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Hunger. It’s something that can stretch beyond the want for mere food, the need for nutrition. Hunger can be a craving only satiated by consumption.

When two tour guides managing Newfoundland's most haunted museum on the most haunted day of the year must contend with a group of tourists looking to take advantage of their services, they find their roles usurped by a mysterious man whose descriptions and explanations of the exhibits carry with them a sinister tone.

Following the bestselling trilogy that spawned the hit unscripted NTV television series that shares its name, TERROR NOVA returns with a bold new direction featuring thirteen terrifying short stories from Newfoundland's top talents, including returning favourites ALEX MCINTOSH & NICOLE LITTLE, along with series newcomers AINSLEY HAWTHORN (Land of Many Shores), TAYLOR BARRETT (Cover My Eyes), & ANDREW HAWTHORN (Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles).
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“You know it’s the thirteenth.”

Sophia looked up from her coffee, making eye contact with Erin for the first time today. 

There had not been enough coffee in the pot this morning. No matter how much had been in it, it had not been enough. 

Not enough to clean the building, not enough to deal with people, and certainly not enough to suffer Erin and her bullshit.

Sophia and Erin Valentine were not related despite the relatively uncommon surname. The genealogical study Sophia had conducted while working on her history degree revealed that “Valentine” wasn’t her family’s actual name, but an anglicized version of Valenzuela adopted when they migrated to Newfoundland from Spain several generations back. Erin’s family was just Scottish, and Sophia took some solace bordering on pride that even her ancestry seemed more interesting than her co-worker’s.

That same last name, despite not technically being the same last name, was about the only thing the women had in common other than their duties as the weekday caretakers of the museum. 

The museum wasn’t open on weekends, not in the last four years anyway. In the last three years it hadn’t been open on Thursdays. It started closing on Tuesdays two years ago, and a year ago, the government announced that funding had been cut once again, and as a result, the museum would be closed every other Monday moving forward.

That left Wednesdays, Fridays, and every other Monday for Sophia to put in hours and earn her living. Still, she took the bad with the good—the good being that the substantial cut in hours also meant a substantial cut to the amount of time that she had to spend with Erin and listen to her vocalize this exact dilemma.

Erin fiddled with a salt packet, flapping it back and forth with her middle finger, trying to get as much from it as she could onto the day-old fries she brought from home. She was eating them at room temperature, which was preferable to reheating them in the microwave.

The museum had no commercial kitchen, no kitchen at all, actually. What it did have was what would be generously described as a “kitchenette” that featured a kettle, a microwave, and a coffee perk. So, reheating her fries in the oven, or the far superior option of the air fryer (which she had tried at her brother’s one time), weren’t available to Erin so she would just drown the leftovers in salt and bemoan the experience, whining to Sophia about her plight as though Sophia wasn’t in the exact same position. 

There wasn’t even a fridge, not since it had died on them last year, grossly limiting the things they could keep. They’d asked for a new unit, professing that even a minifridge would suffice, but time and time again were told no in the same way a parent tells a child no when they know something worse is coming down the pipe anyway. “No, you can’t have that toy,” and soon you’re losing all your toys so this won’t seem so bad.

And the limited hours gave neither of the Valentines the disposable income required to go out of pocket for such an extravagance as a minifridge, even for a Facebook Marketplace find.

“It’s the thirteenth of the month,” Erin said again, hissing the words from between clenched teeth. She leaned in when she said it, as though to stop anyone else from hearing.

As Sophia was about to turn to broadly gesture to the empty room and dramatically inquire for whom Erin was whispering, her eye caught a little old man on a bench in the corner. Large, thick glasses made him look all the smaller, and they made his sunken eyes look huge. Scant wisps of hair clung to his scalp like dried hay, and he wore a bowtie that was bright pink with green splotches that might have been polka-dots. 

There was a juice box next to him, the sort the museum gave out when a child demanded a drink but refused water. It was grape; they were all grape. They’d been in the back of the kitchenette’s sole cupboard so long that Sophia had joked they might soon be wine. 

The old man picked it up and fought to catch the small straw with dry lips. When he finally caught it, he turned and watched them over his shoulder as he suckled.

With a shudder, Sophia turned back away from him to Erin, escaping the gaze.

“They shouldn’t have this place open on the thirteenth,” Erin hissed again. She finished, finally, with the salt packet she had been garnishing her fries with and laid it aside with three others she had procured. 

“Jesus Christ, girl. How much salt do you need?”

Erin frowned at her then reached to the basket between them on the table, fiddling and fussing, and produced a sugar packet. She fought with it to tear it, and when she did, she held it tear-side down over her coffee and started the process of beating it with her fingers all over again. The rhythm was the same even though the condiment was different. Fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap, back and forth, hit first with the knuckle and then with the pad of the finger, and then again, so fast that it was a blur.

When she was done with that packet, she placed its empty carcass atop the bested salt packets and reached for another, rustling through them to find real sugar, nothing synthetic. 

Sophia did not question the sugar the way she did the salt. The coffee needed the sugar to be palatable, and there was no milk. The lack of refrigeration meant it would have gone bad almost instantly and the tar-like coffee black was still better than using powdered creamer.

“We’re already down to ten days a month, I can’t lose another day when one of those happens to fall on the thirteenth,” Sophia said, taking another sip of her coffee. “What are we supposed to do? Cancel when there’s rain, but also too much sun? Cancel if the snow’s been plowed but also if it hasn’t? There’s only so many days you can cancel before you have to shrug your shoulders and lock the doors for good.”

Erin frowned at her. She sipped on the black drink that even Tim Horton’s would feel guilty calling coffee, curled her lip at it, then fished for more sugar. 

“I’m not sayin’ it should close every time anything bad happens, I’m sayin’ it should close on the thirteenth. I’d gladly give another day for it to do so. They can take the Lord’s Day back if they like, every last one of them in the year if it means I don’t have to work another thirteenth. That and every Friday too, Good or not. They can even take Christmas, if they wants it, and everything that comes with it under my tree. That’s how much I’d rather not work another thirteenth, ‘Phia. They can make me work every other day of the year and on into the night. Frig, they can make me sleep in the storage shed and have me forage the grounds for food like my great-grandfadder said he had to, if that makes ‘em happy. Just so long as they don’t make me work another thirteenth of the month.”

Sophia rolled her eyes. “You can always just call in sick.”

She’d attempted to poke holes in her co-worker’s logic before, giving her facts about the calendar, about just how many days had gone missing, lost to history, since we started using it. How there was no way to know exactly what day it was, only what day we all agreed it was, and so it didn’t make sense to be superstitious of the day one way or the other. She’d had this debate so often that it had boiled over into an argument a few times, and into a fight once, and since then she had resigned herself to the fate of having to hear this speech, periodically, for the rest of her adult life. 

Now, whenever it was brought up, Sophia tried her best to keep her argument to a frown, and maybe one or two snide retorts. 

“You seem to be forgetting the rest of it.” Erin gestured around the place, the same way Sophia had before spotting the old man, only Erin was sincere. “Thirteen exhibits, maid. Thirteen of them, each with thirteen things in them. And the whole thing on the thirteenth building of 13th Street.” 

She stopped, catching her breath. “There’s too much, Sophia. There’s too much for the world to take all of it. That’s why this place should be closed on this day. That’s why it’s the place and not the day. It wouldn’t happen at home, and it wouldn’t happen nowhere else in this town.”

Sophia opened her mouth then closed it again. 

It was on the tip of her tongue to say that when it had been constructed, the museum had not been the thirteenth building, nor had it been on 13th Street. The street had only been 13th Street for a couple years, a recent development after modern sensibilities pointed out that the people the streets in town were named to honour (usually dead white men) were guilty of historical atrocities ranging from sexual misconduct to genocide, resulting in a more straightforward numbered street system that was put in place until new names could be properly vetted.

It occurred to her to explain these things, but she stopped herself, knowing that it was as fruitless as it was to explain the inaccuracies of the Gregorian calendar to her.

But to Erin, the names of things mattered. You could say a hotel had thirteen floors all you wanted ‘til the cows came home, but as long as the managers called it the fourteenth instead, some would be assuaged. As though you could fool the devil with pig Latin, or by just calling the right thing by the wrong name. 

The bell chimed before she could engage further, and the three of them—Sophia, Erin, and the old man in the corner—all looked up. The chime meant the front door was open and, given how long it was before it chimed again, had been open for a long time. A group had just arrived for a tour, and it was a large one.

Sophia got up, wiped the remnants of schmutz from her face, and pressed down the wrinkles of her blazer.

Erin took one last sip of her coffee and found it, still, too bitter by half. She abandoned it, leaving it on the table to be cleaned later. There was no harm in leaving it since the person she was leaving garbage for was herself. 

Behind them, by the window, the pale little man in the bow tie arose from his seat as well. He pressed his hands down over his suit as though they were irons, but it did not straighten. He started at the top, pressed firm, then slid his hands down. When he released them to let the tension up, the suit wrinkled back into place, as though stuck like that. 

Sophia and Erin watched him do this three times and on the last, he turned his head up and looked at them, small eyes almost invisible under his thick brow. He shrugged.

Sophia turned to Erin and Erin to Sophia, and without a word, they left for the main foyer.
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Thirteen people were waiting for them. 

It was enough that the amount of them took both Erin and Sophia by surprise when they came into the room, both stuttering their gait for a moment. 

When Erin counted, which took a moment as the heads moved from one place to another, the crowd oblivious to how difficult it made the simple task, she turned and looked at Sophia. 

Sophia had completed her head count sooner and was standing, teeth clenched, as she fought from turning to meet Erin’s gaze and giving her the satisfaction of acknowledging the ominous coincidence. 

The thirteen stared back at them, waiting, expectant.

Sophia and Erin stood frozen until the little old man brushed past them and stepped into the corner. He stood like a butler, wrinkled suit and all, waiting to be given a command. His passing broke the attention of those gathered, their eyes following him for a moment.

“Hello everyone!” The accent Erin spoke with in private conversation disappeared when she affected her public speaking voice. “I’m Erin and along with...”

“Sophia,” the other Valentine said with a small salute to the crowd.

“And Barry,” the old man chimed in. Erin and Sophia shot each other a glance before Erin continued the introduction.

“We’ll be leading you through things today,” she said. “But first, we’ll start with documenting the fine souls who have joined us for this journey.”

Erin moved to the podium in the centre back of the room. It was triangular with a hollow body kept behind glass and supported a broad, thick table on the top. Behind the glass was a section of a door that had been cut out, preserved. At first glance, it might have been mistaken for just discarded wood, but the number on it—a golden, emblazoned thirteen—marked it as a door. Further, just above the space between the one and the three was a small hole with a glass lens on it, a peephole. 

More than a door, a specific door. A hotel door.

Erin opened the large leather guestbook that sat on the podium. It creaked and crackled as the dry spine on it bent and stretched over the pages inside. She licked her fingers and turned the pages until she found the most recent entry then dipped a quill pen in ink. 

For a moment, she hesitated and gulped before she scrawled a florid number thirteen into the top corner of it. 

She took another pause to regain herself, and, when she was ready, she looked at the tall, burly man in front of all the rest and beaconed him forward with nothing but her gaze, asked him his name, his town, and his occupation. 

“David Hunter,” he said. “From the northern coast, Snook’s Arm. Politician.” 

The next was Clive Burr of Aaron’s Cove, who worked with paper.

Then John Barker of Harbour Buffett, Freeda Smith of Bear Cove, and Alphonsus Buck of Bear Cove, but not the same Bear Cove, who were all fishers.

Gary Linehan of Oderin Island, unemployed. Creed Dunford, Rencontre West, fisher. Derek Rose, King’s Cove, District of Fortune Bay and Hermitage, fisher. Bernice Fletcher, Little Harbour Deep, postmaster.

Sarah Childs, Tickles, student. Bruce Goodard, Three Arms, unemployed.

Charles Henry, Mosquito. He refused to state his employment. 

And, finally, Rowe Saunders, Current Island, first-year carpenter.

“Now then, that’s done,” Erin said, blowing on the ink to dry it. “I’ve kept you all waiting long enough, I’m sure.”

David, still at the front, had let his gaze linger off to the side until it had fallen on the old man in the bowtie and rested there. 

“Well,” Sophia clapped and that pulled David’s attention back. She put on a broad customer-service smile. “Let’s get going. If you’ll follow me, I’ll bring you to the first artifacts.”

“Pardon me,” came a hoarse, low voice from the corner. All eyes turned to Barry. He straightened his bowtie, and, unlike his clothes, it stayed straight. “But that’s not the first artifact.”

“Ignore him,” Sophia smiled, stepping toward the hall. “Right this way.”

David raised a hand. “Oh no, no. No, I’d like to hear what he has to say.”

Sophia pursed her lips into a small thin line.

Barry smiled and, suddenly, he wasn’t small. Now he was a carnival barker, only missing the top hat, and when he stepped over to the podium, he splayed his hands out towards it like Vanna White revealing a prize.

After the big reveal, his gestures shrunk as he delicately promoted the section of the hotel door inside the glass case of the podium. “They always miss this. This is the first one. And let me, if I may, tell you about it.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

OVERNIGHTING - Mike Fardy


[image: ]


The radio blared to life, briefly filling the car with a stutter of static-soaked classic rock. Ana jumped in her seat and swerved the car back into her lane as her sluggish mind rushed to catch up with her body. She had nodded off at the wheel. She could feel her pulse in her neck as she slowed her breathing, climbing down from the panic. Harris was sound asleep in the passenger seat, oblivious to the whole event. 

How long had Ana been asleep? She imagined the car drifting from lane to lane, teasing the woods on either side of the highway while she slept.  Tom Cochrane sputtered a last “All night long!” before returning to the steady hiss of central Newfoundland’s favourite radio station: No Signal. Ana clicked the radio off before the white noise could put her back to sleep. She looked to Harris again, blissfully unaware with his head lolling forward, big arms crossed over his chest, chin resting on his collarbone. If they’d hit a tree and the airbags deployed...the angle of his head...that sharp curve through his neck...Ana winced the thought out of her head. 

She wouldn’t tell him about this. He’d never know that he owed his life to Tom Cochrane; she’d bear that fact alone. Harris was a worrier, he’d never let her drive again if he found out, and Ana couldn’t bear the extra hours that would be added to every trip by his white-knuckled, ten-under-the-limit, nan driving. She checked the clock—11 pm on the dot. The road stretched ahead, a narrow two-lane highway lit by the old Corolla’s candle-tinted headlight beam. Most people avoided highway driving at night. The roads were narrow and dark, and wet snow weighed down the branches of the malnourished firs causing them to lean even closer to the narrow shoulder. A night drive on Newfoundland’s highways could never be truly serene with the ever-present risk of a moose stepping from those tightly packed trees like a living slab of granite sent to remind us that our thin lines of asphalt shouldn’t make us feel safe or welcome. Ana slowed the car and looked for somewhere safe to pull off the road, she needed a break to clear the morbid thoughts. 

She stepped out of the car and lit a cigarette. Nicotine and cold night air would give her enough energy for the next hump of the trip back to St. John’s. They’d stayed in Buchans overnight after finishing repairs on the community’s water treatment plant and woke up to a dead car battery, which delayed them from getting back on the road until well after dark. Standing on the side of the road, free from the humming of the tires, the forest was so silent Ana could hear the cigarette’s satisfying crackle as she took a long draw. This was the stillness that only came with windless winter nights. 

She looked at Harris through the car window, still asleep. He made the long weeks on the road easier. This would be their eighth year working together. There was a charming mismatch between his nervous personality and pre-hibernation grizzly bear build. With tired eyes and a lazy smile, his red hair and beard were starting to grow unruly at the end of their week.  Ana put him in the category of sleepy-sexy. Not her type but she could see the appeal. Anyway, he was happily married, and most nights Ana could hear the occasional excited word or booming guffaw through the walls of their motel rooms when he called home. She was staring. She let out a long exhale and watched the smoke and vapour of her breath mingle and rise into the trees above. It wasn’t attraction, just proximity.

Ana closed her eyes and let the winter air cool her cheeks. She flinched as the silence was broken by a crunch of snow from the woods behind her. She wheeled around but saw only thin tree trunks and the dark between them. She froze in place, her fear replaced with curiosity. Whatever animal was tromping in the snow had woken her up much more than her cigarette had. She squinted into the dark and strained her ears for another clue of what was hiding in the treeline but saw nothing and heard only her breath and the ringing in her ears that she only noticed in dead silence. Just one sound then nothing, maybe some ice falling from a tree, even the collapse of a mouse tunnel under the snow would stand out with no noise to compete with. Her breath caught in her throat. From behind a small group of trees, less than fifteen feet away, there was a silvery cloud dispersing into the air. Then another appeared; a jet of steam from slow, hot breath. Something was standing just out of sight behind the trees. She leaned to the side, trying to get a peek at whatever was hiding back there. Not a moose—the trees were too thin to hide something that big so completely—but the height that the haze appeared from would put the animal’s face a foot above Ana’s head. How could an animal that tall get so close while hardly making a sound? She took a step to the left, and, as the snow crunched underfoot, the breathing stopped. Ana held her breath, willing her pupils to dilate further as she stared into the dark. No sound, no movement, but Ana was certain that the unseen thing standing behind the trees was looking right back at her, muscles coiled tight and ready to chase her down. She took a careful step backward, trying not to break the hardened upper layer of the snow. Another step and her foot found the pavement again. She scurried back to the driver’s side door, keeping her eyes on the woods until she was in her seat with the door closed behind her.

Harris woke as Ana started the car. 

“Where are we?” he asked. Ana looked past him towards the trees, nothing running towards the car or peering out at her from the darkness. 

“Nothing,” she said.

“We’re at nothing?” Harris was blinking sleep from his eyes. “Never heard of a town called Nothing. Pretty metal name. Jesus, it’s late, we almost there?” 

Ana tore her eyes from the woods, Harris’s voice dragging her out of fight or flight. “No, sorry, no. Just had to pull over for a smoke.” She took a last look towards the trees and then turned to pull back onto the highway. 

“Look out!” Harris grabbed the wheel and jerked it back towards the shoulder as a pickup swerved around them, horn blaring. Ana slammed on the brakes and the two of them watched the truck round the corner ahead. Harris let go of the wheel and let out a relieved laugh. “We’re good,” he said. “All good. Awake now” 

“Sorry, I was...haven’t seen another car in over an hour.” Ana took a deep breath through her tightening throat, trying to bring her nervous system down from high alert. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes.

Harris undid his seat belt. “Let me take a turn driving, I slept while you were doing all the work.” Ana wanted to argue but thought her voice might crack if she spoke, so instead she nodded and took the opportunity to wipe her eyes as she opened her door and stepped back onto the road. She didn’t meet Harris’s eyes as they switched sides, feeling foolish for her shame at being scared. What a mess. As Harris pulled the car back onto the highway, Ana looked out the passenger window at the dark woods, so mundane now from inside the car with Harris’s company. Maybe that hot-breathed animal was watching them drive away, considering running into the road to chase down its skittish prey. She almost hoped it would, just to see what it was. Almost. 

As they rounded the bend their headlights washed over the truck they had nearly hit. It was pulled over on the side of the road, headlights on, and a steady trail of exhaust rising from the tailpipe. Harris slowed down as they approached. 

“What, does he want to air his grievances?” Harris asked, but as they pulled closer Ana could see there was no one in the cab. 

“Maybe he needed a smoke too.”

“Or we scared the piss out of him, and he had to change his drawers and bury the evidence,” Harris said, shooting her a teasing smile.

“Pretty specific, man, are you speaking from—” Ana stopped mid-jab and squinted into the woods. The lights from the two vehicles lit up a few rows of the snowy trees and sitting just at the edge of that light was the driver. She couldn’t make out much detail, the light only revealed his work boots and jeans, but she could see he was sitting in the snow, leaning against a small birch. 

“Experience? Obviously. You gonna lie to me and say you never had too much faith in your ability to hold it? I’ve left my fair share of unmarked graves along the road if you know what I mean.” Ana barely heard Harris. Someone else was in the trees with the driver, standing over him, just out of the light. Tall and thin and featureless in the dark, the brume of their breath swirled in the light. Harris glanced her way as the car picked up speed. Ana faced forward again, finally processing Harris’s admission.

“That’s rotten. You’re an animal,” she said.

“You’re not wrong. I prefer the term beast though.” 

The truck disappeared as they rounded the next bend and soon the monotonous routine of Ana and Harris’s “road time” returned and the strangeness of their pitstop drifted to the back of Ana’s mind. Long-haul truckers often refer to “windshield time,” long hours of staring straight ahead with nothing but your thoughts to keep you company, for better or worse. She had heard many truckers describe this time as therapeutic, a sort of forced meditation. A few years back they had ended up trapped in a conversation with a trucker from Utah in a small community’s restaurant (small enough that the restaurant was just called Restaurant) who made a bold comparison between truckers and religious prophets, wandering the desert, forest, or in this case highway, in search of inner peace and enlightenment. “You might not find God staring through the windshield but you’re sure as hell gonna face some demons,” he had said. Ana spent the rest of that trip imagining what world religions would have looked like if their founders had been popping caffeine pills and pissing in bottles during their search for divinity. Ana and Harris didn’t travel alone often enough to experience the introspective therapy of windshield time but instead altered the title to driving time. This involved time split between commiseration, attempts at deep philosophy, companionable silence, and trying to make the other laugh, rage, or occasionally throw up. This stretch of driving time started with a tired conversation about what they were looking forward to or dreading when they got home. For Harris, it was excitement for his wife Gerry’s birthday. For Ana, some forced time off to even out her timesheet. She didn’t specify that this fell into the dread category. Conversation soon faded to silence as the car meandered forward under Harris’s cautious watch. He was hunched forward with hands clenched at ten and two, eyes glued to the road, Ana could almost hear the tension in his jaw. She stole a look at the speedometer—fifteen under the limit—held back a sigh, and turned back to the window. 

The trees opened up to the barrens, rolling hills of white snow spotted with erratics and guarded by the enormous transmission towers that marched electricity across the island in orderly lines. Ana rested her forehead against the window and let her eyelids droop as the cold seeped through the glass into her skin. What felt like a moment later she woke with a dull pain in her neck as the car pulled off the road and into a parking lot. Her eyes adjusted to see the illuminated sign of a Quality Inn. 

“Hey, sorry, I’m droppin here,” Harris said as Ana squinted and stretched. “Let’s just see if they’ve got space here tonight, and we’ll get back at it fresh tomorrow morning.” 

Ana was about to say no and offer to drive the rest of the way, but the mild nausea of exhaustion and the dull pain behind her eyes changed her mind. 

“Yeah, sure. Good call.”

There were two rooms available, Harris paid for both of them. They headed towards the stairs with their overnight bags but Harris paused. 

“I’m starving. There’s a bar attached to the back of this place, might have some chips or something. Want to go?”

“I could go for a beer,” she said. “Something to settle my stomach.”

The room was dim and dirty with a small tube TV over the bar with a screen so yellowed and fuzzy Ana could barely see the CSI rerun playing on it. It was almost empty, just a couple of skippers at the bar and a woman sitting alone, finishing her drink at a locked-out VLT. The bartender had his sleeves rolled up just past his hairy forearms and was wiping down the bar. 

“When’s last call?” asked Harris. 

The bartender glanced at a branded Becks clock hanging over the register. “Ten minutes ago, but if you’re quiet about it...” 

Ana ordered four beers and six mini bags of Hickory Sticks. “We won’t hold you up, just kick us out when you’re sick of us.”

They found a table near the window and tucked into their drinks and snacks. The salt and alcohol did its magic, and the haze of the road drifted to relaxation. They chatted and listened to the grainy country songs playing from the bar’s blown-out speakers. Soon their bottles were empty, and Harris was smiling at his phone as he texted Gerry. Ana tried not to peer over his shoulder but started to feel like a third wheel despite being the only other person at the table. 

“I’m gonna call it a night,” she said. Harris looked up as if he’d forgotten she was there.

“Yeah, good call. I’m done for.” They stood and Harris grabbed their empties to carry them back to the bar. “Just gonna hit the washroom then I’ll be up, you got a key?” 

Ana flashed him the keycard as she made her way to the door.

She stepped into the parking lot. The air had gone frigid and dry in the early hours. Ana shivered and started to jog back to the hotel entrance. The parking lot was silent but for her sneakers on the salted pavement and the hum and squeak of the hotel’s air system pushing plumes of steam through an exterior vent. Ana glanced back to see if Harris was trying to catch up but stopped as she noticed a red truck parked across multiple spaces in the center of the parking lot, the same truck she’d almost run off the road earlier that night. It was still running and the driver’s side door hung open, but she didn’t see anyone inside. She started towards the hotel entrance but paused again, looking at the exhaust spewing out of the tailpipe. Idling trucks irked Ana. It was a self-centred “the world revolves around me” kind of statement or a way to bait strangers into a political argument about pollution and the liberal Illuminati. She looked again for any sign of a driver and, not seeing anyone, walked over to the truck to turn off the engine. It had been an interest in environmental sciences that led to her career in water treatment after all.

As she approached the truck she was hit with a smell that made her gag. Fish and seawater and something sour. An opaque liquid ran from the truck’s floor before freezing into gelatinous icicles in the winter air. Ana held her breath and reached into the truck. The air conditioning was on blast, full cold, but the seats were soaked through. Her eyes watered as she quickly killed the engine then stepped away retching. She pulled the collar of her sweater over her nose and mouth and stared in confusion at the cab of the truck. The driver must have been carrying something foul that had spilled. No wonder he had abandoned ship so carelessly. But where was he? She took a few more steps away from the truck and noticed a set of footprints on the dry, salted pavement. Just a few steps straight out of the truck and then two prints side-by-side right in front of her. If the one who made those prints had been standing there now they would be nose to nose. Stranger still, there was no boot tread. They didn’t look quite like they were made by bare feet but something close. Maybe he had run off in his socks? This guy was having the worst night of his life, and Ana wanted no further part in it. She hurried her pace back to the hotel entrance. The lobby and front desk were empty. Ana rang the bell on the counter hoping the clerk was somewhere within earshot but there was no answer. She spun around as the lobby doors hissed open and Harris stepped inside, shaking off the cold with two more bottles of beer in his hands. She must have looked upset because concern spread across his features. 

“What’s up?” he asked. “Key didn’t work?”

She told him about the truck, the smell, the mess. He stepped back outside and squinted across the parking lot. 

“Maybe someone came to get him while he airs it out, not a whole lot of options on places to stop this time of night.” He gave her a reassuring look and held up the beers. “Charmed the old timer into a couple of road rockets, let’s just head up. If you want to tell the desk about the truck we can call from up there, but I bet it’s all fine and probably none of our business.”

“Sure, yeah, we’ll call from upstairs,” Ana said as she shouldered her travel bag and started up the stairs. Harris’s level-headedness was getting on her nerves. He was always the worrier, and she was the one telling him to relax. This role reversal was exhausting. There was just something about this night that had her on edge.

They had two neighbouring rooms on the third floor, each with a small single bed, a lamp over a squat desk, a sterile bathroom, and even a TV mounted on the wall. It was nothing exceptional, but it felt like a Vegas suite compared to the motels they got stuck in on some of their more isolated trips. There was a knock on the set of inside doors that connected the two rooms. Ana opened her side to find Harris standing in his doorway holding out a bottle of Blue Star as if he were a sommelier. 

“A bottle of the house brown for madam?” he asked as he hinged forward to display the label. He’d taken off his sweater and overshirt and draped them over his forearm like a serving towel. He smiled, pleased with his impression, and Ana smiled back, more focused on his snug tank top. She snatched the beer out of his hand.  

Ana crossed the room and sat on the bed. “Stupid.” 

“This is the fanciest spot we’ve stayed in a while, just trying to bring the class!” Harris made a show of delicately opening the beer, wafting it in front of his nose, and taking a thoughtful sip. 

“I think waiters have a stricter dress code, they don’t serve wine at garages.”

“This is a classic look!” He did a spin to give her the full view. “You’re not seeing Marlon Brando here?”

“Maybe if he ate the streetcar.”

Harris roared with laughter and Ana couldn’t help but join in. Soon they were both red in the face. Harris wiped a tear from his eye and gestured to the TV. “Flip that on, would ya? See if they get the hockey game.”

“Doesn’t your room have a TV?” Ana replied.

“You gonna make me drink alone?”

Ana rolled her eyes and turned on the TV, which was tuned to the third period of Chicago versus Toronto. Harris sat on the bed as they sipped their drinks. Ana’s eyes were heavy but she was enjoying the company, so she didn’t try to shoo him away just yet.

Ana woke up to the muted sounds of a post-game recap. She must have nodded off. Harris was fast asleep on the bed next to her. One of his arms was across his belly and the other was extended towards her. His weight made a dip in the mattress that created the slightest slope towards him. She considered just lying back down, going to sleep, and letting gravity decide what came next but instead. Instead, she rolled the other way and quietly walked through the joining doors into the room that was supposed to be Harris’s. Just proximity. Don’t be stupid. She shut the door on her side then paused and opened it again, just a crack, enough to give them privacy but open enough that Harris would know he could come in. In case he needed something. 

Ana took her usual hotel precautions, taking two of the coat hangers from the closet, hooking them together then looping one over the door handle and the other over the catch lock above the deadbolt. She tested the handle, and the hangers successfully stopped it from turning all the way. She’d made a habit of this ever since she saw a video of someone trying to open a locked hotel room by sliding a long wire under the door to jimmy the handle and undo the catch. Feeling secure, she took a shower to wash off the day of driving then climbed into bed. As her body cooled under the hotel sheets she fell effortlessly into a deep sleep. 

When Ana woke the room was pitch black. She had a splitting headache and her heart was racing. She rubbed her head and rolled over but as she shut her eyes she felt a cold breeze on her face and realised she was shivering. The room was freezing. She was groggy and disoriented as she patted the nightstand and grabbed her phone. She squinted as its screen lit up, and she flicked on the flashlight. The bedside clock was off, and she saw that there was no light visible under the door to the hallway. There must have been a power outage. She felt the cold breeze again and turned the light in that direction to see the door that joined her room to Harris’s was wide open. Did he have his window open? The draft must have pushed her door open as well. He must be froze in there. She swung her legs over the bed to go wake him up or at least close the window to save them both from hypothermia, but before she could stand she heard a thump behind her as something dropped to the floor and the room brightened as the ambient light from the parking lot shone through her window. Something had been blocking it. She turned her light in that direction but saw nothing. Had she laid her bag on the windowsill? She leaned forward to check the ground on the other side of the bed and the flashlight cut back the hard line of shadow, revealing a blur of grey skin. The form disappeared as it pressed itself against the side of the bed, out of sight. Ana screamed and pulled her legs back up onto the bed. Her knee collided with her phone, sending it clattering to the floor. The phone’s light was facing up which threw the room into a split of grey darkness and cold, white light. 

“Harris?” Ana called, but that couldn’t have been him. Why would he be crawling across her floor? And the skin. The skin was wrong. Cold, hairless, shining like wet clay. Harris’s room was dark and still. She looked towards the door to the hallway, the coat hangers still securely fastened. “Harris!” This time she yelled, her voice cracking to a panicked high note. Silence. She could make a run for the door, but could she undo the hangers before whoever was lying at the foot of her bed caught up to her? Maybe she could vault the intruder and make it through the open door to Harris’s room. She caught movement from across the room and tensed in fear. In the full-length mirror hanging
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