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Chapter One

Drowned Moose Lake







I’m not a camping person, but if it meant time alone with Brady and sharing a sleeping bag for four nights in a row, then I’d put up with the bugs, the no showers, and the lack of toilets. Especially since our relationship was about to come to an end. I needed some good memories in there.

This whole camping adventure was the idea of Keith and Stefan, the couple walking several meters in front of us. We’d met them in the Queer Student Alliance at school at the start of grade eleven and became fast friends after that. They’d repeatedly asked us to join them on their wilderness camping, but we’d always said no. Well, I’d always said no and Brady always chose to stay with me. But now that we’d all just graduated high school and some of us were moving on to new adventures, it felt like I should finally say yes to their camping proposal.

“I’m really looking forward to this, Eli,” Brady said, giving my hand a squeeze. Our palms were sweaty in the muggy July heat, but I wanted to keep holding it. Good memories and all.

“This’ll be fun,” I said to Brady, but more to prop myself up and try to shut down my building discomfort. This mugginess ran the risk of making these four nights miserable, but I desperately hoped not. I needed these four days to be wonderful. 

It was after we returned back to the city that I was going to finally and officially break things off with Brady so he could go start his new life in Vancouver free of the deadweight of me. Sometimes I felt guilty about it—making sure this camping trip with him was amazing and then dumping him right after. He’d get over it though. He’d move on. This was more for me. I’ll never get another Brady. I don’t deserve one.

It would’ve been easier on me if Keith and Stefan liked going to nice campgrounds in provincial parks. At least there we’d have access to outhouses and some running water. But, no. They liked hiking into uncharted wilderness and setting up camp there.

Thus, Keith’s mom dropped us all off at the side of the highway in rural Manitoba, right next to a dirt hiking trail that looked overgrown from lack of use. From there we started hiking into the woods. Keith and Stefan seemed to know where we were going. Brady happily went along, like walking into the woods with no map was a perfectly wonderful idea.

Maybe it’s because they’re all the sporty type. I’m athletic, sure, but I’m not the full-on sports and outdoor type that they are.

The mosquitoes were intense just five minutes down the path and we’d stopped to douse ourselves in bug spray, then kept going. The further we hiked, the narrower the trail became and sometimes we had to go single-file with how the trees closed in on us.

My back was killing me with the heavy load I was carrying. We had food to last us five days, clothing, tents, and sleeping bags, and a handful of things to keep us busy like a football and a compass for exploring.

I’d checked my phone a half hour ago and noticed we were out of cell reception range. My foster family wanted me to call home at least once to let them know all is well, even though we all knew that if I didn’t call they wouldn’t even notice. If I decided to call, though, I’d have to hike back to the highway where the connection was spotty and slow, but at least existed.

“We’re almost there!” Keith called over his shoulder.

I gave Brady’s hand another squeeze, trying to mask my deflating enthusiasm. Looking ahead, I could see the trees breaking a bit, forming a clearing.

Suddenly, Stefan took off running—as best he could with his heavy pack—hooting and hollering. As we ascended one last rise, I could finally see the clearing and the blue, shimmering water beyond. We’d reached our destination.

Drowned Moose Lake.

What an awfully depressing name.

I put on my best smile and picked up the pace. Brady was quicker, pulling me along like a dog tugging at a leash. When we caught up with Keith and Stefan, they’d shucked their backpacks off. We did the same and it felt amazing to take the load off. I stretched my arms and arched my back, both feeling and hearing my spine popping.

Brady put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close, planting a kiss on the top of my head. I tilted my head back and he kissed me again, this time on the lips.

“This’ll be fun,” he said, echoing my earlier words. They sounded more genuine and convincing coming from him.

I forced a smile to indicate I’d give “having fun” my best effort. Really, despite my dislike of camping, I was looking forward to all the quiet time with Brady, brief and final as it might be. With us both living with family—me with a foster family and him with his real family—we really had no private time at home.

Brady and I turned around in a slow circle, taking in our surroundings. Drowned Moose Lake was rather small to be given the name “lake”, but the water looked a pristine blue. Around all sides of the lake, for as far as I could see, stood tall pine and birch trees, crowding right up to the edge of the water. Right here was the only grassy patch in sight, making it a perfect campsite.

Brady chuckled and I looked to see what had made him laugh.

Keith and Stefan were frantically stripping down to nothing and racing toward the water. Stefan’s feet got caught in his briefs and he tumbled to the grass, then he laughed and shoved himself up and chased after Keith toward the water, reaching it just a moment after him. The lake, at least right here, seemed shallow as they both ran into the water, similar to how they’d run in at a beach. There didn’t seem to be a drop-off, at least not right here. Stefan tackled Keith and the two of them tumbled into the water, splashing everywhere and breaking into uproarious laughter.

I felt Brady move and I looked up at him. He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

I bit my lip. Normally, this wasn’t something I’d do, but this whole trip was about embracing new adventures, about making good memories before we make bad ones.

Playfully, I shoved Brady backward and he fell on his ass. Then I quickly started yanking my clothing off. Catching on almost immediately, Brady pulled off his clothes and ran after me, chasing me into the water.

“Nice view!” he shouted from behind me.

I gave my butt an extra wiggle as I charged into the lake.

As I ran, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. By someone other than Brady.




Chapter Two

Blood Red Sky







After cooling off in the lake and just relaxing for a bit, the heat didn’t feel quite so oppressive. Eventually we got out of the water, threw on a few pieces of clothing, and started setting up our campsite.

Stefan helped Brady and I set up our tent while Keith set up theirs. Then Stefan showed me how to zip two sleeping bags together so Brady and I could cuddle all night.

As I set to the task, I felt a sudden pang of deep guilt. While I had wanted this to be a last burst of happy memories before I finally told him the truth and ended what we had, was I setting him up for even bigger disappointment and heartbreak? Would it have been better to force this relationship to fizzle out so that a breakup felt more natural?

I had set a date next week to break it off with him. He was flying out to Vancouver for university next month and I…I was doing nothing and going nowhere. Well, I had to go somewhere because the foster system was ready to kick me out in September when I finally turned eighteen and my foster family certainly didn’t want to keep me around. At that point I’d be homeless, penniless, and destined to a miserable life. I couldn’t drag Brady along through that. He needed to live his best life and find a boyfriend who was a better match for him, someone that would soar with him, not someone who would drag him down and drown him.

He’d beg for a long-distance relationship, but my answer to that was a hard no. Breaking up now when things were good and strong was better than holding onto this relationship right to its last dying gasps in the winter when all we had were staticky video calls to keep us connected.

My cheeks warmed with a blush of shame. Brady had no idea any of this was coming.

I looked up when I heard a sudden yelp from Brady. He’d fallen back on his ass and the tent had collapsed with him. Keith laughed, but abandoned their own tent to help Brady and Stefan finish ours.

With the tent under control, Keith came over to help me unpack some of our stuff. “Thanks for coming,” he said. “We’ve been wanting to have you guys along for quite a while.” Of the two of them, Keith and I clicked the best. He always seemed to be in tune with how I was feeling—not as in tune as Brady was, but more so than the average person. Stefan was much more intellectual; he liked to have fun and I liked hanging out with him, but I always found him a little difficult to talk to. 

I smiled, hoping my blush of shame was long gone. “Thanks for being persistent.”

We watched Stefan and Brady struggle setting up the tent. Brady looked at me with a big grin of not-yet-earned accomplishment.

“I know this isn’t really your thing,” Keith said, “but I hope you’ll enjoy it.”

“I’m sure I will,” I said. I tore my eyes from Brady and looked again at our surroundings. “This place is gorgeous.”

Keith laughed as Stefan and Brady struggled with the final tent peg. I noticed then that Keith had a thin gold chain around his neck.

“New necklace?” I asked.

He slipped his finger under the chain and brought the pendant out from under his shirt. “Yeah,” he said. “For graduation, Stefan got us matching cross necklaces. You know, since I’m off to seminary and all.”

I smiled. It was a nice gift, even if I didn’t quite understand the religion thing. My parents made me go with them when I was young and I remembered enjoying it, but when I entered the foster system they took me to churches that talked about how evil I was for being gay. I stopped going and never went back.

I couldn’t hold off the burning question I’d had for months now, so I finally blurted it out. “How do you, like, reconcile the gay thing with the faith thing?” My cheeks burned a bit at that question. It somehow felt wrong to ask.

“There’s no reconciling needed,” he said. He put his arm around my shoulders. I wasn’t sure if I was really struggling with the question, like, on a personal level, but maybe I was, because this show of support warmed me. “It’s just homophobes and haters that say you can’t be both queer and a person of faith. Part of my calling to ministry is to help other people see that.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Well, I really hope you have that impact on people.”

“Ta-da!” Brady said, pulling our attention back to the tent. It was fully set-up; now we had to blow up the mattress.




• • •




Later that day, as the sun began to set and the stars peeked through the darkening night, Keith started up a bonfire and Stefan dug out some marshmallows. Brady and I grabbed our flashlights and wandered into the nearby woods in search of roasting sticks.

When we were safely out of auditory range, Brady said, “You’re hating this, aren’t you?”

“What? No,” I said, trying my best to sound convincing. I was enjoying spending the day with Brady and the guys and the idea of a few days of this kind of privacy was a happy one. “I mean, I’m feeling a little gross from the humidity and not being able to have a shower.”

Brady stepped closer to me, pressing his body against mine. “We could always go in the lake for a dip, wash each other off.”

My heart fluttered at that, despite my not wanting it to.

He pressed his lips to my forehead, kissing me, and murmuring, “Together forever?”

I sank into the kiss, my knees going weak for a moment. My lips ended up near his Adam’s apple, so I kissed it and murmured back, “Forever.”

Brady slid his hand down my back, to the top of my shorts. If I didn’t stop him now, we’d take this further than I wanted to. My guilt was eating at me right now, I couldn’t do this.

I pressed my palms against his chest and gently pushed him back a step. Both of us let out a sigh of disappointment as I did so.

“We have to find sticks,” I said.

When I tried to step away, Brady pulled me close again and kissed me hard, his tongue slipping into my mouth. It was the kind of kiss that always made me melt, the kind of kiss that made me want to do more with him. It was the kind of kiss I was going to sorely miss when I break up with him next week.

And that thought put me completely out of the mood. I didn’t want to be rude to him, so I kissed a bit more, but gently wound down the passion until we ended on a chaste kiss.

“Come on,” I said, “they’re waiting.”

We scoured the forest floor for sticks. Brady found a large branch that had fallen and he pulled out his pocketknife to saw off four reasonably long and straight sticks while I held my flashlight up for him.

“Thank you for giving up your Dungeons & Dragons night for this,” Brady said as he whittled those pointy ends.

“Of course,” I said. “They can all miss one week. This is more important.”

“You’re sure?” he asked. I knew why he was pushing at this; I was dedicated to my D&D nights and hadn’t missed a single one in our entire relationship. Thursday nights were always bachelor night for him because my campaign always took precedence.

“I’m the Dungeon Master,” I said. “I’m in charge.”

He smiled.

“You skipped stuff too,” I reminded him. Since Thursday was always Dungeons & Dragons for me, that night had turned into a hangout night with his sister. They would usually bake a dessert, make fancy coffees, and watch a movie.

He winked at me. “My sister understands my priorities.” He pocketed his knife. “I think these are good for roasting stuff.”

When we returned to the campsite, the sun was fully down and all streaks of dusk were gone. The moon shone bright. The fire was at full blaze and they’d pulled out the four camping chairs we’d hauled out here and set them up around the fire.

Brady gave the sticks to Keith, who pulled out his own pocketknife and sharpened the tips for optimal marshmallow poking. As Keith worked, the gold chain and cross that Stefan had given him dangled out of the collar of his shirt, glinting in the firelight. Several minutes later, we were each roasting marshmallows and staring up at the sky. We mostly sat in silence, but would sometimes talk about funny memories of high school or about hopes and dreams for the future.

I did my best to disengage from the conversation because I didn’t need to hear it all over again—Brady going west to study architecture, Keith going east for ministry, and Stefan following Keith on a volleyball scholarship. Instead, I just leaned my head back and stared up at the night sky. I didn’t want to talk about the future. Everyone had plans, except for me. Everyone was going to be happy and successful, except for me.

Shoving my latest marshmallow in my mouth, I tried not to yelp from the lava-like heat coating the roof of my mouth. Once the pain cleared and I was more aware of everything again, I was in awe of the sight above our heads.

I got the attention of the guys and pointed upward.

Aurora Borealis—the Northern Lights—danced above our heads. Ribbons of green and blue and yellow and violet rippled through the sky, rapidly changing colors and reweaving their patterns.

A new color started appearing, a deep red, almost blood-like. I had seen the Northern Lights a few times before, but I couldn’t recall seeing red as one of the colors, and certainly not a red like this.

Like a cancer, those small splotches of red grew, overtaking every other color, until the sky was filled with only crimson light.

“Shit,” Brady said under his breath. Keith and Stefan echoed that with swears of their own.

The night sky was ablaze with what looked like illuminated blood. Somewhere not too far away, a wolf howled.




Chapter Three

The Watchers







I jolted to consciousness, shooting up to a seated position, my chest heaving with gasps. My hair was wet with sweat. I’d dreamt of fire. Again.

I looked down at Brady. I hadn’t woken him, thank God. He didn’t know about the dreams. I slowly laid back down and stared up at the canvas above our heads. It took me a too-long moment to connect the dots as to why I felt so grimy and why there was canvas above me and why Brady was in a sleeping bag next to me.

Camping. We were camping.

It was morning now, though I had no idea how early. The sun was up but it seemed low and not too intense, so it had probably only come up an hour ago or so.

Brady and I were in our joined sleeping bag; I was lying on my back and he was on his side. My butt sagged too far down; our air mattress had partially deflated overnight.

Groaning, I stretched my legs straight out and arched my back, trying to ease out some of the stiffness. As quiet as I had tried to be, I must have woken Brady because he let out a groaning sigh and I felt his fingers curl against my stomach.

“Good morning,” he mumbled.

“Morning,” I said.

I could count on one hand how many times we’d spent the night together like this—and still have leftover fingers. It was special. It was also…unsettling since as of next week we’d never have this again. I didn’t really want these special moments right now, because they’d make breaking up that much harder to do.

Still, the part of me that was deeply attracted to Brady—the part that liked to ignore next week’s reality—took over my mind. I leaned in close and gave him a kiss on the lips. For going camping, his morning breath wasn’t bad and I could work around it.

He groaned in pleasure from the kiss and rolled onto his back, tugging me along with him so I was resting against his chest. He pulled me in for another kiss, stirring deep passion in me. As we kissed, I slid my hands down his body, feeling up every muscle and curve. When my hand slid further south, he groaned again and for some reason this made me break from the kiss and giggle. I rested my head on his shoulder.

“How quiet can you be?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

I should have said no. Fooling around with him and having moments of passion wasn’t a good idea—especially with the other guys no more than twenty feet away in their own tent. But, damn it, this man turned me on. He always did.

“Quiet enough,” I whispered back.

He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me close again for a kiss. In response, I slipped a hand into the front of his shorts.

We were soon lost in passion. I loved Brady so much, which always made these alone times so intense. But that same deep love was going to make breaking up with him all the more harder. Part of me wanted to try that long distance relationship, but I knew it wouldn’t work. They never did.

There was a sudden hitch in Brady’s soft panting, telling me he liked what I was doing. Before I could take it further, he suddenly put his hands on my biceps and looked past me. I stilled, went quiet, and looked over my shoulder.

A shadow, the silhouette of one of the guys, darkened the tent wall by our feet.

“Shit,” I whispered, resting my face at the base of his neck. I started giggling. Looking back over my shoulder, I saw a second shadow join the first—both guys were standing there, listening.

Brady started giggling too. I rolled off him and laid beside him. When my giggles slowed, I looked at the tent wall—the guys were still standing there, unmoving.

“Get a good listen, pervs?” I called out.

“They probably enjoyed it,” Brady whispered in my ear. “Was probably more exciting than what happened in their tent.”

I giggled again. The guys still hadn’t moved or said anything.

“Get lost, guys!” I called out. Still, they didn’t move. I crawled toward the zipper flap and unzipped it. “You guys beating off or some—”

My words trailed off as soon as the flap fell open. The guys weren’t there.

I stuck my head out and looked around, but still couldn’t see them anywhere.

“What’s wrong?” Brady asked.

I shook my head, trying to clear the disbelief. “They, uh, they’re not out here.”

“They must’ve run off,” he said. “As soon as the flap opened the shadows were gone too.” He winked at me. “They probably were beating off.”

I took one more look outside and still didn’t see any sign of them. I zipped up the flap and crawled back to Brady. “Where were we?” I murmured as I leaned in for a kiss.

But he put his hand on my chest, stopping me from reaching him with my lips. He was looking past me again.

I turned my head. The shadows were back.
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