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CHAPTER ONE
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Evening colors sparkled on Old Mill Creek as it broadened out toward the river. A duck dabbled and took off flapping as laughter drifted through the still air. A canoe came around the bend, followed by two more. Voices rose in excited conversation.

“That's it!”

“There's the campsite.”

A small brown wood sign and a picnic table marked the provincial park site. The group pulled ashore. The mid-July heat clung clammy to their skin. They'd all graduated a month ago. This was their last outing together. Two unloaded the dry wood they had to lug along. Scavenging wood in the park was an offense, even here where no one could see them.

They built a fire while the others set up the tents. Soon they were all gathered around the campfire. Frogs burped and sang from the river, and night shadows drew closer.

“Who knows a good ghost story?” said Grace.

Jack shone a flashlight under his face, casting ghoulish shadows, and told one in a gravelly voice as they all nervously laughed. “... and all they found was her bloody head,” he finished.

Cole grinned and stretched. “Anyone for a beer?” A couple of people said yes. He stood up. The sky blazed with stars. A night breeze played with elm leaves. The red light of a cell phone tower blinked in the distance.

He walked over to the wooden picnic table. The forest beyond was silent and dark. He reached for the beer cooler. Then he heard the scratching.

Quietly he picked up a flashlight and turned it on. A brilliant beam cut the darkness and he thought he saw a movement. “Hey.” He whistled softly, and started into the tall grass at the edge of the treeline. A staggering force lunged toward him with a squeal. A sharp pain lanced his leg. He fell backward. The hairy beast perceived his growing horror as Cole thudded against the table, then collapsed to the ground. His right hand twitched, and he didn't move again.

His eyes were open. He saw the tall grasses and trunks of trees passing in the dark as the creature dragged him further into the forest, his head bumping over the rough ground. Then shock overcame him, and he saw no more.

It wasn't long before the others noticed him missing.

“I bet he's planning to sneak up on us,” said Jan. She tossed her hair. “Trying to scare us.” As if to support her words, crackling sounds emerged from the thick junipers near the fire. Jan grabbed a flashlight. “Hey, Cole, you're so juvenile.” She shone the light into the bushes.

With a ravenous shriek the creature leapt out, knocking the flashlight from her hands. She screamed and tried to run, but it reared upon its hind legs and shoved her to the ground. Sharp teeth dug into her neck with rapacious delight. Fierce pain rushed through her body as venom pulsed in her veins. Then it faded and she couldn't move, only watch in helpless horror as the creature hauled her into the woods.

The other campers scrambled for their lives, but more of the hideous creatures hurtled from the forest and bore down on them. Venomous bites paralyzed their prey, and the humans didn't put up a struggle for long. The animals slurped and chomped hungrily, and when their greed was sated, nothing was left but bones.
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Linda Lawford honked the horn and leaned out the car window. “Come on, Claire! I told you to pack last night!” She looked in the rear view mirror and pulled her floppy straw hat down to shade her bright blue eyes. The recessive gene didn't care for too much sunlight.

“Okay, Mom, okay.” Claire appeared with her bags, house key in her mouth. Auburn curls tumbled over her face and the ever-present headphones draped her neck. She locked the door and left the key under the fake rock for the house-sitter.

“Can we stop for breakfast bagels?” she said as she got into the car. Her eyes were blue like Linda's.

Linda backed out the driveway. “Long as we eat them on the road. We're late already.” She turned the wheel and headed for the nearest drive-thru. They munched ham and fried egg bagels on the way to the highway. “Promise you'll take it easy on your dad,” said Linda.

“Tell him,” Claire said, licking her fingers. “He treats me like I'm twelve. You know what he got me for my sixteenth birthday last fall? A unicorn poster.”

“A lot of people like unicorns,” said Linda noncommittally. At the Fallowfield Road connection in southwest Ottawa she accessed the ramp and merged onto Highway 416.

“For babies. You saw it.” Claire pushed back her sunglasses and slid up her window as Linda turned on the air conditioning. Not even nine in the morning and already the sun broiled the windshield. The streets of Toronto would be hot, but Claire knew a brisk breeze came off Lake Ontario. “I said I wanted a butterfly tattoo.”

“Your father and I discussed that,” said Linda. “Not until you're eighteen. Then you can color yourself purple for all I care.”

“You two act like you're still married,” said Claire. “Don't either of you have a mind of your own?”

“We both love you,” said Linda.

Claire grimaced. “The only reason I agree to this arrangement is the beach.”

Linda had a presentation to do in Toronto, and planned to drop Claire off for the annual summer visit with her dad, Connor. It was a few hours on the highway. They should arrive right after lunch.

Connor let Claire run wild, thought Linda. Always his head in his latest experiments. No idea how to relate to a teenage girl.

“You'll eat properly, right?” said Linda. “Not just pizza?”

“Dad hates it. How does anyone hate pizza?” Claire sighed and stared out the window at the trucks rumbling by. Linda edged up the speedometer and passed a couple of cars. She turned on an easy listening station.

Claire rolled her eyes and put on her headphones. Acid rock blasted in her ears. She flicked on her phone and scrolled through her text messages.
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On a spaceship high above the Earth, the Great Shrew woke up from his nap and returned to the engine room to oversee operations. As usual, he was hungry, and that made him grumpy. His ponderous belly growled. He hissed and squealed at underlings, who scurried out of his way.

With his superior echolocation skills he perceived the scene upon the 3D monitor. Its jelly zoom camera focused on the blue and green planet below. He shrilled to the Second-Great Shrew. “What news from the warrior scouting party?”

“The food is quite tasty,” said the Second-Great Shrew. “But not what we're used to.”

On their mother planet, the shrews consumed giant mice and insects. Unfortunately, the mouse population was on a steep decline, and earthworms, another shrew favorite, were almost extinct.

The shrews made attempts to raise their foods domestically, but  they were hunters and foragers, not farmers. They had to eat three times their body weight per day, as humans measured time, to fuel their extreme metabolisms.

And so, the shrews consulted their top warrior scientists. They designed and built spaceships, each commanded by a Great Shrew, and sent them out in many directions, seeking sustenance for those on planet Mother. Sadly, hopes were dim. They knew of no world but their own able to sustain life.

This ship traveled far out of contact with Mother. The supply of paralyzed giant mice was down to the final few rodents. Then, two days ago, sensors picked up the populated planet below.

To the joy of the shrews, the atmosphere was compatible, although this world had one sun instead of three. It swarmed with life forms, but were they edible? Thus the Great Shrew sent down a scouting party.

The warrior ground crew landed in the dark of the night. The shrews discovered mice as on Mother, but here the rodents were tiny, no more than popcorn sized bites.

The party located others like themselves. Ditto. The shrews were ravenous when they finally sniffed out a group of larger prey clustered around a fire.

After they paralyzed and consumed the food, they found it greatly to their liking. They sent a DNA sample up to the ship and determined these creatures were 97.5% genetically the same as mice. The warrior chef would be highly pleased. He could use humans in many of his recipes. This larger prey had a similar reaction to the paralysis venom of the shrews.

The scientists on the shrew ship did extensive research based on the findings of the scouting party, and discovered the foods called themselves “humans” and referred to their planet as “Earth”, sometimes Mother Earth, which pleased the shrews as they embraced a similar concept.

Three to four humans would sustain one shrew for twenty-four hours. Over 8.2 billion of these delectable foodstuffs populated the planet. A veritable smorgasbord of earthly delights.

Of course, the nutrient source was not sustainable in itself. The whole world full of humans would feed all the shrews on planet Mother for at least a year, but the breeding time of the prey was so slow, it wouldn't be long before the entire population was eradicated.

Humans had about one offspring a year, or Earthly solar cycle. Mice bred much faster, having five to ten families during that time. The scientists chirped and hummed over that conundrum, and discussed genetic engineering to create human prey which produced more young in less time.

As for the Great Shrew, pleasure overwhelmed him. If this crucial mission went swimmingly, he'd go back to his planet a hero, to be welcomed with accolade and awards. The shrews would load the ship with the succulent prey, and everyone could gorge happily on humans, all the way home to Mother.
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An ominous knocking began in the bowels of the car. Linda groaned. “What now?”

“How long since you had the oil changed?” said Claire. Her headphones were down around her neck, blaring tinny acid rock.

“Too long,” said Linda. “I was going to buy an EV, remember?”

“Yeah, like a year ago.”

“Well, we didn't have the cash. That's why I'm hoping this presentation goes well in Toronto. I'll get a promotion and a better salary.” A gear grated inside the car. Linda saw an off-ramp with no signage. “There must be a town near here. A garage.”

“Let me guess,” said Claire. “You didn't renew your CAA membership.”

“You needed the money for that school trip.”

“Right.”

“You could always get a job instead of hanging out with your dubious friends.”

“I love my friends!”

“They're a bad influence.”

The car clattered, and with a final poof the engine died. Linda coasted the vehicle to the wide gravel shoulder of the road. She laid her forehead on the steering wheel. “Great.”

Claire got out and looked right and left. Fields and forest surrounded them. No gas station in sight. “So we're walking,” she said dryly as Linda stepped from the car. She shrugged out of her battered denim jacket, so cool in the air conditioned car, now drawing the sweat from her pores. She draped it over her arm.

“Seems that way,” said Linda. She straightened her cream-colored business suit and looked ruefully at her suede pumps. “Not exactly dressed for a country hike.” She glanced at Claire. “A lace dress and boots? In July? Shouldn't you be wearing sandals?”

“I will at the beach,” said Claire blithely. She swung her purse by the chain strap and started walking along the pavement, boot heels clunking.

“Wait,” called Linda. “Shouldn't we bring provisions? Water? Chocolate?” She locked the car and hastened to catch up. “Claire, listen to me.”

“It's not that far.” Claire pointed to a battered green sign. It read Abundance 3 km.

“Abundance?” Linda pulled up a map on her phone. She zoomed in. She zoomed in again. Finally, it appeared, a dot by a crooked blue creek. The small town of Abundance. Otherwise the map told her nothing. Did it even have a gas station?

After almost half an hour, Claire and Linda saw a building in the distance. “At last, a sign of life,” said Linda. “Thank goodness.”

As they neared the building, their hearts sank. The old house was no more than a leaning frame. A rising wind rattled over wooden slats. As they walked by, Claire took a picture on her phone.

They continued past an overgrown stone foundation surrounded by a rusty wire fence. Then, they saw a dusty gravel parking lot occupied by several vehicles. Withered flowers in a window box fronted the decrepit building.

A faded yellow sign above the entrance read Bar. They looked at each other uncertainly. Linda squeaked open the door and they stood blinking as their eyes adjusted to the dim light.

All five customers looked up. They peered at the dusty silhouettes of the two women. One man blew his nose into a rumpled hanky. Eyes followed them as Linda and Claire, keeping close together, went past the scuffed round wooden tables to the long straight bar.

The bartender regarded them with suspicion from behind the tarnished beer taps. He rubbed a hand over his beard. “What?”

Linda wet her dry lips. “Is there a garage in town?” she said in a voice smaller than she intended. “A mechanic?”

“Oh, yeah?” said the bartender. He picked up a dirty rag and wiped a beer glass. “Car broke down?” He looked at Claire, winked and grinned. “What's your name, Red?”

“That's my daughter. Leave her alone.” Linda stepped protectively in front of Claire. “We're looking for a mechanic.”

One of the men at a nearby tables stood up slowly. “Well, that'll be me. Earl Hanes. I own the local garage.”

Linda's eyes narrowed. “And you're in here drinking?”

“Here for lunch.” He pointed to a half-eaten hoagie beside his beer. His brow furrowed. “What's it to you? You want help or not?”

“Yes,” she said. “Can you come right now?”

Earl sighed. “Lady, I ain't finished eating.”

“It won't be long. Just take a look, please?”

“What's wrong with it?”

“It might be the oil,” said Linda.

“She didn't change it,” Claire inserted.

“Fine,” he said gruffly. He put on his cap, picked up the sandwich and took a bite. “Put the beer on ice for me, Chuck,” he muttered to the bartender around a mouthful of food.

The garage was a short walk further, past another vacant lot. “This is Abundance?” said Linda, looking around in dismay.

“Yep, you're on the main street. Further up there's a diner, farmer's co-op, the usual.”

“How many people live here?”

“Few hunnert.”

“What?”

“Not mor'n seven, eight hunnert.”

“Oh. Hundred.”

“What I said. Hunnert.”

They arrived at the garage. One dingy gas pump squatted in the sun. Beneath the overhang of the building a mechanic looked up briefly, then returned to patching a flat tire. Earl went around back to get the tow truck.

“What's the charge for a tow?” Linda asked the mechanic.

He squinted up at her, patting the sweat from his brow with a towel. “Shouldn't be mor'n fifty bucks. But that's what we charge the locals. Special considerations might jack it up.”

“Not too much, I hope,” she mumbled, as the tow truck puttered around the corner, driven by Earl. “Maybe he can fix it right there on the roadside.” As Linda opened the door Earl swept litter from the stained front seat with his big hands.

Claire wrinkled her nose and nudged her mother. “Maybe we should walk back to the car.”

“I can't walk another step in these heels,” Linda complained as the got into the truck. “And you're not strolling along that street by yourself. Just be brave and get in.” She yanked on the middle seat belt.

“It don't work,” said Earl.

Claire climbed up into seat and put on her headphones. She cranked up the volume and stared out the open window at the gravel roadside. The truck bumped and rattled. A hot breeze brought little relief as sweat trickled down the side of her face.

When they returned to the scene of the breakdown she jumped out of the tow truck, brushed herself off with vigor and got into the car. She slammed the door and slumped against the seat while Earl took a look under the hood.

“Yep,” he said, “Just what I thought. Needs new parts. You're all seized up in there.” He banged the hood shut. “It can do a lot of damage, not getting your oil changed and the engine checked.” He shook his head. “People just don't do basic maintenance any more.”

“Well, can you fix it at your garage?” said Linda.

“Oh, yeah.”

“Good. We'll grab a snack at that diner you mentioned. How long will it take?”

“Couple of days.”

Linda stared at him. “Days?”

Earl shrugged. “Tomorrow at the earliest. Gotta bring the parts in from out of town. I can tow 'er back to the garage if you want.”

“Claire!” Linda knocked on the car window and Claire looked up, startled. Linda motioned and she got out. “We have to go back to that town. Repairs will take a while. Maybe your dad can come and pick us up.”

She pulled up the number on her cell and listened to the phone ring. It went to voice mail. “Connor? This is important. We're stuck in a small town, Abundance. Car broke down. Need you to come and take Claire back to Toronto. Call me as soon as you get this.” She hung up and turned to Earl, who was hooking the car to a tow chain. “My ex-husband hardly ever checks his messages. Is there a hotel in town? In case he doesn't call back for a while?”

“That would be just like him,” said Claire. “I'm surprised he was there when you were giving birth.”

“He almost wasn't,” said Linda. She turned back to Earl. “Well?”

Earl rubbed his unshaven chin. “Hotel, eh? You mean like the Holiday Inn?”

“Well, yes.”

“With a pool and hot tub?”

Linda swooned. “A hot tub would be great after all this stress.”

Earl laughed. “Well, there ain't no Holiday Inn in Abundance. My sister Emma has a rooming house in the middle of town. Close to everything, jest follow the main drag to the crossroads. She'll give you a special rate.”

Linda grit her teeth. Damn you, Connor, call back, she said in her mind. “Let's hope it doesn't come to that.” She and Claire got into the truck, and Earl drove back to Abundance. They got out of the truck to the heavy scent of grease and burnt rubber. The mechanic was nowhere in sight.

Claire looked around. The street was deserted. A dog panted in the shade. “Is it always quiet like this?” she whispered.

“Nah,” said Earl. “Sometimes it's even quieter. Except when the cicadas start screaming.”

“Cicadas?”

“Them loud bugs. Hot summers, they love.”

“Why is this place called Abundance?” said Linda.

“Used to be a gold mine here, way back in the 1920s,” Earl explained. “Shut down after a couple years, when the gold ran out and an explosion killed some guys. People hung around town awhile. Some panned privately and it's good farming land, but by the '60s most folks were gone.”

“That explains all the abandoned houses,” said Claire.

“Yep.”

“We'll go the diner and maybe check out that rooming house,” Linda said briskly.

“Hold on,” Earl drawled. “You owe me for the tow.”

“Can't you add it to our final bill?”

“Hey lady.” His voice became threatening. “How do I know you'll pay? Call it a deposit.”

“Fine.” Linda took out her wallet. “How much is it?”

“Two hunnert dollars.”

Linda gasped, then laughed. “For a moment I thought you said -”

“Two hunnert dollars.”

“Wow,” said Claire. “That's enough for a new repurposed jean jacket.”

“Tell me you didn't pay so much for that ratty old thing,” said Linda, staring at the torn denim draped over her daughter's arm.

“It was on sale,” said Claire. “Slashed from two-fifty.”

“That's it,” Linda snapped, “You are getting a job.” She turned to Earl. “And as for you ...” He glared down at her. “Oh, what's the use.” She took out her card. “Two hundred dollars, fine.”

Earl smiled. “Nice doing business with you, Miz Lawford.”

Claire and Linda unloaded their luggage. “Don't leave anything in the car,” said Linda. “No way we can trust these people.”

They walked down to the weathered diner, a short dusty stroll. An orange Ford pickup truck and a few cars were in the gravel lot. Conversation faded away as they walked in. Cool air enveloped them. The air conditioner clattered and hummed.

A server looked up from her phone. At the counter, two farmers in work clothes and rubber boots turned and stared, then conversed in low tones.

Linda smiled nervously and edged into a faded booth with Claire. They ordered a plate of fries and a couple of soft drinks. Linda tried again to phone Connor, and hung up in frustration. “I hate it when he does that.” Her voice trembled. “I really do.”

Claire sipped her Coke and patted her mother's hand. “Don't worry about it, Mom. Personally I don't expect anything of him.”

“He's a brilliant scientist,” said Linda. A tear dropped. “Why must he be such an asshole?”

“He has his good points,” said Claire.

“Like what?”

“House near the beach.”

They looked at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing.

As they dawdled further at the diner, the sun arced toward the horizon. Still no word from Connor. Linda asked for the bill. The owner charged them sixty-five dollars for two Cokes and a plate of fries.

“Table rental,” she said with a shrug when Linda protested. “You took up a table for over two hours.”

Linda waved a hand. “But you're not busy!”

“I might've been,” said the woman sullenly. “Maybe I lost business cuz people don't like outsiders round here, you know?”

“Don't be ridiculous,” snapped Linda. “It's not like we're diseased.”

The server took a step back. “That's gonna be an extra charge.”

“Just pay it, Mom,” said Claire, exasperated.

“Easy for you to say,” Linda muttered as she looked for her card.

They walked to the crossroads at the center of town. Off to the left was a neat green farmhouse with wraparound veranda and an oval glass window in the door. Rooms, said a neat hand-lettered sign. Day, week, month.

Emma Hanes had received a call from her brother Earl, and knew the outsiders were coming. She lay down the front desk sign advertising rooms at $75 a night. Carefully, with a black Sharpie she added a one. $175. That's more like it. Her broad powdered face was all smiles when Claire and Linda arrived.

A fan whirred behind her. “Air conditioner's broke,” she explained.

So will I be, Linda thought, by the time I get out of this place.

“Room 202,” said Emma, handing over the key. “It's real nice, overlooking Old Mill Creek.”

The room was on the second floor, first to the right. Carrying their bags, they ascended the wooden steps as the musty odor of ancient carpets rose around them. Water stains blotched the striped wallpaper.

As Linda stuck the key in the lock, a nearby door creaked open. Claire caught a glimpse of a bearded face. A puckered scar ran from the right cheekbone to the grizzled chin. A pale eye gleamed.

Claire gasped and stepped back. “Mom!”

The face disappeared as the door closed.

“What? Give me a minute, this thing's stuck.”

Claire shuddered and shook her head. “Never mind.”

Linda rattled the room door open. They stepped inside and looked around in dismay. The two sagging beds were about a century old. The room reeked of disuse. Claire hastened to open the only window.

She dug her fingers beneath the chipped white frame and pulled. It stuck at first, then reluctantly grated up to admit a blast of summer afternoon heat. Sweat clung clammy to her forehead.

The room looked out over the back lawn with straggling garden, and a wide weedy creek in the distance. Linda clicked on the old metal fan. It blew more hot air around than Question Period at the House of Commons in Ottawa.

Claire turned on the TV and flicked through the three channels. Not even satellite. She swore she'd seen a dish on the side of the house. Must be broken too. She threw the remote down in disgust and flopped onto the bed nearest the window. The sheets were clean, at least, though the carpets bore suspicious stains.

Linda took out her laptop and pulled her long hair into a loose bun, away from her heat-flushed face. “I need to get some work done.” She sat in a soft armchair and jumped up suddenly as a spring poked her. Rubbing her rear she relocated to ease down gingerly on the edge of her bed.

“This sucks,” Claire said. She scrolled through her text messages. At least the place had wifi phone and internet connections.

Linda looked up briefly. “You could try calling your father again.”

“Why bother?” Claire waved in dismissal. “He's just ignoring us.” She put on her headphones, opened up her computer and got onto her social media site.

Day dragged into evening. Humidity hung oppressive in the air. The dry rusty shower head in the cramped washroom didn't work. Claire took a quick bath and five minutes later was sticky with sweat again.

Linda decided to avoid the diner for supper, and went to the corner store at the main crossroads. The owner charged her a hundred and twenty dollars for a few stale snacks and a tube of toothpaste. She tried to argue but his grizzled face gazed at her without emotion. “That's the price. You want this stuff or not?”

They were all in on it. Linda sighed in frustration and took out her card.
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In the spaceship over Earth, the Great Shrew heard rumors in the ranks. He rubbed his whiskers in perturbation. Could it be true? In his private chamber, he paced in a circle. He paused to nibble distractedly on a plate of deep fried human spleen, sent up as a special gift by the ground crew, then turned around and paced the other way.

Of course, the female shrews were much more canny and vicious than the males. News of a mutiny, though disconcerting, was not surprising.

He himself had quelled more than one on the way here. Intelligent and peace-loving as they were, his people were prone to fits of temper, and hostilities could build up despite careful mandates.

But, he thought, this was different. If the story were true, all his careful work would be in vain. With enough support she could usurp him, and no shrew would dare lift a finger. The Great Shrew jumped in sudden anger. It was preposterous.

Yet, there were signs. His acute senses picked them up. Clues abounded, like nasty nose twitches when they thought he didn't notice. Squeals of communication often fell silent when he entered the room. Was it the the usual silence of respect and attendance, or did he detect an undercurrent of hostility?

He cleaned his stubby tail with his rasping tongue. Maybe a quick dip in the pool would wash away the muddle in his brain. He scampered off to the recreation room.

––––––––
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After a hot stagnant night, the scant refreshment of an early morning breeze woke Claire from a troubled doze. In waking dreams she kept seeing a grotesque face stare at her through a crack in the door of the next room.

Linda still slept fitfully. Claire dressed in a crop top with asymmetrical black crinoline skirt, and her chunky combat boots. She hurried down the stairs. Emma was already awake, in a frilly peach robe, sipping coffee.

“Going for breakfast, dear? Diner's open.”

“Just a walk.” Claire left before the woman could ask any more questions. She didn't want to be around people. She went down to investigate Old Mill Creek.

Dragonflies buzzed past as she approached the weedy shore behind the rooming house. A bench overlooked the water, precariously leaning.

Beside the bench on a rock sat a young man about her age with a fishing rod, in an old Tshirt and denim overalls. A red and white bobber floated further out in the water.

She ignored the fisherman and went down the shore. Her boot soles sank into soft wet grass. She heard the splash of frogs as they leapt into the creek.

A large fly buzzed around her head. She waved at it, but it persisted. A pinching pain came from the back of her scalp and she smacked another big fly trying to gouge out a chunk of flesh. It fell dead on the ground.

Down the creek, the young man glared in her direction. He'd been busy on the farm since four this morning, and it was good to get in some quiet fishing time, but not with this weird broad waving her arms and slapping her head. He was reluctant to move. The fish were biting fine right here.

“Hush up,” he called in a whisper.

She came closer. Not what he'd intended. “These flies are eating me alive!” She smacked the side of her head.

“So go back inside,” he retorted. “You're scaring the fish. It's only deer flies.”

“Why don't they eat deer instead of me,” Claire complained.

The young man didn't reply. He sighed and looked pointedly at his drifting bobber. The breeze changed direction and she smelled the rank scent of manure.

She wrinkled her nose. “You been rolling around in cow shit?”

He looked her up down, dark eyes stormy. “What the hell do you know about farming? Try mucking out the cow barn first thing in the morning. Anyway, it's a lot better than that perfume you're wearing. Smells like bug spray. Too bad it doesn't keep the deer flies away.”

“Maybe it is bug spray,” said Claire with a glower. “Who knows what disgusting creatures are around her? Case in point.”

He got to his feet in anger. “Did you come here just to insult me?” He balled his fists. “You city chicks think you're so superior. I should throw you in the creek.”

“Don't you come near me,” she shrieked, and pulled out her phone. “I'll call the cops.”

“Yeah? It takes them an hour to get here and by then you'll be drowned. Good riddance.” He began to reel in his line. The bobber came to shore, towing a trail of water weeds. The pale and bloated remnants of an earthworm hung on the hook.

“Yuck.” Claire stepped back.

He didn't comment. He put the rod over his shoulder, picked up his bucket with two striped perch therein, and stalked away along the side of the creek.

Claire heard her name carry on the breeze, and looked back to the old farmhouse with the wraparound veranda. She could barely see Linda leaning out the second-floor window, but her mother's voice pierced the still air.

She waved. A deer fly bit behind her ear. Claire slapped it and its body burst beneath her hand. She shuddered in disgust, pulling fly gunk from her hair, and hurried back to the house.

––––––––
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At seven am, Earl Hanes opened the garage on the outskirts of Abundance. His mechanic Billy arrived shortly after, slightly hung over from a late night at the bar. They gazed at the car cranked up on the lift.

“She really let it go,” said Earl, shaking his head. He took hold of a pipe and pulled. It popped off with a vague hiss. “Oops, that was about to let loose.” He and Billy looked at each other, and chuckled. Billy felt some of last night's excess burning up from his stomach, and went to the bathroom to puke.

His head spun as he hung to the rim of the toilet. Damn. If it hadn't been for Lola Lolly flashing her cleavage all night he would've gone home a lot sooner. Bought her drinks thinking he'd get some of that sweetness, and then she took off with Harold the plumber. Guess she needed her pipes fixed. Billy cursed under his breath as he went back to the main garage.

It was deserted. “Hey, Earl,” he called. “Where'd you run off to?”

No answer. Billy walked to the office, his footsteps loud on the oil-spattered concrete floor. He rapped on the closed door.

“Earl, you in there?”

Nothing moved but dust in the early morning light. From behind the building came a sudden harsh cry. Billy raced to the back. Beside an old pile of car parts Earl clutched his leg. “Cut myself,” he replied shortly to Billy's questions. “Knew we should have throwed out some of that rusty junk.”

“You better go to the hospital,” said Billy.

“It ain't that bad.”

“Get a tetanus shot. My second cousin got tetanus. You shake and spasm up like this.” He demonstrated, hands twitching around his head.

Earl watched him doubtfully. “Nah, never mind the hospital. It'll take all day.” He looked up abruptly and peered into a nearby copse of birch and shrubbery. “What's that noise? One of them raccoons sneaking round trying to get at the trash again?”

“They're not brave enough to come when we're here,” said Billy. “Specially since we shot that one last month. Probably a stray dog.” He picked up a stone and threw it toward the sounds. He raised his voice. “Go on, git!”

The shrubbery burst apart and an enormous hairy creature launched toward him, big as a bear. Billy fell with a shriek. Sharp teeth pierced his shoulder and agony invaded his veins.

A moment later the pain disappeared and numbness spread. He tottered and fell. The creature began to drag him away. His weak struggles ceased as its paralyzing venom flowed through his body.

He saw Earl run toward him, then turn with a scream as another of the hideous creatures leapt from the nearby woods. Earl collapsed beneath the onslaught and fought the beast as its voracious teeth latched onto his arm. He smashed his fist into its long whiskered nose and it let go with a cackling shriek.

Earl tried desperately to crawl away from it, but the weight of the creature bore him down. His muscles jerked and his arms stopped working. He lay helpless on the ground.

In paralyzed shock he watched the other beast tearing into Billy's unmoving body with its hideous sharp teeth. Earl could not even open his mouth to scream as the creature crushed his throat in its jaws and his life drained away.
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CHAPTER TWO
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In Toronto, heading out to the office, Connor Price realized today was already Tuesday, and Linda and Claire were supposed to show up yesterday. Probably delayed or they might have changed their minds. Maybe Linda's meeting or whatever it was got canceled. He turned on his phone and found several messages from her number.

He called back with trepidation.

“Well, it's about time!” Despite Linda's sharp tone he heard the relief in her voice. “We're stuck in this town of Abundance.”

“You mean like paradise?”

“It's the name of the town, and no, it's not.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Neither has anyone else, by the looks of it. My car broke down.”

“So you'll be late?”

“Connor, this place is a nightmare! The locals are gouging us, the only hotel is a decrepit rooming house and people are creepy.”

He chuckled. “Sounds like our honeymoon.”

“That is so not funny.”

“It wasn't then, either. So how long will you be?”

“You need to come out and pick up Claire. It's just a couple hours' drive.”

She heard the tension in his voice. “I have important meetings today. We're making progress on that new cancer treatment. What's wrong with your car?”

“Everything, according to the mechanic. If we're lucky it might be fixed by this afternoon.”

“Nothing to worry about, then. You'll be here before I'm finished work.”

“You're never finished work,” Linda snapped.

Claire slumped on the bed and opened up her laptop. “Like he even cares.” She put on her headphones and accessed her social media site. Stuck here in hicksville, she wrote, and posted a picture of the decrepit frame house on the outside of town.

Cool, posted Jules, is it haunted?

Yeah, by mosquitoes and deer flies, she replied. This whole place is a bug-infested swamp.

Linda rapped on the back of Claire's laptop with a knuckle, and Claire looked up in annoyance. She pushed the headphones down. “What?”

“Let's go for breakfast. Unless you want that box of rancid raisins from the convenience store.”

Gotta go, she posted, and closed the laptop. She dug her new blush lipstick out of her purse and slicked it on.

They squeezed past the parked cars, trucks and tractors at the busy diner. Voices drifted off when Linda and Claire entered. They made their way to the one empty table by the wall. When the server finally came by to pour coffee, they ordered cheese omelets with orange juice. Linda didn't want to think of the upcoming charges. She dumped sugar in her coffee and stirred.

“You hear about those kids who were killed last night?” They jumped, but the voice was not directed at them. A group of people clustered around a nearby table, forking breakfast into their mouths.

“Right,” replied a man in a peaked cap. “Down on Old Mill Creek, about where it reaches the river. At the edge of the provincial park.”

“What happened?” said a woman, both hands wrapped around her coffee cup.

“Some lunatic must have attacked them. Body parts thrown all over the place.”

“Put on your headphones,” Linda whispered to Claire.

“No way,” she replied. “I want to hear this.”

At the table, one of the older women spread red jam on her toast. “Don't worry. My Dick's on the job.”

“Your husband, Rosie?”

“My husband Dick.” She bit into her toast. “I told you he got that security job with the park service.”

Everyone murmured acknowledgment.

“Well,” said the woman, “He saw the scene and according to him it was enough to make you upchuck three nights of dinners. It wasn't no lunatic, he says, the way the flesh was eaten off the bones. Some kind of animals. Maybe half-wild dogs.”

“They're the worst,” said a man. “Afraid of nothing. They get together at night and run down deer, even attack people's pets. Skinner next farm down had to take his dog to the vet, you know that old hound, they almost killed 'er.”

Another woman dunked toast in her egg yolk. “Well, the mayor took care of that last year. Too many people keeping dogs just to protect properties, letting them loose at night. Not to mention morons dumping their unwanted animals.”

Voices muttered. “Yeah, we shot 'em. The dogs, anyway.”

“So what was it?” someone asked. “No bears around here. A few wolves down deep in the woods, but they don't attack people.”

“Coyotes?”

“Maybe a cougar. Saw one down past the farm buildings.”

“Sure you did. You been into MacDonald's hooch. Probably some overgrown stray cat.”

“Let me call my Dick,” said Rosie.

––––––––
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At the bloody campsite on Old Mill Creek, Dick Bennett answered his phone. “Yeah, honey, you're not supposed to call me at work.” He listened. “I know everyone wants to know, but the police just got here.” He wandered off, talking to her.

Near one of the torn corpses, ranger Sharlene Jackson crouched down, careful not to touch anything. She'd seen deer carcasses, she'd seen severe roadkill, but never six dismembered skeletons with the flesh gnawed off the bones.
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