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Don’t look for it on the map. This place is so small it doesn’t even get a dot. Once a year they get a new ‘welcome to’ sign put up, but it doesn’t last a week before it’s so full of buckshot holes you can’t even tell the name of the place, and you sure don’t seem welcome.

Nowhere – officially known as Harvest Cove. Tucked away in the Big Empty that makes up most of Canada. On the shores of Lake Simcoe, the Cove is summer-cottage country, or at least it’s trying to be. Only it’s a little too far from anywhere to be popular. Off-season, the population shrinks by two thirds and the place turns into a ghost town.

Turn off Highway 11, north of Barrie, then follow the road as it goes from paved to gravel to dirt.

If you’re looking for somewhere to hide, this is it.
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‘Wild!’ Pike shouts, his foot on the gas. ‘We’re gonna die!’

We’re flying down some unnamed backroad in the deep black of the country night. The world through the windshield is a midnight blur lit only by the shaky beam from our one working headlight. Our speed is infinite, unmeasurable by the cracked speedometer on the dash.

It’s freezing out, and this piece of crap’s got no heating. You can see Pike’s breath steaming as he laughs like a lunatic.

‘Hope this thing’s got power brakes,’ I yell from the back.

Gravel ricochets off the sides of the car like hail.

‘What brakes?’ Pike fights the shuddering steering wheel. ‘We’ll stop when we hit something.’

Meet the guys. Pike’s behind the wheel. His little brother Howie’s riding shotgun, feet braced up on the dash like that’s going to keep him from going through the windshield on impact. I’m in back with Ash – technically not a guy, but she still acts like one.

My heart’s ramming against my ribs.

‘Buckle up,’ Pike calls out.

‘There’s no seatbelts,’ I tell him.

‘So, sue the manufacturer. Oh, wait. That’s me.’

Pike’s the mad mechanic who built this monster from the graveyard of dead and mangled cars out by Sunset Speedway, where they have stock-car races and demolition derbies in the summer.

These roads weren’t meant for speed. I’m banging my head off the roof as we’re tossed around like loose change in a dryer. The only thing distracting me is Ash’s hand on my right knee. She’s trying to hang on as we slide around. I’ve got a shiver running up my thigh that’s got nothing to do with the arctic blast outside.

I look over and see Ash laughing in little swallowed gasps. And I know why she’s laughing. Because I can feel it too, that roller-coaster freefall that rips the laughs right out of you.

The car fishtails and we do a full doughnut before stopping in the intersection of two empty roads.

In the sudden quiet, I get a grip on Ash’s hand. She shakes me off and gives me a little backhand punch in the chest. Like I was making a move, like it wasn’t her with a death grip on me.

Pike looks out through the trees at the lights from a building about a hundred yards away.

In the dim interior of the car, the brightest thing is his red hair, catching some of the shine of the headlight reflecting of the snow. Pike’s got a regulation army haircut like his father’s, just a wide mohawk strip of red bristle. When the sun catches his ’hawk he looks like a lit match.

Pike brushes his hand over it now, thinking.

‘Perfect. Wait here.’ He pulls a pair of leather gloves out of his pocket.

‘Bad idea.’ Howie’s voice is soft in the nervous hush of the car. ‘This is a real bad idea.’ He’s staring at those lights shining through the trees. ‘Let’s just go, Pike. Don’t do this. Let’s go.’

‘We’ll go, bro. After I’m done.’ Pike gets out, letting in a glacial gust. ‘Kill the headlight, Howie. But keep the motor running.’

The door slams shut, and we watch in silence as he makes his way through the grey skeletons of the bare trees.

Those lights he’s aiming for shine from the windows above the Stony Creek Convenience Store. Run by a fat old guy named Bill Clayton, who lives in the apartment above the store. The place is on its last legs. Peeling paint, with spiderweb cracks in the corners of the windows and sun-faded signs.

I can’t make out Pike any more from the shadows.

‘What’s he gonna do?’ I ask.

A shrug from Ash, a head shake from Howie.

What am I doing here?

All Pike told me on the phone was the guys were going out for a spin, and I was coming. I tried to get out of it, saying it was like twenty below outside and I had stuff to do. He told me to grow some balls, they’d be picking me up in half an hour. I asked who they was, and when I heard Ash’s name I said why not. Me and her, we’ve got a thing going. Only she doesn’t know it yet.

Howie leans forward, breathing hard like he might puke any second. The guy’s a walking panic attack.

While we’re waiting, let me tell you why Fat Bill’s got it coming to him.

When I say fat, we’re talking close to three hundred pounds of blubber on a five-and-a-half-foot frame. The guy’s a midget whale, with yellow teeth and stained fingers from chain-smoking. And he’s got a thing for young guys.

Stockboys, he calls them. They don’t last long, so he’s always got that sun-bleached ‘Help Wanted’ sign in the window. As pervs go, he’s mostly an over-the-clothes groper. From what I hear, Fat Bill even pays you for the ‘overtime’ afterward. It’s not something you’re going to brag about after, so there’s always fresh meat applying for the job.

Which is where Howie comes in. He wanted to make some extra money to get a new hard drive. Howie was there less than a week when he noticed how Fat Bill was always brushing up against him. But he thought it was because the guy was so huge he couldn’t help it, trying to squeeze by in the tight aisles and behind the counter.

I’ll skip the details. But anyway, Howie freaked and quit.

Fat Bill put the sign back in the window and hired Jeff Cameron, thirteen years old. But it turned out Jeff ’s mother is an Ontario Provincial Police officer. And Jeff wasn’t going to keep his mouth shut like all the other humiliated kids over the years. Cop Mom went ballistic and now Fat Bill’s out on bail and under house arrest till his next hearing. Can’t go near schools, can’t be alone with kids, can’t run his store. The cops have been interviewing other stockboys, finding more victims.

Howie wouldn’t talk to them, wouldn’t talk to anybody, except Pike. His big brother.

I look past Howie shivering up front, toward the darkened store and the glow from the apartment on top. There’s no movement above or below.

We’ve been idling here a few minutes, and the exhaust is starting to leak in through the rusted holes in the floorboards. The fumes are making me dizzy.

‘Can’t you kill the motor?’ I ask Howie.

He meets my eyes in the rear-view. ‘Pike wants a quick getaway.’

‘Then I’m cracking open a window.’

I’m reaching for the handle when a thump on the roof makes us all jump. A face appears a couple inches from mine on the other side of the glass. I flinch back from Pike’s deranged grin.

‘Got ya!’ His breath clouds in the frigid air. ‘You’re dead.’

‘Right. And you’re nuts.’

He’s always sneaking up to scare you.

Pike opens my door and tosses a pile of boxes in my lap. Mars bars. Mr Bigs. Juicy Fruit. ‘Don’t say I never gave you nothing.’

He slams the door and gets in front.

‘Got your favourite, bro.’ Pike turns to Howie. ‘Kit-Kats.’

I hand that box over to Howie.

Pike takes a piece of jerky out of his pocket and starts gnawing on it.

‘How did you get in?’ I ask.

‘I’m a ninja.’

Ash rolls her eyes. ‘A ninja nutcase.’

She cracks the box of Mars bars and takes one. I try a Mr Big.

We sit here chewing, getting high off the fumes. Then Pike hands out some ‘scratch-em’ lottery tickets.

‘We’ll split the winnings,’ he tells us. ‘Eighty-twenty. Me getting the eighty.’

‘Can we get out of here first?’ I ask.

‘Not yet,’ Pike says.

‘What are we waiting for?’ Ash wants to know. ‘Let’s go.’

‘You’ll see.’ Pike looks off toward the store.

We follow his stare. There’s nothing moving in the gloom of the store, or in the apartment above.

The car windows are starting to steam up from our breathing, so Howie wipes a patch of the windshield clear.

‘See what? I don’t …’ My words die off.

Because there’s a flicker of something inside the store. A flashlight? Or a candle? The light seems to grow.

Not a candle. More like …

‘Fire in the hole!’ Pike laughs.

I open my mouth to say something, but nothing comes out.

‘No way. No way,’ Howie mumbles.

The flicker expands to a torch-sized glow. Too stunned to even blink, I see the flames start to consume the front counter.

Howie’s box of Kit-Kats falls to the floor. He whimpers in the back of his throat.

‘Oh, man,’ Ash groans. ‘What the hell did you do now?’

Pike wipes away the condensation on the glass with his sleeve. ‘Just warming things up for Fat Bill.’

‘I can’t believe you did that?’ I say. ‘You total psycho.’

A minute passes in shocked silence as we watch the fire eat its way through the store.

‘We gotta get out of here,’ Ash says.

But Pike doesn’t move, hypnotized by the blaze.

Black smoke leaks out through cracks around the door. The place is going up fast, the flames feasting on the old wooden building.

Now a shadow moves past one of the windows in the apartment above.

‘Should we uh … ?’ Should we what? Call the cops? The fire department? Harvest Cove is so tiny they don’t even have 911. The fire truck is parked in the garage of the community centre, with one guy who sleeps on the couch inside overnight. If there’s an emergency, he calls round to the volunteers and they meet at the scene. By that time there’s usually nothing left but charcoal.

A figure shows up around the side of the store. Short and wide. Fat Bill. It looks like he’s holding a cellphone to his ear.

Pike snorts happily, shifting into drive. ‘Okay. Fun’s over. We can go.’

He pulls out slow, with the headlight off. Me and Ash watch the blaze out the rear window. We don’t have to worry about Fat Bill seeing us. He’s busy watching his life burn down.

‘Never again,’ I say. ‘Never going nowhere with you again. What if he didn’t get out, eh?’

‘What if he was sleeping or something?’ Ash snaps at him. ‘You think of that?’

Pike shrugs. ‘I guess then we’d have us a pig roast.’

After the glow of the fire is swallowed by the dark, we pick up speed. Pike leaves the headlight off, driving by the faint shine from the sliver of moon playing hide and seek with the clouds. The road’s a grey smudge in the blackness.

I feel a trickle of sweat icing down my spine. That Mr Big bar I ate ain’t sitting right.

‘Man,’ says Ash. ‘That was extreme.’

‘Want to know how I set it?’ Pike asks. ‘Best way is to always use stuff that’s already there at the scene. Then they can’t trace anything back to you, right? So I used a Marlboro, just like Fat Bill smokes.’

Now I realize why he brought us all along. Pike loves an audience. He needs someone to shock and awe.

‘I left the Marboro on top of a stack of newspapers behind the counter. Even if they find the source, they’ll just figure Fat Bill got careless.’

He pauses. Waiting for applause?

But the only sound is the rattle of gravel against the floor of the car.

‘And don’t think about saying nothing to nobody. Because technically you’re all accessories.’

‘We didn’t do squat,’ Ash says.

‘You ate the candy bars, didn’t you? Stolen goods.’

‘We’re not accessories to anything,’ she says. ‘Just witnesses to one of your psychotic episodes.’

He shrugs and keeps on smiling.

I slide around in back, bumping into Ash as we hit teeth-cracking ruts and potholes. The gravel’s slick with snow and ice, and the tyres on this junker are nearly bald. It’s a miracle we haven’t rolled into a ditch.

Just as I think that, Pike makes a sharp turn and the car tilts to the right. For a second we just hang there, riding the edge. I hold my breath, waiting for the world to turn upside-down. But the tyres find some traction and we swing away from the drop.

‘Pull over,’ Howie moans. ‘I’m gonna be sick.’

He’s got a real nervous stomach – it’s why they call him Howie the Hurler. The car skids to a stop as Howie throws the door open and leans out.

The sound of him retching makes my own guts start to heave.

Ash nudges me with her elbow. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

‘Go? Go where?’ I ask. ‘I don’t even know where we are.’

‘That was Cove Road back there. We can walk home from here.’

‘That’s like two miles back to the lake. Ever heard of hypothermia?’

‘Don’t be a pussy,’ she tells me. ‘We can jog it in no time. Besides, you want to keep riding with him?’

I get out, feeling the arctic wind on my face. I pull up the collar of my leather jacket and yank the zipper to just under my chin. I would have worn a toque, but I didn’t want to mess my hair – gotta look slick for Ash. So now my frostbitten corpse will win best hair.

I glance over at Howie, spitting up into the ditch. He’s a skinny little stick insect, lost in the bulk of his parka.

Pike climbs out to check on him. ‘You okay?’

Howie answers with a groan.

‘Come on, bro. Let’s get you home. I’ll take it slow.’

Ash tugs my sleeve and we start walking.

‘See ya, Howie,’ Ash says.

He gives her a little wave. ‘Sorry, guys. I didn’t know he was gonna do that.’

Me and Ash crunch through the icy muck to Cove Road.

‘See you in hell,’ Pike yells to us. His way of saying bye. Guess he thinks it’s funny.

When I glance back I see he’s got his arm around Howie’s shoulders. Somewhere under the rage there’s something human. Barely.

Me and Ash reach Cove Road and start toward the lake. She turns to me.

‘Hey, Danny. Wanna race?’

‘Okay.’ It beats losing my toes to frostbite.

‘On three.’

Just as I nod, she barks, ‘Three!’ – and bursts ahead.

I sprint after her into the inky black.
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First time I set eyes on Ash was in the gym on the base. That’s Canadian Forces Base Borden. Ash is an army brat, like Pike and Howie. Their fathers are instructors at Borden.

Call it temporary insanity, but I thought it might be a good idea if I took some boxing lessons. Most of the time I feel like hitting something, so I thought I’d learn how. I’m not a rage-aholic or anything, but I’ve had a real bad run these last couple years, and sometimes you gotta let the beast out before he eats you alive.

So I took it out on the punching bag they kept for the amateurs. Rips in the old leather had been sewn up in half a dozen places, duct tape holding it together in others. You might almost even feel sorry for it. But everything I hated was stuffed into this faceless bag. I worked it till my wrists went numb and I could barely hold the soap in the shower after.

One night at the end of August, a couple of weeks after I arrived in Harvest Cove, I got my chance to hit something real.

‘Hey, kid! Get over here,’ the voice of Sergeant Owens cut through the gym.

I looked up from my assault on the bag.

‘Yeah, you. Blondie,’ he said, waving me over to the boxing ring. ‘Move it!’

There were some girls sitting in folding chairs nearby, Army brats and townies. They let local civilians come on the base without a hassle. No terrorist has ever heard of Borden. Not exactly a prime target.

The only thing the girls were working out was their mouths. Here to check out the guys, I guess.

My T-shirt was soaked with sweat, and I could feel a fat drop hanging on the end of my nose. My frayed shorts showed off my pale, skinny legs. Real sexy.

‘That bag don’t hit back,’ Owens told me. ‘Might as well be jerking off. Let’s get you in the ring and see what you’ve got.’ The girls’ laughter made my face go red.

He’d shown me some basic moves in the beginners’ class. I’d done some soft sparring, but mostly shadow boxing and bag work.

‘Put this on.’ He handed me a face-guard.

Basically a cushioned helmet, it left my face open from brow to chin, but blocked any chance of serious damage.

‘Remember what I showed you? Jabs, hooks and cuts. Focus on the jabs.’

Owens checked to see my gloves were laced up right, then held the ropes apart so I could slip into the ring. The mat was stained with sweat, brown sprays of old blood and other mysterious substances.

I was trying not to look at the girls, just kind of rolling my shoulders and stretching my neck to loosen up.

‘Go easy on the cherry,’ the Sarge was telling my opponent, who was stepping into the ring. A cherry is a ring virgin, never had a fight. I winced a little at the name, hearing a spatter of giggles.

Shorter than me by a couple inches, slim but wiry, the other guy was no cherry. He stared at me with intense dark eyes, the left one ringed by an old bruise, yellow at the edges. A Band-Aid stretched over the bridge of his nose. Couldn’t see much of his face. Spiky black hair stuck up from the open patch at the top of his headgear. He was wearing a T-shirt with the emblem of the 441st Squadron – the head of a black fox, grinning with hungry white teeth. Below was the squadron’s motto: Stalk and Kill.

Great, a hardcore brat.

‘Protect yourself at all times,’ Owens shouted. ‘Got it? Good. Touch gloves, and get it on.’

I can do this, I told myself. I’ve got a couple inches and maybe twenty pounds on him.

We touched gloves. I stepped back and we started to circle each other. Focus on the jab, Sarge said. So I closed in, guarding my head with my left and striking out with my right.

My jab hit empty air, where the brat’s head had been a millisecond ago. And then—

Then I was staring at one of those mysterious stains on the mat. Up close, because my face was resting on the canvas. I didn’t remember anything in between. No impact, no falling. Didn’t even see the punch.

‘On your feet, soldier.’

I heard the voice past the ringing in my ears. The brat stood over me. His eyes were black pits. Stalk and Kill.

My eyes rolled over to the girls, some wincing sympathetically, some shaking their heads. Get up, I thought. But I couldn’t tell which way up was, like the floor and ceiling had reversed themselves. I clung to the mat to keep from freefalling toward the glare of the lights on the ceiling.

Hardcore helped me up, heaving me vertical and leaning me on the ropes. I expected him to lay me out again with another shot. I tried to lift my gloves, but they hung like dead weights.

‘You’re all right,’ his voice echoed inside my shattered skull. ‘Just breathe. In. Out. In. Out.’

‘You okay, Blondie?’ Sarge called.

I tried nodding, but that sloshed my brains around too much. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘Rest up a minute,’ Sarge said. ‘Then hit the showers.’

‘Uh-huh.’

I looked from him to Hardcore, who was yanking off his headgear. I blinked, my eyes going wide. He was a she.

‘How many fingers am I holding up?’ she asked, a thin smile stretching her lips.

I stared at the hand she stuck in front of my face. But she still had her gloves on. How many fingers? What?

‘It’s a joke,’ she said.

‘Uh-huh.’

She laughed at me a second, then took my arm.

‘Come on, killer. Walk it off.’

 

So that’s how I met Ash. Concussion at first sight.

She’s toying with me even now, on our night-run down the gravel road back to the lake. Ash lets me close the distance just enough to get my hopes up, then pulls away again.

The crescent moon is hiding behind the clouds. It’s not like in the city, where the sky never goes completely dark, just a deep grey. Here, I can barely see the road. Only the paleness of the snow keeps me from falling off the edge into the deeper shadows of the run-off ditches that border the road. Those ruts are filled with tangles of bushes and tumbleweeds of trash frozen in the muck.

All I can see of Ash up ahead is the white blur of her running shoes.

‘Move it, Danny!’ She’s not even winded. ‘Catch me, and maybe I’ll let you cop a feel.’

I let out a wheezy laugh. Reaching deep down, I gather up enough juice for one burst of speed, and close in on those flying white runners. I stretch my arm out and just graze the back of her jacket with my fingertips.

Then my motor dies. I stagger to a stop.

Gasp. Wheeze. Gasp. Wheeze.

Her shoes keep going, eating up the road. I watch them grow smaller and smaller as I hunch over.

That girl’s got lungs. And legs. She can squat two hundred pounds, she keeps telling me. I guess that’s a lot. I can’t squat squat.

At least I’m not cold. I’m dying here, but not from frostbite.

Ash’s shoes shrink to white smudges, on the brink of vanishing in the black. Then they stop moving. As I suck in the frigid air those smudges grow bigger. I hear the snow-dusted gravel crunching under them as she jogs back.

‘Giving up?’ She’s not even panting.

‘I surrender. What are your terms?’

‘It’s gotta be unconditional. Your butt is mine.’

‘Be gentle,’ I wheeze.

‘Man, you are such a pussy. But I’ll let you live.’

We just walk the rest of the way.

As we get closer to the lake, more cottages start to appear down the roads that branch off. These backroads don’t have names, only numbers. We just passed Tenth Line. As we get nearer the water, the Lines tick down to First. The little houses we go by are flickers of light in the winter gloom. Like arctic fireflies. We lean into the wind, speeding the pace.

‘Think there’s gonna be anything left of Fat Bill’s?’ I ask.

‘Nothing but dust. They’ll have to crack the ice on the creek just to get enough water to keep the fire from spreading.’

‘Pike should be locked up.’ I blow into my cupped hands. ‘It’s just a matter of time before he adds “spree killer” to his résumé.’

In the darkness I see her shrug. ‘Pike has to go around being Pike every second, every day. That’s punishment enough. Besides, you ever met his dad? He used to be a drill sergeant. We’re talking intense. If you had to grow up with that your brains would be scrambled too.’

Through a break in the clouds I see a cluster of stars. Growing up in Toronto, I only ever saw the brightest dozen or so. Out here, the longer you look, the more you see.

We reach the Fifth Line, where Ash turns off for her place.

In the moonlight I can just make out her face. Ash is half-Indian, half-Whitey. But it’s the Ojibwa that shows in her features – high cheekbones, strong nose, and a wide mouth with a razor-thin scar on the lower lip, where it got split during one of her fights. When I’m trying to get to sleep lately, restless in the new bed, the new town, I’ve been thinking about that scar. Thinking about tracing it with my tongue.

‘What are you staring at?’ Ash asks. Her black eyes are even blacker now in the dark.

‘Do I still get to cop a feel?’

She snorts. ‘You never caught me.’

‘I was close.’

‘Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.’

She starts to turn away. But then she grabs me by the collar of my jacket and yanks me in close. Her lips collide with mine. They’re shockingly warm, a little chapped, and totally amazing. I reach to put my arms around her, then feel her palms hitting my chest, knocking me back.

‘Tell anybody,’ she says, ‘and I’ll kill you.’

I stand stunned, trying to think of something smooth to say.

But then she’s gone, sprinting up Fifth Line and leaving me with a great big stupid smile on my face. She’s already invisible in the night.

‘See you at school,’ I say finally, to the empty air.
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I stumble on home in the dark, dizzy and delirious.

The wind whips up, cutting right through me. So I start to jog. Back at the house, Dad will have a fire going and the place will be nice and toasty.

He’s the caretaker at the Harvest Cove marina, for the off-season, while the owner winters down in Florida. Staying at the small marina house comes with the job. There’s a bait and rentals office on the ground floor, with the living space up top.

It’s a temp job. Everything’s temporary for us. In the spring we’ll be moving on to the next town, next life. I’m not going to think about it.

I think about Ash instead.

Back on the first day of school, I was slouching in my seat. Trying to lay low. New place. New faces. Same old same old. Then in walks the boxer-girl who knocked me out. I slouched some more, hoping she didn’t see me. I was staring at the floor when a pair of black army boots stopped beside me. I looked up into the dark eyes of my assassin.

‘Hey, killer. Ready for a rematch?’ She was grinning wide.

Then she grabbed the seat right in front of me, and I had to stare at the back of her neck the rest of the day. A very nice neck, I discovered. And a very nice rest of her too.

Now, licking my lips as I jog, I can taste her Mars bar. So what do I do when I see her at school tomorrow? She’s going to act like nothing happened. Guess I’ll play along with—

What’s the hell is that? Out of the corner of my eye, I catch something big moving in the ditch on the right side of the road. I only get a blurry glimpse before it dips out of sight. Something pale and quick. And big!

Slowing to a walk, I try and focus in the dim light from the crescent moon. Without moving too close to the ditch, I can only make out shades of grey – dark, darker and darkest.

Nothing’s dumb enough to be out on a night like this. Like my grandfather used to say – a night not fit for man or beast. Or me.

So I start jogging again. All the insanity that’s gone down tonight has got me wired and twitchy. That, and a case of hypothermia, must be toying with my brain.

Coming up to Fourth Line, I pick out the firefly lights of houses set back from the road. The wind brings the smell of burning wood from cottage fireplaces. The taste of smoke in the air teases me with a promise of warmth, making the cold seem even colder.

Passing the Line, I catch a flash of something pale in my peripheral vision, emerging from the right-side ditch to cross Fourth Line, then diving back into the deep shadows of the ditch on the other side.

That was something – definitely something!

I slow to a stop, listening hard. But there’s nothing past my own panting, and the hollow whisper of the wind.

Maybe it’s just a plastic bag. There’s tons of trash blowing around out here, with the local dump only a mile off. But even I know that’s weak. It would have to be one huge bag. And whatever it is, it’s going against the wind coming off the lake.

Might be one of Mangy Mason’s big Alaskan huskies. He’s this ancient guy who lives in a rusting trailer on the lakeshore, and lets his dogs run wild. They’re harmless, right?

Should I take a peek?

There’s a shiver doing laps up and down my spine, from the cold, but also from that phantom itch you get when you feel someone staring at you. Someone, or something.

Take a peek? Hell no!

Just as I’m going to bolt, I hear it. A growl, so deep it shivers my eardrums. Like when you max out the bass on your speakers.

I’m paralysed for a long moment. Then I force myself into a staggering jog, eyes locked on the far side of the road.

I stick to the left side. The edge next to me drops off into the deep dark.

Just as I hit Third, I see it.

And it’s no dog.

It’s big! And long. And fast. It isn’t much more than a blur as it flashes across Third Line and vanishes back in the ditch on the other side. It looks eight to ten feet long.

That can’t be right. There’s no way.

It’s running on all fours, I can tell that much. But running silent as it speeds through the debris in the ditch. Not a sound – no scratch of gravel, cracking twigs. Nothing.

My brain stalls on me.

Stunned, I slow down and try to remember what you do when confronted by a wild animal. Make some noise? Try to scare it off ?

Then I hear that growl again, keeping pace with me in the dark. Shivering me bone-deep.

Just run!

At top speed, I can make it home in five minutes.

But that’s a long time on a dark road, too far from the nearest house for anyone to hear me scream.

Shut up and run!

I sprint against the wind, arms pumping. My runners chew up the gravel. I’m flying now. Raw fear makes me ignore the burning in my chest as I heave for more oxygen.

Up ahead, I can just make out the light at the end of the road, marking the turnoff for the marina. First Line, finish line.

Crossing Second, I can’t help looking back. My vision is blurred with tears from the frigid wind.

Nothing. Nothing. Maybe it’s had its fun, and now—

No. Diving from ditch to ditch, it clears the Line without even setting foot on it this time. My eyes must be screwing with me. There’s no way anything can move like that. If it’s making any noise now, I can’t tell past my own gasping and my shoes pounding the snowy gravel.

Focus on the light! Eyes on the prize.

That beacon in the black grows slowly. So slowly. As I close in on it a few more lights from the marina wink in and out through the trees.

I might just make it.

Then my foot hits a patch of ice. Staggering wildly, I fight to stay vertical. But I go down hard. Hands out, I barely avoid bouncing my head off the ground.

I crouch on my knees, dazed, sucking air into my starving lungs.

I’m dead!

That thing’s going to come leaping out of the ditch now that its prey is down.

The growl rises up from the shadows. Hungry.

Seconds tick away, marked by the ragged wheeze of my lungs, and the low rumble in the dark.

Is it getting closer? I strain to see. Ten feet in any direction and the black is absolute. I can feel that ghost itch again, the sense of being watched. What’s it waiting for?

Wide-eyed, I search the gloom.

There! Its breath rises in wisps over the far edge of the road, like grey smoke. The growl rolls with the rhythm of those breaths.

I get back on my feet, stumble the first few steps and keep going. I fix my gaze on the light at the end.

The wind tries to blow me back, but I fumble on. So close now.

The light-post comes into view, and a glowing circle of snow at its base. Like a little island of safety, of sanity in this crazy night.

I grab the post, leaning against it to face the dark. Outside the edge of my little island, the world disappears.

The turnoff for the marina is a stone’s throw away. Two lines of lights run along the twin piers that stretch out onto the frozen lake. I can pick out the yellow glow from the windows of the marina house.

A hundred yards away. A million miles away.

Behind this post, the two run-off ditches tunnel under First Line, merging into one big ditch that feeds into the lake. I shoot a glance over my shoulder. Did that thing get past me?

The night waits. I strain to hear, but there’s only the hollow rush of the wind.

I can’t just stay here, turning into a human popsicle, pretending this pool of light is any protection.

Then I feel it, the vibration before the growl. I swing my head around.

I almost piss myself. The sound is all around, echoing inside my skull.

Screw this!

One last sprint to the house. My only shot. But is that thing still in the ditch? Or circling my little island, waiting to take me down?

The growl turns my legs to rubber.

Come on! You can do this. Ready? On three.

Three!

I push off and burst down First Line.

Just as I cross the border from the light into the black, a pale blur rushes at me in an avalanche of speed.

Then it hits! The impact knocks me off the road. As I tumble, the black ditch yawns wide to take me. I’m falling into nothing.

Then the ground hits me like a frozen hammer. My left shoulder slams against ice-hard muck, my head cracking with an explosion of red sparks behind my eyes.

I slide to the bottom of the ditch.

What? What? What?

Focus! Gotta focus.

But my brain’s whipping around in a blender. I try and slow that nauseous spinning.

It’s so dark. Like the whole world has been snuffed out. Like I’m blind.

Rolling onto my back, my shoulder screams in protest.

I catch some light leaking down from the post on the road above. The bulb is just visible over the rim of the ditch, like a moonrise.

I’m staring at that glow, the only thing keeping me from getting swallowed by the black, when a shadow moves across it.

The night is dead quiet. No wind, no rustle of tree branches. Nothing but the thud of my pulse in my eardrums. The shadow has melted into the dark again.

I look at the wall of the ditch. How fast can I climb it? And what’s going to be waiting for me up there when I get out?

But I have to try. Or I’m dead meat.

I push up on my elbows, about to make my move.

Then the light is blocked out by a huge form leaping into the ditch.

The ground shudders under me when it lands.

What I’m seeing can’t be real.

It’s on all fours – but its shape is almost human. The thick trunks of its arms rise to hugely muscled shoulders. There’s a torso and ribcage wide as a horse’s, ending in legs that are flexing now, ready to pounce.

The air is electric. Every hair on my body is standing straight.

What gives it even more of a human look is its bald skin. No fur. Ghost-pale, like something that’s never seen the sun.

It moves toward me. I scramble backwards on my butt, scratching my palms on the branches and trash frozen in the mud.

With one step the beast closes the distance.

I freeze, propped on my elbows, staring up at its head looming over me.

Not human, but some twisted freak-show nightmare. The face is deformed, like a reflection in a warped mirror, with the nose pinched tight into two long slits, and the mouth stretched so wide its edges touch the flattened bony curves of the ears. There’s a broad hump of a forehead, and jutting brows above the eyes.

And the eyes. Nowhere near human. They gleam silver in the weak light from the road above. Like perfect round mirrors, they bulge from under the brows, the size of softballs in that huge white head.

My gut twists, the breath shivering out of me.

It sniffs at me, steam trailing from the nostril slits, then rises up on its back legs to its full height.

Towering over me, its wide mouth opens with a roar that flattens me. Just when I think my eardrums are going to rupture, it cuts off.

Holding my hands up, I press my spine deeper into the muck.

The beast falls back down on all fours, quaking the ground.

This is not happening. Not real.

It lowers its head, and I see reflections of myself in those silver eyes, tiny as an insect.

That mouth gapes open. And I see the teeth.

Gleaming rows of eight-inch teeth, like long thin blades. Those vicious jaws stretch farther apart, showing more, row after row of curved white blades reaching all the way down into its throat.

My arms are frozen in place, hands held up to shield me. Can’t shut my eyes. Can’t even blink.

A tongue emerges from the mass of teeth, like an albino eel. It stretches all the way out of the mouth and hangs above me. On its tip is what looks like a scorpion’s sting.

In a whipping blur the tongue stabs the back of my hand with its sting, so deep it feels like it’s going to come right through my palm.

A jolt of pain shoots up my arm and into my chest, a hundred icy needles jabbing into my heart.

I get a blinding flash of white light.

Then deepest black.

 

My eyes open on nothing. I blink them wide, straining to see. I try moving my head, wincing as a jolt of pain pierces my skull.
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