A pulley

contraption Arthur Pringle had described as “elegant.” The rope was tied

in knots that had the con dence of a toddler attempting origami.

Arthur Pringle held up a printed sheet of paper that looked like it had

survived a war. “We followed the pack list.”

“The pack list,” Gary said, “was written by a committee of liars.”

Arthur pointed at the paper like it was scripture. “It said: shelter rst, food

secure, then cooking. We did that.”

I shifted my weight and regretted it immediately. My back made a sound

like a zipper losing its faith. “We didn’t do cooking,” I said. “We did collectible stalling.”

Arthur Pringle ignored my suffering and got louder, because that’s what

he did when reality got close. “It also said: wear comfortable footwear.”

Gary stared at him. “Comfortable footwear for who? The mud?”

Arthur Pringle blinked like he’d never been asked to think about

consequences. “Comfortable footwear is subjective.”

“Not when the mud is actively eating your socks,” I muttered.

Arthur leaned in, eyes bright. “My socks are ne.”
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[image: ]​His socks were the color of wet bread. There was a faint smell of

detergent and regret.

I wanted this scene to have a clean outcome. I wanted us to eat

something hot, drink something that didn’t taste like a science

experiment, and get through the night without turning our camp into a wildlife documentary titled Don’t Touch That. I wanted to prove that my back could survive one more day of this nonsense. I wanted-sel shly, stupidly-to believe the Adirondacks wouldn’t notice us.

But the mud noticed us. It noticed everything.

A snapping sound came from behind the treeline, sharp as a snapped

twig and twice as suspicious. All of us froze in place, which was

impressive because my back immediately tried to unfreeze into pain.

Gary’s eyes tracked the sound. “That was-”

“Nothing,” Arthur said too fast. He did that thing where he talked like the

world would obey him if he used enough con dence.

Arthur Pringle swallowed. “Could be a squirrel.”

“Sure,” Gary said. “A squirrel the size of a bad decision.”

The snapping happened again, closer. Leaves shivered. The cold wind

shifted, carrying a smell that hit my nose like a dare-earthy, musky, and

not at all interested in our feelings.

Then, from the muddy edge of camp, something moved.

Not fast. Not dramatic. Just present.

A dark shape stepped into view, nose working, head low. It took one look

at our cooler like it had been invited. Then it looked at Arthur’s backpack.

Then it looked at me, and I swear to God it sniffed the air around my back

injury like it could smell weakness.

My throat went dry. “Uh.”

Arthur Pringle’s voice came out thin. “Bear.”

Gary’s hands went up, palms out, like he was about to negotiate. “We

have food storage.”
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[image: ]​Arthur Pringle marched forward two steps, rope and pulley in hand, as if

he could out-logic nature. “We do. We’re secure. The bear bag is-”

Arthur held up the printed pack list. “It says bears are attracted to

improper food storage.”

The bear made a sound that could’ve been a sigh or a laugh. Either way, it

was directed at us.

Gary’s jaw clenched. “Tell it that, man.”

I backed up a half-step, feeling the mud cling harder to my boots like it

wanted to keep me. “Listen,” I said, too calm for someone whose heart

was now auditioning for a drumline. “We need to get the food up. Now.

Like, yesterday-now.”

Arthur Pringle stared at the bear bag setup, as if it might apologize for

being wrong. “It’s already up.”

“Up where?” Gary asked.

Arthur Pringle pointed.

The bear bag rope looped up into a tree branch about seven feet off the

ground. The bag itself was... hanging. Sort of. It was swaying slightly, not

because the wind was moving it, but because the rope had been tied with

that con dent knot that looked great in a diagram and terrible in actual

physics.

And the bag-this is the part my brain tried to forget-was within reach.

The bear took one step forward. The mud splashed up around its paws

like it was stamping in approval.

Arthur Pringle’s face went pale. “It’s a tension system.”

“It’s a suggestion,” Gary said.

Arthur clapped his hands again, loudly, like sound was a tool. “Shoo!”

The bear ignored him. It sniffed closer and then put its weight into the

rope with the casual authority of someone who’d never read our pack list.

The rope sagged.

My back lit up with pain. My stomach dropped with the rope.
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[image: ]​“Okay,” I said, because sometimes you just have to accept that the body

is going to scream and you’re still going to move anyway. “New plan.

We’re relocating the bag.”

Arthur Pringle stared at me. “We can’t-”

“We can,” I snapped, and then immediately regretted snapping because

my spine responded by turning into a tuning fork. Still, I grabbed the rope

with both hands and pulled. The mud sucked at my boots, trying to keep

me in place like it was drafting me into its workforce.

Arthur Pringle helped, yanking on the rope with a kind of frantic

enthusiasm. The bag bumped the branch, then swung. The bear leaned in,

eyes xed on the bag like it was a prize.

Gary stepped closer, holding a stick like it was a magic wand. “Back up.

Back up, you ugly-”

Arthur grabbed Gary’s shoulder. “Don’t hit it.”

Gary turned on him. “I’m not hitting it. I’m threatening it.”

Arthur’s eyes icked to the bear. “Same thing.”

The bear snorted. Warm breath rolled over the mud. The smell intensi ed-

rich and animal, like wet earth and old honey and trouble.

I hauled again, muscles screaming. The bag nally shifted higher,

scraping against the bark. The rope tightened just enough to make the

system look like it worked, which is the kind of miracle you only notice

after it’s already almost too late.

The bear paused.

Arthur Pringle let out a breath he’d been holding since the beginning of

time. “See? Totally ne.”

Gary stared at the bear and then at the bag and then at Arthur Pringle.

“Totally ne is what people say before they become a story.”

Arthur Pringle’s mouth opened, likely to argue, but the bear decided it was

bored of our theatrics. It stepped back one pace, then another, as if it had

tasted our fear and found it bland.
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[image: ]​The moment stretched. Cold air hissed through the trees. My ngers

trembled around the rope. My back throbbed, angry at me for choosing

action over lying down and becoming a tragic decoration.

Then the bear turned its head toward the cooler.

No, really. It looked at the cooler like it was thinking about whether we’d

learned anything.

Arthur Pringle’s voice went squeaky. “The cooler isn’t-”

Gary cut him off. “The cooler’s not in the bear bag. It’s just... sitting there.

Like a gift.”

Arthur stared at the cooler, then blinked. “The pack list said keep it

accessible.”

The bear’s ears twitched.

I felt my brain reach for the nearest ledge. “Accessible to who? The bear?”

Arthur Pringle fumbled with his rope. “We can move it. We can move it

now.”

My back seized again, sharp enough to make my vision buzz at the

edges. Still, I moved. I had to. Because standing still was how you

became a snack.

We tried.

Arthur grabbed the cooler like he was lifting a ceremonial object. It was

heavier than it looked, because of course it was. The mud around it was

slick and hungry. His boots slid just a little, and the cooler tilted.

Everyone’s eyes snapped to it in unison.

The bear took one step forward, drawn by the sound of plastic and the

smell of food like a magnet to a refrigerator.

Arthur yanked the cooler back upright, wobbling, cheeks puffed with

bravado. “It’s ne!”

Gary grabbed the cooler handle too. “Stop saying it’s ne! It’s not ne!”

Arthur Pringle lunged for the rope again. “We can put the cooler in the

bag-”
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[image: ]​“We can’t put the cooler in the bag,” I said through clenched teeth,

because my back had turned into a st. “The bag is for a bag. Not for a

cooler shaped like a minor inconvenience.”

Arthur Pringle looked offended on behalf of geometry. “It will t.”

“It will not t,” Gary said.

Arthur looked between us like a man trapped in a courtroom where

everyone was speaking a different language. “The pack list didn’t say

‘cooler must be bearproofed.’”

My brain seized on that phrase with horrifying clarity: bearproofed. As if bears had paperwork. As if the Adirondacks were a bureaucratic system that could be navigated by reading the right bullet points.
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