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      It was night in the outskirts of the city, a warm summer Saturday. A light breeze from the west was keeping the humidity away and it was dark enough to see the stars.

      Tonight, four longtime friends had gotten together as they did most weekends. But tonight was different. Maybe it was the wind, maybe it was the stars or just the quiet nature of the dark. The dying light of the fire pit they all sat around on an old cement driveway.

      The alcohol had long since kicked in and old stories were starting to come out of the past. A ghost story seldom told outside of the region of its origin and the distant past of a childhood whose memory refused to go away.

      “There is no such thing as Bayok, you're out of your mind, Matt,” Jennifer said as she took another drink of the generic white and blue can of beer in her hand.

      “No, woman I am telling you the God's honest truth. it's a real thing, real like Bigfoot and the lake monster, what's it name?” Matt asked and finished his beer and crumpled the can between his hands with ease.

      “Do you know any other stories or just that one because I think I spaced out all the important details. I couldn't tell if my beer was flat or not,” Nick replied and stared into the dark area of the metal can as if he was inspecting it for something important in a drunken haze.

      Matt rolled his eyes and threw the crumpled can towards the trash can and missed with a clattering metallic sound against the floor but no one cared. “Alright, tell this story one more time so I can catch it all this time,” Nick said and laughed again.

      Nick was entertained by stories like this and this was the one of the strangest one he had ever heard but it was so crazy that he wanted to hear it one more time. This time he swore to himself he would do his best to pay attention.

      Matt shook his head, ran his hand through his brown hair and Jennifer leaned in close, revealing too much cleavage from her white shirt. Matt couldn't help but take a look but he pretended he didn't notice. He wasn't very good at pretending and it was obvious.

      Nick knew better than to look because Mia would have punched him for it, so he just kept staring into his can. Mia glanced at him and couldn't help but smile, at least he was trying not to be a total dog tonight. Mia was bigger than he was and even her playful punches could hurt.

      Compared to her, Nick was pretty fragile, she was taller than both him and Matt. He felt very lucky and it was easy to keep his eyes from wandering too far.

      Mia laughed at her as she pulled Jenny back for both of them, ending the show she was giving and didn't even know it.

      “Let the boy tell his story one more time, it gets better every time we hear it. He doesn't need any more distractions from you,” Mia said to Jenny as she did it.

      “Fine, I'll be sure to make up for it later tonight,” Jenny replied and adjusted the ring on her finger. She was his and didn't see how a little thing like this would distract him anymore after six years of marriage. Mia pretended she didn't hear that.

      Matt sat up and took a deep breath. He was doing his best to remember all the details, but his beer addled mind was beginning to have troubles remembering them all now. But he was going to give it one more go. He brushed off a wandering piece of ash off his green shirt and began his story, he stared into the dying fire as he began the story one more time.

      “Back in 1868 in a small town in Colorado, by the mountains you know, a hunter named Jason and his guide went up to kill Bayok. It was the man-eating bear that the natives up there said was more than just an animal, but a protector of the snake people and the Great White Spirit,” Matt said this as if he knew something more about it than he was letting on.

      The great white spirit to him might as well been a man under a white sheet pretending to be a ghost, he didn't know anything about stuff like that. Snake people sounded like something out of a Saturday morning cartoon he used to watch as a kid.

      He almost laughed at the thoughts in his mind but he made sure to keep his composure to keep the tension building the best he could. The others, especially Nick, was paying close attention to every word this time around.

      “Jason was a white man; like myself, and Jason was sure he could kill this or any other beast. He was far from the first one to try this task. The story was, even back then, that anyone who went into the mountains never returned because Bayok killed and ate everyone,” Matt said and widened his eyes at this part.

      He thought about slamming his hands together to make a jump scare effect but he decided not to do that. The beer was making him feel like a much better story teller than he actually was and his listeners were hooked. Matt didn't know why, though. This story was as generic as they came. The only thing special about it was the monster was a bear.

      Otherwise it's been told countless times by countless people, the story of a million different horrors in the dark. Matt continued on, regardless of what he thought.

      “The monster bear beat the best and the worst and everyone in between, it was his mountain and the legend only grew. Jason and his nameless guide ventured into the mountains against all the warnings of the people. No one really knows most of the details from here. But the story goes that out there in the dark, Jason found that old bear and managed to shoot him dead after a titanic struggle between man and beast,” Matt said and continued.

      “As cruel luck would have it, of course, the bear fell on top of Jason as it died and the two died together out there in the mountains. The native guide picked up the hunting rifle and realized in horror that he was still not alone here in the dark,” Matt said and smiled the best evil smile that he could manage right now.

      He really wasn't sure how it looked.

      “The guide looked up and he saw the shadow of a bear standing before him with fiery green eyes that were not the reflection of any moonlight, they were burning with hellfire and rage, but I never imagined hellfire being green,” Matt added and almost lost his momentum he quickly got it back. “The guide was terrified and he ran for his life. He did not stop until he made it back to town,” Matt said and grabbed another beer out of the red cooler that was close to him.

      “The guide was quite insane when he got back to town. It's said that all he could do was grip the hunting gun in his hands and say the words over and over just one thing. Bayok lives, Ghost bear,” Matt said as an eerie silence came over the group. The idea that someone could lose his mind just by seeing something alone was terrifying.

      “My dad always told me that story when I was a kid to scare me. He said if I wasn't good that the Ghost bear would creep into my room and eat me,” Matt said and leaned back slowly as he recalled the memory.

      “Good old dad always knew just how to make the nights just a little creepier, thankfully now he doesn't do that so much,” Matt said mostly to himself. The idea of a bear was scary enough.

      One that could walk through walls was so much worse.

      “Anyway, legend has it that anyone who goes up to those mountains, his mountains, are never seen again. As luck would have it more people have disappeared without a trace there than anywhere else in the country in the last one hundred and fifty years or so,” Matt said and smiled, but it left a lingering silence behind when he finished.

      “Well, with that, I am tired. I need get home without dying or being arrested or both,” Nick said at once and tried to stand up but immediately sat back down in his lawn chair breaking the mood. Nick was interested in the story but other things were dictating his needs.

      “Looks like my boyfriend drank too much, it seems like I am driving home,” Mia said and almost laughed about it but the truth was she hated driving at night. The headlights always seemed to be aimed right in her eyes no matter where she looked and it was painful. She tossed her beer can in the trash, brushed the ashes off of her green shirt and made sure that she was ready to go.

      “Yep, looks like you're driving us home. Sounds like a plan, a good plan. I like plans,” Nick said and began to ramble on and this time successfully stood up. Mia rushed to his aid so he wouldn't fall over.

      Jennifer and Matt stood up then nearly at the same time they had. It was getting late and it was time to go.

      The four of them started down the driveway.

      “Why don't you two just stay here tonight. Are you sure you're okay to drive home?” Matt asked and waited for an answer, but it was the same time every time they did this, but he always asked just the same just in case it changed.

      “You two be careful and as always avoid the red, white and blue on the way home,” Jennifer said to Nick and he just waved in response as he wandered towards the car. “Don't worry about us, we'll be alright,” Mia said and the two of them made their way to the car. Matt just sighed and had to smile, he was sure they were going to be fine, it was a short trip home.

      He picked up the hose, twisted the nozzle and blasted the fire pit to make sure the fire went out. Thick white smoke billowed into the air, the fire was almost out anyways so this didn't take very long at all. A few seconds later he turned the hose off and threw it into the lawn.

      “Only you can prevent city wide fires, I guess,” he said was quoting something he saw on television, adding his own spin to it. He waved at them but neither of them saw it. “Put your hand down, you goof,” Jenny said to him and he did so.

      “Damn, that Mia sure is hot don't you think?” Matt asked as the two of them were walking way, the only response he got was an elbow to the ribs.

      “Oh, shut up, making me jealous isn't going to work, besides you don't need to do that anymore. I already got you,” Jennifer replied to him and he just smiled.

      Life was better than good, it was great as far as he was concerned, but the beer inside him needed to talk a little bit more. He decided to open his mouth because he didn't think he was going to remember any of it anyway, and with any luck, neither would anyone else.

      “I know but look at the ass on that chick, why can't yours be that big, it really is hot,” Matt said to her but the beer was making him say things he otherwise wouldn't. “Well, I'll work on it and eat chocolate to see what I can do, but now we need to go to bed,” Jenny said and smiled, looked at Mia as she faded away into the dark. The two of them got into their car and drove off.

      “Oh, that'd be good,” Matt said and stumbled into the house first.

      Mia was about six feet tall and weighed at least two hundred pounds, but she was extremely strong too. Her weight was never an issue that came up with any of them. Mostly because they were all sure Mia could make them pay for every word they said if they dared to try.

      Jenny stepped back inside the house and closed the door behind her, locking it. She wiggled the handle just to make sure that it was secure out of habit, it was something she did every time out of locking the door.

      There were too many real human monsters out there not to be sure.

      Jenny amused herself with the thoughts of feeding herself until she grew to that size too. They were about the same height but her metabolism had always been higher. She was stuck at one hundred and thirty pounds give or take five or ten at any given time and only five feet and ten inches tall, the same height as Matt was depending on the shoes she was wearing at the time.

      Jenny laughed the thought away.

      Matt was already gone towards the bedroom but he hadn't turned off any of the lights, he seldom did when he drank too much and she just sighed. She began to walk through the house turning all the lights off as she went.

      The house was a mess but it would keep until morning as it always did. These gatherings always moved from the inside to the outside on nights like these. But they were becoming less frequent as they got older. Jenny's mind was wandering to places she didn't like to go when it became idle so she hurried up and made her way to the bedroom.

      Matt was in already in bed. “You know, I couldn't even gain weight if I wanted to. I'm stuck like this. But maybe when I am old we can get fat together, sit on the porch in rocking chairs and complain about the kids and their cybernetic implants we don't understand,” she said and laughed about it as she got undressed and tossed her clothes in the corner without a care in the world.

      There was no response from Matt at all. She walked to the edge of the bed and brushed the black hair out of her eyes to see that he had passed out cold, hadn't heard a word she said.

      She sighed then when she saw this. “So much for any late-night fun for me, I guess,” she said and slid into bed beside him, she never slept with clothes on anymore. At first, she did it for a thrill for him but he grew used to it and now it was just a natural thing for her to do.

      Jenny pulled the covers over herself and turned off the lamp by the bed. Sleep came fast for her, but her dreams were filled with faint shapes of a hulking bear shaped mass in the background and oddly, chocolate.

      Mia was driving home. Nick was looking out the window at everything going by. “Do you think that story has anything to it?” Nick asked and Mia rolled her eyes. She knew he was going to be hooked by it. They knew Matt and Jenny for years but this was the first time Matt told this story to them. “I doubt it. I mean, this sounds like a bad movie he saw when he was a kid,” Mia replied and turned left.

      “Nah, I never heard of a movie with a ghost bear. Killer bears, sure, but one that's a ghost, that's just too weird,” Nick replied and turned to look at her. She just smiled but had no idea what he was thinking right now. It could have been anything and it was likely something crazy that he wouldn't remember in the morning anyway.

      “It's fun to think about anyway,” Nick said and Mia just kept her eyes on the road. Thankfully there weren't many people out tonight so she wasn't being blinded every ten seconds.

      Soon their little blue house was visible and she sighed relief. No cops, no accidents. Everything turned out well. Mia pulled into their driveway and shut the car off. She got out and Nick did too. He stumbled out of the car and almost fell over. Something about that act made him break out laughing. Mia wasn't all that amused over that. If he hurt himself now and it was serious, getting to the hospital would have been a challenge.

      “Nick, be careful for crying out loud. If you break something I can't drive you to a hospital and I can't afford an ambulance ride,” she scolded him and Nick shook his head. “Right, I understand perfectly captain Mia. I'll not fall over again,” he said and saluted her as she started to stumble towards the house.

      Nick's addled brain was making him act strange, but the one thing that wouldn't leave his mind was the story of the phantom monster of the story. Nick smiled and now he knew exactly what he wanted to do next. “I'm going to internet this thing and see what I can find out about it. Yes, that's what I am going to do right now,” he said when he was about halfway to the house, then tripped on a rock and fell face first into the grass.

      “God damn it,” Mia said and looked at him with a deep, disappointing sigh. She looked around and thankfully there wasn't anyone to see him acting like an idiot. She walked over to him and knelt down, flipped him over with ease. “We'll just keep this between us,” she said and put her arms under him. She lifted him up off the ground, carrying him in her arms. It wasn't easy but she could manage it.

      Mia made her way to the front door and to her relief and horror when she tried to open it, it opened. He'd forgotten to lock the front door, she supposed. Very carefully she managed his limp body into the house. It was only now she realized how strongly of smoke they both smelled. She walked to the couch and carefully put him on it. “You can just stay there tonight,” she said as she went to close the front door. She made sure to lock it.

      Mia wasted no time in getting into the bathroom to take a shower and wash off the strong smell of the smoke, that and she always felt better. It didn't take very long to get clean. She wrapped a towel around her because getting out of a steam filled room into the dry air always felt like walking into a freezer. From here she went into the bedroom and closed the door behind her. It was late and she was going to get the whole bed to herself tonight.

      She shut the light off and slid into bed, covering up as fast as she could to stay warm. It wasn't long before she too had passed out.
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      Jennifer woke up with sunlight streaming through cracks in the blinds. She stretched and realized that at some point during the night that she had lost most of her covers. She was exposed to the cold morning air and quickly pulled the covers back over. She looked over at the clock, but it didn't help because it was flashing twelve in bright red light over and over.

      The power must have gone out at some point. “Oh, come on, really,” she said with a moan and turned her head to look back at the celling in frustration.

      There was something strange about not knowing what time it was, unsettling for whatever reason. Once she woke up a little more she realized that Matt was gone already, he always was an early riser while she didn't like to be awake at all in the morning. She had no idea how he managed to be a morning person like this.

      Marriage was a strange thing, they were opposites on so many things, but somehow it all worked. The longer she lay there the more she realized that she had to pee, and the urge was not going away anytime soon.

      It was the natural alarm clock so she got up and went to the bathroom. While she was in there she noticed how powerful the smell of last night's fire was and how the smoke clung to her. So, she decided to take a shower. It was the best way to wake up to have a good start to the day. She turned on the water and the handle let its familiar squeak as it turned.

      Something about that sound always made her feel better. It was normal, expected and perfect as it always was. The little things in life were what really made life worth living.

      The warm water woke her up in a hurry and the cleaning began. People always said that your best ideas came to you when you were in the shower. Something about the mechanical, mindless actions. This wasn't typical for her, sometimes this was just the only time she had to think about what was going to come next during the day, plans and anything else.

      There was no time to be creative. Life called, life was always calling. There was so much to do and time kept slipping away, faster each day it seemed.

      She rinsed the green shampoo that smelled like mint out of her long black hair for the last time and shut the water off, the squeak never occurred the second time. The second she opened the blue shower curtain, it was instantly apparent that she never brought any clothes inside.

      “Damn,” she said to herself, this is what you get for being impulsive.

      She wrapped the red towel around her body and opened the door. The steam poured out of the room and she walked back to the bedroom and found a black t-shirt and jeans. She quickly got dressed once she was dried off enough to not make the process a frustrating experience.

      There wasn't much worse than trying to get dressed while you were still wet, at least she didn't think so. Admittedly her imagination was pretty limited and she didn't like to think about all the terrible things life had to offer.

      A few minutes later she came out of the bedroom and heard talking in the living room, it was a little weird for talking going on this early in the morning. She walked into the room and saw that Matt was on his phone and it was weird, he never called anyone besides work or Nick, at least she was pretty sure of this anyway.

      She walked into the room just as he hung up the phone. “Well, guess who that was?” Matt asked her and she rolled her eyes, hating the guessing games he seemed to be so fond of all the time. She wasn't in the mood and hadn't had her coffee yet.

      “Just tell me,” she said in a flat, unamused tone.

      “It was Nick, and he wants the four of us to go on a camping trip.” The news hit Jenny like a ton of bricks; she hated anything to do with the outdoors. Camping was number one on her list of things to hate and he knew this. All of them knew this, last night's gathering around the fire was about as in touch with nature as she ever liked to ever get.

      “I'll pass, seriously Matt, you know I hate this sort of thing,” she complained about it already before it was even a real idea trying to shut it down.

      “But this won't be a normal camping trip. All that bear talk got him thinking that the four of us could find the thing, you know, like they do on that show on tv, what is it, Ghost facers I think?” Matt said seemed too overly excited about this idea.

      Jenny slowly closed her eyes, the stupidity of this idea was manifesting in physical pain in the form of a headache and even though she had a great many words to choose from, this could have lead into a fight so she wanted to be careful how she proceeded here, especially this early in the day. She still didn't know what time it was.

      “You're both idiots, first off, it's not real and secondly what do you intend to do once you find it. It's a monster, remember. It is supposed to kill people. Do you think that going up there intentionally is a good idea?” she asked and opened her eyes again.

      It was turning out to be a very annoying day after all but she was doing her best to contain her frustration with the both of them. She wondered how Mia took the idea, too. She supposed Mia took it better than herself.

      “No, see, it'll be fun. There isn't any monster out there, but it'll be a chance to get out of here for a weekend, do something else, when was the last time we went anywhere?” Matt asked, pleaded with her and Jenny shook her head as she realized he had a point. Besides their weekend drinking get togethers with Nick and Mia they really didn't do anything else fun and hadn't for a long time. She could see his point as annoying as it was turning out to be.

      Despite all of her knowing how all this was going to go she relented to the idea with a heavy heart. Change was her least favorite thing in the world because it almost always changed for the worse.

      “Fine, if Nick wants to go and has a plan, I'll go too, I guess,” she said to him even when every single ounce of her mind and body wanted to go the other direction to a time before he told this stupid story and stay there forever.

      Matt smiled then and right now appeared to be the most optimistic person in the world. “Oh, you're the best ever,” Matt said, as he rushed up and hugged her. “Calm down there sparky, I haven't had coffee yet,” she said in a surprised laugh, pushed him away but didn't use much effort.

      “Alright, I get it, I understand,” he said as he was pushed away and laughed as if he was a kid again. “Damn right you do. You go call your bromance buddy and I'll make coffee,” she replied to him, turned towards the kitchen and walked away. Seconds later all she could hear coming from the living room was Matt's voice.

      “Dude, she's totally into the idea,” Matt said loudly and Jenny just rolled her eyes. There was more said but she blocked it out with a shake of her head and started to make coffee, it was going to be a very long day.

      Nick hung up the phone, his idea came to him as he woke up today on the couch with no idea how he got here and he'd realized that it had been forever since he or any of them had done anything interesting.

      “Mia, they agreed to go on the trip,” he shouted into the other room. “That's great, but now what do we do. Have you ever been on a camping trip before?” she asked him then and walked back into the living room, not wanting to have a shouting match through the house.

      “Yeah, sure, the only weekend I have off is next weekend. So, we have a week to get ready for this. It'll be great,” Nick said and Mia rolled her eyes a little bit.

      If Nick had ever been on a camping trip before, he'd never mentioned it to her. She had a feeling that none of this was going to go as planned, but who knows. Maybe in a week the whole thing would fizzle out into nothing. Anything could happen from here until then so she wasn't going to put too much stock in this plan right now, it was a whole week away after all.

      “Well alright, I'll leave the getting ready thing up to you but where are we going?” she asked and Nick smiled a bit then.

      “A town called Dinosaur,” he replied with a completely straight face.

      She expected him to break out laughing at the absurdity of the name of the town, but it never happened. He was completely serious and she quickly had to regain her composure and believe what he was telling her was true.

      Mia blinked at information in disbelief, still not quite accepting it.

      “What are you talking about, what kind of name is that for a town?” she asked it was more of a surprise to her than anything else that this could be real.

      “Yeah, I know. It was called Artesia and before that it was called Red River Falls. But I did some research on Bayok and this is where it is supposed to be, in a week they are celebrating Bayok Days in the town, this couldn't be more perfect,” Nick said and was way too excited about this whole alignment of good things.

      “A town called Dinosaur is celebrating a bear?” Mia was confused and it was written all over her face. “Every town has a tourist attraction. Dinosaur is located really close to the National monument so they changed their name to match, but the attraction is Bayok, it's their Loch Ness Monster, Bigfoot, Mothman and the rest,” he said and smiled as he turned the laptop to show her all the research that he did on the subject.

      Mia walked over, sat down next to him and looked at the screen and nodded firmly. “Well I suppose if it's all on the internet, it must be true,” she said sarcastically and gave him a playful punch. “It is, and we are totally going to go there. It'll be fun,” he said to her and she could only smile.

      She looked on the screen and for all the so called research he did on it, there were only two tabs open on the subject. “Is this all you found on it?” she asked and took a closer look.

      “Yeah, I didn't find very much information. It's strange, the story pretty much goes word for word how Matt said it last night on both pages. I couldn't even find any good pictures of the thing. I guess this is a really limited knowledge monster. But both pages said it was just an old story to scare people away from the gold in the mountains,” Nick said with a shrug.

      “See, I thought it was something like that the whole time. Those old timers would say and do anything to protect their mines and gold and anything else they hid out there to keep people away,” Mia replied and crossed her arms. “Or Matt found the same pages you did and just told the story last night,” Mia suggested.to herself, quietly.

      Nick sighed. “If that's true why would a town have a festival for it. I bet it was a real thing at one point. Bears are pretty scary after all,” he said and she laughed. “Yeah, I suppose they are,” she said and crossed her arms and changed the subject.

      “I still can't believe Jen was talked into this either, she hates the outside,” Mia said, still not believing it actually happened. “I guess Matt is better at convincing people than we thought,” he said as it was the only thing Nick could think the reason could be and continued.

      “I can't wait for this week to be over with,” Nick finished and Mia gave him a slight kiss on the cheek before she stood up. “It'll be here before you know it. If I'll leave the getting ready to you. Don't let us down,” Mia said and walked away. “You can count on me, you'll see,” Nick replied with a big smile as she left.

      Immediately, Nick turned his computer back and he opened a new tab. He typed the words 'Camping Supplies' into the search bar and pressed enter. A new screen loaded up and he widened his eyes. He had no idea there were so many options to choose from. This might be more complicated than he thought it would. He took a breath and immediately got to work on making a list of things he figured he would need, and other things he might want to make the experience that much easier.
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      The week burned on slowly, routines were kept and anticipation built upwards with each passing day, there was nothing of real interest. Work for the guys was slow, tedious and boring, but at night is when they got to plan their trek into adventure of a life time. They were like little kids who had all the money and responsibility of adults. Before they knew it, it was Friday night again and everything was right on schedule. Matt and Nick were discussing final details before the trip.

      “What else do you think we are going to need?” Matt asked while he was on the phone. “Well, there is a cabin on the trail, its basic, but at least we won't need a tent or stuff like that but I think I'll bring one just in case,” Nick replied and continued. “It's a long walk to the cabin so we can't carry too much. The car can't go on the trails,” Nick replied. There was a short pause on the other end.

      “Man, Jenny is going to hate that, I won't tell her. Yeah, that's what I'll do,” Matt replied and Nick laughed when he said that. Matt made sure that she wasn't around listening in on the conversation, he didn't want to ruin this whole thing before it even started.

      “Well buddy, it's your funeral, you do what makes you feel good,” Nick replied and Matt rolled his eyes. “Don't worry man, we got this, as far as I know everything is ready to go,” Nick replied and Matt nodded unconsciously. “Sounds good. I'll see you in the morning,” he said and hung up. Then he walked into the living room.

      Jenny was on the couch flipping through the channels on the television looking for something to watch but nothing was on. It was just another thing she was going to miss this weekend.

      “Well, it looks like everything is set up and ready to go,” Matt said to her as he sat down on the couch next to her.

      She sighed and set the remote down. Put her feet up on the other end of the couch and quickly leaned into him. “Do you really think this is a good idea, what do we know about camping. We live in the city,” Jenny said and sighed.

      “A good idea, no, but we need to do something more than just get drunk on the weekends, you know,” he replied and put his arm around her.

      “I guess so, but monster hunting wasn't exactly what I had in mind. I was thinking more along the lines of a spa or, you know, all-inclusive resort. We're too old to be hunting monsters that aren't real,” she replied and he laughed. “Come on, what's the worst that could happen?” he asked her. “And would you rather hunt monster that is real instead, like bigfoot maybe?” he asked with a laugh.

      Jenny thought about the first question. “Well we could get eaten by real bears, you know? That could actually happen,” she replied and Matt swallowed. “Good point. I'll bring my bear mace, it'll do the trick, I won't let anything happen to you. I'll punch all the bears in the face, how's that sound?” he replied and asked her as he flexed his free arm to try and display strength.

      “I think you're going to be bear food, but thanks for the thought,” she replied and shut the television off with a press of a button.

      “We need to get up early, so I, we, should go to bed so we have enough energy to function tomorrow,” she said with a sigh. She hated going to bed early just about as much as she hated waking up early. Night time was always the right time, now and forever.

      “That sounds like a great plan to me. Let's go,” he said and as she got up he helped her get up and quickly stood up, and something cracked in his knee joints when he did. “Ouch!” he cried in response. “When the hell did I get so old?” he asked and laughed. The pain quickly faded away.

      “Are you going to be okay?” she asked him and he smiled. “You bet, I'm tougher than I look,” he replied and she almost said what came to her head but decided not to and just smiled instead. “Come on snappy legs, let's go to bed. Maybe I can iron out some of those kinks for you before the big trip tomorrow,” she said with a smile.

      “Oh, I don't know, those are some pretty big kinks but I'm sure you'll do just fine,” he replied and the two of them began to walk to the bedroom.

      Nick was lying in bed reading a book when Mia walked in, hair dripping wet from just getting out of the shower. “What are you reading this time?” she asked as she took off the robe and let it drop to the floor. “Oh, just something I picked up at the store, it was in the bargain bin. It's about unsolved mysteries and stuff. It's literally called North American Mysteries,” he replied as she moved around the bed and got under the covers.

      “Oh, anything about our mysterious ghost bear?” she asked as she slid up next to him. “No, nothing. Oddly enough besides those two websites I really can't find much on the subject. Almost like it's a big coverup and no one wants you to know it exists,” he said and closed the book and set it on the table next to his bed.

      The second she touched him, he was frozen, the water and wet hair was making him uncomfortable. “Come on, can't you at least try to dry your hair before coming into bed. Now the pillows are going to be soaked,” this was not the first time she'd done this, he knew what was coming next. “You know I sleep better when I'm cold,” she said and he had the line memorized.

      He didn't understand it even after all these years of being in a relationship. However, it was something he had learned to live with.

      She turned off the lights, but you know. The pillows aren't the only thing that are going to be soaked here in a minute,” she said to him. “Well, I suppose I can let it slide this time, but next time young lady, you'll totally be sorry,” he replied sarcastically and smiled in the dark.

      Soon it was Saturday morning and Jen's alarm went off, the sun wasn't even up yet and she groaned. This idea, all the planning. Today was the day and there was no use in trying to avoid it anymore. Matt was already awake and packing stuff into the car, making an incredible amount of noise in the process.

      “I get packing but damn, can't you pack quietly?” she asked herself and sat up and did her morning routine before she came out into the living room.

      “Look who decided to wake up,” he said and was excited about today. “Coffee, remember. Calm down,” she said to him and he just laughed. She hated everything in the mornings. Nothing was good about it and that laugh made her cringe. “Yeah, I'm not nearly awake enough for this,” she said to herself and started to make her coffee.

      “We're taking our car since it's bigger and can hold more stuff. So, get your coffee done and get ready to go, were leaving in an hour or so,” he said to her and she just raised an eyebrow. Sometimes going along for the ride and not having a single say in things wasn't always the best choice.

      “Fine, I will but if you talk like that to me again and you are walking back home,” she said with a smile and Matt realized that maybe he should have taken a different approach to that line.

      “Oh, yeah, uh, I am sorry I will be nice, but didn't this whole week of me being out of your hair make up for any small stressful moments today might cause?” he asked her then and she just shook her head, laughed.

      “I suppose you can get a pass this time,” she replied and Matt just smiled and continued packing the stuff they were going to need and bringing it outside.

      Soon after that Nick and Mia pulled up in their car and got out, each had a bag in hand. “Hey, you made it,” Matt said and waved as they walked up. Matt wasn't sure why he said that, of course he was going to show up. It was his idea after all.

      “I wouldn't miss it for the world, of course we made it,” Mia beat Nick to the punch as they walked towards them. “I got the biggest tent we I could find, it should do the trick just in case the cabin is too basic,” Matt said and pointed at it. Mia put her bag down by the car and proceeded to go inside to let the guys talk guy stuff.

      “Jen, are you in here somewhere?” Mia asked as soon as she got inside.

      “Yeah, doing the coffee thing in the kitchen, come on in,” she replied and Mia walked through the house and made her way to the kitchen. “So, excited for the trip?” she asked Jen. Jen turned around with a straight face and darkened eyes.

      The look Mia got in response of that told her all she needed to know that no, she wasn't excited at all. Of course, she already knew that was true. Making small talk wasn't exactly something she was good at doing on a regular basis.

      “I'll make the best of it. Who knows, maybe we'll find something interesting in such a strange little town in the middle of nowhere,” Jen said back to her but couldn't imagine what that something interesting might be.

      “Maybe we'll actually find a real-life bear and have a good story to tell,” Mia said as Jen took a sip of her coffee. Mia immediately realized that might have been the wrong thing to say after all.

      The thought of finding anything that could actually be dangerous made Jen nervous on the inside but she fought it off with a smile and did her best not to show it. “It'll be a fun weekend and done before we know it. I don't think anyone will want to come home,” Mia said, realizing that the good times flew by too quickly all too often. This whole camping trip was bringing out lots of strange emotions neither of them were accustomed to dealing with on a regular basis.

      Jen finished her coffee and set down the cup on the counter and turned off the machine when voices came from the other room.

      “We are ready to go, all packed up so grab your stuff and let's hit the road.” Matt shouted into the house. “Why do they always scream?” Mia asked and Jen just shrugged her shoulders.

      “I guess he's gotten lots of practice at it lately, let's go before they start freaking out about messing the schedule up that they made. You know how guys get when schedules get messed up,” Jen said with a smile and the two of them left the kitchen.

      “Did Nick ever tell you how far away this place was?” Jenny asked and Mia just shrugged. “You know, I never bothered to ask,” Mia replied and Jenny never did either. It was just something that never came up in conversation.

      The two of them left the house. Mia walked out the door first and Jenny stepped out last. She turned around to make sure all the lights were off. It was about now she realized that this was the first time that she was going to leave her house for this long at a time. It's never been more than a day away before. She sighed, took one last look around before closing, and locking the door behind her.
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      The car pulled away from the house and Jenny settled into her fate. “So how far away is this place?” Mia finally asked. “Oh, it's about five hours from here,” Matt replied and Jenny quietly groaned from the back seat. She didn't like long car rides but didn't make a big deal of it beyond this.

      “Hey, we can talk about anything you want to pass the time,” Mia said and trailed off. There wasn't much to talk about right now but one thing. The only reason any of them were going on this trip in the first place. It was never said but bringing a feeling of fear over some monster before the trip began might have sank the whole thing before it even started and for the whole week, mostly the topic was avoided in anything more than passing conversation.

      Matt quickly turned on the radio and some classic rock flowed through the speakers. It killed the rising shadow of the bear just as fast. The song Paint It Black by the Stones was playing about half way through the song.

      “Nothing like a little music to get the trip started right. And we're off,” Nick said and leaned back in the passenger seat. “I can dig some music but couldn't you find something a little newer than this. All this old stuff just makes me feel older than I am,” Mia complained a little. “Old, you're barely thirty years old, you got nothing to worry about, yet,” Matt said as he turned a corner.

      “Easy for you to say, I think I found a gray hair after my shower today,” Mia said and almost sounded like she was serious about the whole thing.

      “Oh no, one gray hair in all of that brown hair. Such a tragedy. I think someone should call the papers, this could make national news,” Jenny said in a sarcastic tone and quickly grabbed a lock of her hair to inspect it for more gray strands. “Hey, knock it off,” Mia said and quickly pulled her hair away from her.

      “Yeah, I got you, old maid. Pretty soon you'll start hording cats and everything else,” Jenny said and Mia shot a look in her direction, it was enough to make her back off. “Alright, I'll stop,” Jenny said with a smile. “At least for now,” she added and Mia rolled her eyes.

      The blue car they were in pulled onto the interstate and their road trip was on in earnest. Mia looked out the window and watched the scenery pass by. “You know, this will be the first time I've ever been to Colorado, it should be fun,” Mia said and imagined snow-covered mountains, rivers, trees.

      She didn't know much else about the state other than what she saw on television, and there wasn't much on television about a state whose only two claims to fame was a football team and legal weed. She wasn't really a fan of either thing.

      “I think it will be a great time,” Matt replied as the song changed to something she didn't know. None of them would admit it but no one else was familiar with it either.

      The hours began to pass by slowly and the sun was well over the horizon now. Mia fell asleep and had her face against the window. Jenny was sleeping too. “Not much for road trips are they?” Nick asked as he glanced in the mirror. “Can you blame them, but hey I'd rather them be sleeping now rather than worn out from the trip,” Nick replied. “Fair point,” Matt replied and continued. “So, are you really interested in finding this monster, I mean really?” he asked him and finally felt safe about talking about it now.

      “I don't even believe it exists, but man, it worked right. Got us all out of our routines and into something new and different. How long have we known one another and how many times have we done anything amazing, worth a good, lasting memory?” Nick asked him.

      “Well we all went to the wedding in Hawaii,” Matt replied and Nick nodded. “I knew you were going to say that, because that's all there is, and that was, damn, ten years ago now?” Nick asked and laughed. “Six,” Matt corrected him. Nick really didn't care, after a while the amount of time, the past stopped being important to him.

      “I suppose,” Matt replied. “What made you even think of phantom panda in the first place, I don't think you've ever told the story before,” Nick said and Matt just shrugged. “Too much beer I suppose,” Matt said. “I just wanted to keep the night going a little longer, you know how it is,” Matt replied and laughed about it a little.

      “I don't think it exists either but hey, the story had to come from somewhere. I never knew where he heard it from,” Matt replied and shrugged. “Just something I grew up with my whole life is all,” Matt said as he shifted position in the driver's seat.

      “Well, if you say so, but I think this will be a great trip no matter what happens,” Nick replied and looked out the window as they drove on.

      The farther they drove from the city the wilder the outside became. It was easy to forget just how much nature was out there in the world living in the city. “Just imagine it, the four of us getting back to nature. This is going to be a great time,” Nick said just as the local radio station fizzed out to static.

      “I didn't realize we were that far away already also, you say the word great too much, knock it off already,” Matt said and started looking for another station.

      “Let me do that, you stick to driving,” Nick said as he pushed the scan button. He ignored the comment about him saying the word great too much, he couldn't help it.

      The conversation died out between them. Nick turned and watched the scenery pass by at a rapid pace, changing more into a primal state than he was ever used to. Before long the mountains could be seen in the distance and Nick looked at them. For all that people knew and have seen he still couldn't help but imagine what unknown things lay up in those peaks.

      There were a thousand miles of mystery up there that might never remain found by anyone. His imagination was beginning to run away with him.

      He was going to go find one. Sure, he had to play it off like he didn't believe Matt's story but he hoped it was true. Of course, if it was, he had no way to really to deal any kind of a monster. He was half excited, and another half terrified. It was about then that Nick realized that he forgot to bring a gun.

      Not that he had one anyway but if there were real bears out there, one might have come in handy because, well, they weren't going to punch it out with their fists. Nick was relatively sure they wouldn't encounter any wildlife if they were careful about the food storage.

      Nick had read up on all the how to guides of camping and they all agreed that if you weren't stupid and left your food out, your chances of messing with wildlife went way down so he made sure to take care of that problem the best way he knew how.

      Matt was doing his best not to go stir crazy driving down the road. One by one the radio stations fizzled out, and oddly enough the only one that was coming in was some hellfire preacher talking about sin and saving souls.

      He couldn't handle much of that nonsense. He was getting sore from being in the same spot for so long and was just about ready to ask Nick to drive when the green sign approached them on the side of the road. Dinosaur. Next Exit. One Mile.

      The sign looked old and faded but Matt didn't care. “Thank god,” he said quietly to himself and shifted position. It wouldn't be long now before they were actually getting to the end of this long road trip. One thing was for sure, the next time they decided to do something like this. He was going to make sure the place they were going was a lot closer than this. He had found out that driving this long was extremely uncomfortable.

      “Nick. Think we should wake them up before we get there?” Matt said and Nick was broken out of thoughts. “Yeah, sure that'd be a good idea,” he replied and groaned as he leaned forward to turn around.

      “Hey, sleeping beauties, it's time to wake up, we're almost there,” Nick said and Mia groaned, peeled her skin off the window. “Oh good, I got to pee,” she said, still half asleep. Jenny's head lifted off the seat and her neck cracked. “Oh god how long was I laying like that?” she asked, her neck was stiff and sore.

      “A couple hours at least,” Matt replied and the car began to slow down. “I hate long car rides,” she replied and rubbed her neck. “We're almost done, don't worry,” he replied, more to the point reassuring himself more than anything. He couldn't take much more of this himself. He saw the exit and turned off the interstate.

      Matt followed the sign to get there and turned left. It was only a couple more miles away now and this road was bumpy, old and every bump he tried to miss it felt like he would run right into one that was worse. It didn't help much that Matt was going a few miles above the speed limit just to get the trip over and done with that much faster.

      “Dude, could you please not hit every single bump on the road?” Nick asked and was complaining as each bump seemed to shoot right through his back and knock all of his bones out of place. “I'm trying but this isn't easy, you know?” Matt replied. The two in the back were just as miserable but still too sleepy to complain too much about it, at least right now.

      Matt was thankful when they finally made their way into Dinosaur. The town was small as they expected, but it almost completely empty. Only a few old trucks were parked along the side of the streets, but they didn't see any people.

      “Didn't you say something about a festival or something this weekend, where is it?” Matt asked looking around as they slowly drove through town. “No idea, maybe it's outside of town,” Nick said with a shrug. To be honest, he didn't read up on the whole activities of the thing, for all he knew it could have been a human sacrifice type of thing and they were walking right into it.

      He blamed Hollywood for that idea, but he just couldn't help thinking that this was a thing they were walking into.

      Matt looked at the gas gauge and saw that it was getting low. The only thing with gas pumps he could was see was an old looking building that only had 'General Store' in faded white letters on a sign on the sign on the roof to identify it.

      “Well, I need something to drink and so does the car, I'm going in,” Matt said as he pulled up next to the pumps, shut the car off. “So do I,” Jen agreed and followed him out. Matt got out and standing up was the best thing in the world. “I'll put the gas in,” Nick said and got out at the same time. He was seriously not liking this long road trip thing either but it was worth in in the end to go find a monster.
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