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Chapter 1




The rain pounded against my face as I squinted to catch a glimpse of Wade’s dripping silhouette. There was no sign of him among the drenched spruce and scrub oak. My feet squelched inside my boots, rain pelted endlessly, and I was miserable. Even more miserable than when we’d started, or perhaps miserable in a different way. 

It shouldn’t be allowed to rain when you head out for a week’s hiking to take your mind off things. Sadly, no one had informed the weather of my mood. I’d checked the forecast before we set off, and it’d been clear skies, but now it was nothing but grey overcast. The steep rock walls of the park formed a massive unbroken ring around us, effectively blocking cell phone signals, so we couldn’t even check the upcoming forecast and had to hope it’d clear.

“Miiiiike!” Wade bellowed at me from up the trail. “Come on, old man.” 

Damned cheek for someone only a few months younger than me, and excuse me, but I was old. Mid-thirties wasn’t old and there was still time for things to work out; I still had time. As I scrubbed at my face, trying to stifle my thoughts, Wade disappeared again. 

I lumbered up the incline, boots slipping on wet rock, heavy drops from the leaf canopy above smacking me on the head. 

He was waiting at the lookout, and I was huffing by the time I got there. Even in the wet, the view made me gasp. The Devil’s Cup State Park was an ancient volcanic caldera over fifty miles across in a great basin shape, hence the name. 

From where we stood, we could see across the now-distant stone rim, cliffs rising above tumbled rocky foothills within a sea of blue-green treetops. Everything was blurry under the wet, grey blanket of lowering clouds. 

“Hey, Slothapotamus, you want a break?” Wade peered at me from under his hood. 

He’d tightened the strings around his face, so he looked like an Ewok. I shook my head. Trying to make it less obvious I was out of puff, I stared across the valley. We couldn’t see the lake from the lookout, but we’d caught occasional glimpses as we hiked the south fork trail, the surface ashen to match the sky. 

“Where’s the pass from here?” I asked. 

The way we’d come in was across the giant basin we’d slogged through, the only place accessible on foot. There were a couple of other points that could be scaled, but neither Wade nor I were climbers. 

“Somewhere over there.” Wade pointed in the misty rain.

We were hoping to get a few of the best trails in, none of the particularly difficult ones, just a nice hike. Not much chance of that in this weather.

“How’re you holding up?” Wade asked, his face serious for once.

I glanced at him, unsure if this was a dig at my general lack of fitness or if he was enquiring about my mental state. Neither were topics I cared to discuss. 

“I’m fine,” I said.

My recent breakup was still red raw. It’d been difficult all round, with a lot of ‘he said-he said,’ and fighting over who got custody of the furniture, friends, and favorite sports bar. I’d been a sitting duck when Wade’s girlfriend cancelled on this trip last minute and he’d called to see if I wanted to fill in. 

He caught me at a low ebb, when I’d reached the unfortunate stage of breakup angst when you began pondering the big questions in life: Was I going to die alone? How the hell did I rent a new apartment without a dishwasher? That kind of thing. So, foolishly, the idea of a hike had appealed. Now, the cold, wet, muddy reality of it was not so appealing.

Wade grinned at me now. “You sure you don’t want to take a break?”

“No, I’m good,” I said, which was a lie in more ways than one.

I’d made a firm commitment not to think about Ben on the trip or everything that had gone wrong. Which naturally meant I spent all my spare time thinking about it. Also, I underestimated exactly how much I’d miss my phone. 

“Let’s get going,” I said, hitching the straps of my pack and making it move. “You’ve held us up long enough.”

He snorted at me and turned back onto the trail. Wade was big into hiking; me, not so much. I mean, I liked it, but I didn’t know all the woodsy stuff like he did. It’d taken me all of five minutes on the first day to work out I didn’t like hiking when it was miserable and rainy. 

I’d also conclusively shelved my long-held misbelief of walking the Appalachian Trail one day. I tried to tell myself it was nice to be out, though, away from work and the interminable paperwork, office politics, and trying to put on a happy face every day.

From the lookout, we headed back into the gloom under the trees. The odd cottonwood and maple showed among the oak and fir now, our footsteps hollow on built-up leaf mold. The rain never stopped, so it was surprising when the sky brightened from a dull grey to a sickly white ten or fifteen minutes later. We’d come out through patchy trees into a small clearing, and I thought at first it was the effect of that, of coming into the open again, that made it seem to be getting lighter. With the low, overcast sky, it was obvious the sun wasn’t coming out. 

We both paused, looking up. Around us, everything was still, and there was no sound aside from the patter of rain and the steady drip from the trees. Then, faintly there was a sizzling noise. A little twinge twisted in my stomach. Everything lightened. Odd shadows appeared on the ground. Across the snippet of the sky above us blazed a streak of white fire, a great ball of light with a tail shrouded by a dank cloud. I froze, head tipped back.

“What the hell…?” was as far as I got.

“It must—” Wade’s high-pitched words were cut off by an almighty boom as what it was hit the ground. Or maybe it wasn’t because a second later, there was another deafening bang. Through the trees came a shockwave like a hurricane wind. My face was blasted with dirt and leaves. A giant hand knocked me off my feet, buffeting me aside with casual brutality. I hit the ground, hard, the shock jarring through my joints, stunning me.

Then the ground shook; I could feel it through my ass, where I’d fallen. I had trouble catching my breath. The smell of damp and rotten leaves clotted my nostrils. A distant rumble lasted for a few seconds, and then everything went quiet again. I wiped my eyes with a shaking hand. Wade and I looked at each other from where we were sprawled. I could feel my heartbeat in my ears.

“Wow,” he said. “I think it was a meteor.”

For some reason I hadn’t expected you’d be able to see a meteor in the day. I guess I’d always pictured shooting stars. A warm tide rushed into my chest. We were okay—whatever it was had missed us, passed us by, and everything was okay.

“Man, did it hit in the park?” Wade was wide-eyed, which made him look manic. I inspected him; the idiot was excited.

“Holy shit, dude,” I said, which earned me a frown. I was still feeling that welcome reprieve, and also, occasionally, I like to ‘forget’ some things that had stuck with Wade from his days as a teacher. Before he came to his senses, Wade taught high school English, and his schtick on swearing was it was ‘lazy.’ There are better words apparently. Whatever—after he’d dragged me out into the endlessly soggy wilderness, I was entitled to some laziness. 

“Seriously?” I threw a twig in his direction. “If that’s not worth bad language, I don’t know what the fuck is.”

He shook his head, recognizing this as blatant provocation, and crawled forward onto his knees. 

Righting myself while wearing a full, heavy pack, I discovered it took strategy, patience, and balance, all things I appeared to be having difficulty with. I scrabbled around, twigs and pebbles grinding under my palms and knees. Eventually, I accepted a hand up from Wade, struggling to my feet like an overladen camel.

“Thanks.” He’d slipped out of his pack before standing up. “Well fuck,” I said, mainly to annoy him.

We stood and tried to see through the screen of trees toward where the thing had hit. Even in the grey overcast, a great plume was visible, though whether of smoke or dust, I couldn’t tell. I stared at it, my forehead wrinkling. Was that normal?

“Do you reckon it’s near the pass?” Wade said.

“Pretty close if not,” I said.

We looked at each other again.

“I guess we should go see?” I offered.

It’d take us more than a day to get back to the park entrance, and I had to admit, I didn’t think it had hit the pass. I mean, talk about a bullseye if it had. What I was thinking was, if we went back to the pass, we could climb over the pass. And then down the mile or so to the Forest Service parking lot where Wade’s trusty Mazda waited to take us back to civilization. Or at least somewhere warm and dry—if it had beer and pizza, it would be a bonus.

To my pleasant surprise, Wade agreed we should start heading back. If he hadn’t said anything about cutting our waterlogged outing short, I was sure I could persuade him once we got there. Besides, who didn’t want to see where a meteor hit?

We set off again, slogging back down the trail we’d come out of. Everything was still and silent, and I presumed any wildlife had been well and truly scared into hiding.

“Do you think there’ll be a crater?” I asked. 

I kept looking at the rising column of smoke, which was visible through the canopy now. At this distance, it was a thin finger rising to the sky, but it must be massive where it hit. If it wasn’t so wet, I’d have thought a wildfire had started.

“Maybe. Maybe not. I think mostly they break up before hitting the ground.”

“Felt like it hit something.”

“Could’ve been just shockwave.”

“No way.”

“Yes way.”

It was obvious Wade and I have been friends since elementary.


      [image: image-placeholder]It took us most of the day to return to Harper’s Meadow, a designated campground. Not exactly sure why, given there was nothing there besides a wide empty plateau among the trees, with no shelter or outhouse like in some of the parks. The rain had stopped briefly but everything was still sodden, and the low misty cloud made it clear rain would recommence as soon as we tried to set up our tent.

Our arrival was heralded by a stuffed toy of a dog barreling down the trail at us at full yap. I had no idea what the barking was about, given it bounced around us in apparent delight. Don’t get me wrong, I like dogs. It was cute, like a mop of red-orange hair with a little foxy face and ears, a Pomeranian-Spitz cross we found out later. It was a shocking patch of color in a landscape dampened to tones of grey and greyer.

We came out from the trees onto the campground and found a large tent set up on one side, the type you could stand up in, unlike Wade’s compact A-frame. I flicked a glance around the space, checking for people but saw no one. A fire was burning in the middle of a ring of stones, the smoke rising straight up in the damp motionless air. Larger rocks were spaced around at intervals to serve as seating; one thing the park had in abundance was rock. 

The dog joyously announced our arrival by running around and yapping some more. A woman came out of the tent to stand under its porch-like annex. She had short, dyed blonde hair, a snub nose, and eyes that disappeared when she squinted at us.

“Barney, get back here,” she called in a voice that clearly said, ‘I know the dog’s not going to listen, but it’s polite to seem like I’m trying.’

I remembered that voice from my last dog; I still missed him.

“Hi.” We did the awkward wave thing. The woman smiled but gave us the once over to make sure we weren’t crazed hillbillies toting banjos, I assumed. How could you tell when everyone’s filthy and unshaven? I wasn’t sure. General lack of stringed instruments, maybe? 

I smiled so she could see I had all my teeth, then briefly considered introducing Wade as ‘Cletus.’ I was not sure he could pull it off, to be honest. I think we were both nondescript, as men go. Even in his mid-thirties, Wade still managed to look like a gangly adolescent with his round chin and close-cropped, curly hair; although he harbored the misconception, he looked like John Boyega. I was a little shorter than he was, and occasionally, people noticed a resemblance to Kit Harington, which I obviously encouraged, although it might be the wild hair.

“Mom, Mom!” a young boy, maybe eight or nine years old, belted out of the trail, which continued on the other side of the clearing, and fell abruptly silent when he noticed Cletus and me. 

The kid continued to approach at a more sedate pace, looking us over as he did so. He was a snub-nosed copy of mom but with brown instead of streaked blonde hair. The dog tore over and cavorted around him like he’d been gone for a year. Dad appeared from the trail behind them, and we met the Taylor family: Dan, Mel, and their son, Josh.

Dan, we discovered, was a talker. He slightly resembled Jimmy Kimmel and sported an expensive trekking jacket. I’d looked at the same one online before deciding it was too rich for my blood. We stood around awkwardly for a few minutes as he explained he was camping, rather than hiking, because of his wife and kid.

“You know you’re not supposed to have dogs in the park?” Wade said as he bent to pet the animal.

Mel turned to her husband. “See, I told you they weren’t allowed.”

Dan blew a raspberry, clearly unbothered. “He’s fine. He’s only little.”

“Did you see the meteor?” the kid, Josh, asked us.

“Meteorite, kiddo,” Dan said. “It’s a meteor in the sky and a meteorite when it hits the ground.”

Well, that was something I didn’t know. 

The boy considered, face scrunched in thought. “I have a Spiderman watch,” he said at last. “It’s new.” He extended his arm to display this treasure to us.

Kids were not my thing.

“I’m hungry.” Josh turned his attention back to his dad.


      [image: image-placeholder]We set up on the opposite side of the clearing, as far from the Taylors as possible. There were a few hours of daylight left, but we weren’t in such a great rush to get back to the pass. It was always better to set up camp when you could see too. Naturally, the rain started up. We came up short on one tent peg, and I knelt beside my pack, checking through again.

“Looks like you’re going a bit thin on top there,” Wade said. “Maybe you should get Emma to give you a cut. Shave off, you know.” Wade’s girlfriend was a hairdresser. “She could hide the bald spot for you.”

I shook my head at him as he tried this one every time we hung out. “Fat chance. You’ll have a full crop circle before I lose a hair.” 

Dan Taylor came up then and kept us company as we finished setting up the tent. His crop circle had been disguised by strategic forward brushing, I noticed, and I glanced at Wade to check he’d clocked it. 

Dan appeared keen; we should know he’d done some serious hiking pre-marriage and family. Given his gift of the gab, he was a realtor, a revelation that completely failed to surprise me. The raindrops eased to a light mist almost as soon as we were done, but I left Wade to it and retreated to the tent. I hadn’t the mental fortitude for the state of Boise real estate.

Inside, I rolled out my sleeping bag. It smelled musty, and I wrinkled my nose as I flopped on it. The Taylors seemed nice enough, even if I put Mel down as one of those women with kids instead of a personality. 

That was why it was so surprising when she stumbled back into the clearing later, flapping her arms around and screeching like a banshee.








  
  
Chapter 2




We rushed over to check if she was okay. Technically, there could be bears, bobcats, mountain lions, and the like in the park, although sightings were rare. My face tightened as I scanned the edges of the campground, peering into the deepening shadows. I noticed Wade checking as well. He shook his head.  

Mel kept rubbing at the back of her hand like she couldn’t stop. “In the hole, oh God, it was there, there was an animal. Then the thing went into my hand. Oh God, oh God, oh God.” She was incoherent, panting words.

“Mel, you’re frightening Josh.” Dan leaned in and did the hissing thing parents did as if their offspring were selectively deaf. “Here let me see.” He reached out, took her hand gently, and looked at it. “There’s nothing there; you’ve just rubbed it red.” He showed her the place she’d been worrying about. “See?”

“I know what happened.” She wrenched her hand back and chafed at it again.

“Where’s the trowel?” Dan asked her.

Mel looked blankly at him, her mouth hanging open. “What? Have you even been listening?” She gestured back towards where she’d come from, a red flush running into her cheeks.

“Calm down,” Dan said.

Hoo boy, even I knew that was not the thing to say to your agitated wife. Mel’s face went red from forehead to chin. She was shaking slightly.

Dan’s hands went to his hips. “Alright, I’ll go and have a look.” He heaved a sigh. “Come on, Joshy, let’s go see.”

“No!” Mel looked back. “Don’t take him down there.”

This was ignored by Dan and the kid, who headed off down the trail. 

“Dan, I said don’t take him. Josh, get back here!” Mel stood, hands on hips, but as they disappeared, she reluctantly followed. “Be careful down there. Do you hear me?” 

Wade and I followed, too, as there wasn’t a whole lot else happening, and a bit of entertainment wouldn’t go astray. We tailed behind Mel as she led us off the path through scrub oak and chokeberry to a little clearing in a stand of blue spruce. Darkness from under the trees reached across it like fingers. 

Dots of dug-over spots showed the family had been using it as a latrine area. Between them, raindrops clung to tufts of long grass. By the time we arrived, Dan was hunkered down beside a small hole, the trowel in his hand.

“There’s nothing here, just some worms.” He poked about with the little shovel.

Around us, nothing moved. Beyond the open space, the woods stretched silently into gloom.

“I’m telling you, there was something there. It was an animal. I saw it. It moved fast, like a fish.” Mel’s voice wavered.

Dan stared up at her. “An animal in the ground that moved like a fish?” He huffed a sigh and twisted his mouth at us. Mel didn’t notice as she was trying to get Josh to come away from the hole.

“There’s nothing here now.” Dan bent forward, putting a knee to the damp ground, and reaching in with his hand. He tossed the loose wet mud about a bit, uncovering more of the wriggling worms. It was peculiarly quiet, the air still, as if muffled.

“Don’t touch them.” Mel’s voice went up several octaves. She clutched an arm around her son and pulled him away. The boy looked like he was suffering near-terminal embarrassment. “It went in my hand,” she hissed at Dan, again, as if Josh couldn’t hear. She waved the offending body part at her husband as if to prove it. 

I was sorry for her. The woman looked close to tears, her eyes bloodshot. I shuffled my feet a little in the long grass. Was she having some kind of breakdown? It felt embarrassing for me and Wade to be there to see it, like we should give her some privacy. 

Josh took the opportunity of his mom’s waving hand to make a spirited bid for freedom, only to be restrained more tightly.

“Dan, come away from there,” Mel ordered him.

Dan responded with a snort. “Don’t be ridiculous.” He dug about a little more with the trowel. “I don’t know what you thought you saw, but there’s nothing here but some wrigglers.” Dan reached in and scooped a trowel full of dirt and worms. “Come and see, Josh, they won’t hurt you.” He tipped the scoop onto his hand and brushed away the grit. I got a waft of an odd smell I couldn’t place, though it was slightly astringent.

“No.” Mel Taylor kept a tight hold of the boy and held him back.

“Look, they’re only worms. Here, Joshy, give me your hand.” Dan reached his hand out for the kid to see, nudging a few squirming specimens across his palm in a grotesque offering. 

Mel made an odd choking noise and pulled the boy further away.

“Look, there’s nothing to be scared of. Mommy’s just being a bit silly.” Dan poked at the worms.

Josh looked at the things undulating on his father’s palm like they were steaming turds.

Dan stood and extended his hand to us so we could have a look. He wore an ostentatious, gold pinkie ring featuring an eagle with wings extravagantly spread. Wade and I leaned in and peered at the worms cupped in his palm. They were smaller than regular earthworms, fine and thread-like. Dan was right: nothing to make a fuss about. In fact, I wasn’t sure which was worse, the tasteless ring or the worms.

As I watched, though, the things writhed unpleasantly, an obscene cross between maggots and spaghetti, and my palms itched looking at them. On Dan’s hand, one of the worms rose up, almost like it was sniffing, and my nostrils crinkled faintly in response. Then, so fast it was nearly too quick to see, it arched up like an inchworm, whipped down, and disappeared into the skin of Dan’s palm.

“Aaaah.” Dan smacked his hands together wildly. “Ah, crap.”

We all jerked back in shock. A hint of fright clawed through me.

“The damn thing bit me,” Dan said. He brushed his hands together hard, his face tense. When he pulled his palms apart to look, there was a smear of blood. “Huh,” he said. “I squished it, anyway.” He wiped his hands roughly down his front.

Here was the thing, I didn’t think that was what happened. I couldn’t help backing up a few paces from Dan. He hadn’t squashed the worm, or at least not the one I’d seen. I swallowed hard. The worm had stretched itself, needle fine, and disappeared like a hypodermic needle into his hand. 

I met Wade’s gaze, and we both took a few more steps back in the growing dark.

“Well, nothing to see,” Dan announced like a cop to onlookers. He kicked the dirt back into the hole, flicked the trowel back and forth a couple of times, and then set off back up the hill like nothing had happened.

The rest of us followed the path, Wade and me, then Mel Taylor with the kid tucked under an arm like a mother hen. Wade looked back at her before muttering, “She doesn’t look too good.”

I glanced past him at the woman. She appeared hot and flustered, and I got the impression Josh might have been partially holding her up. She raised her head, and I was shocked at how bloodshot her eyes were. With unease, I wondered if she was actually on drugs. 

“Do you need a hand?” I asked her.

“No, I’m fine, really. I just need to lie down.” She clutched her son, and the two of them staggered up the path together.


      [image: image-placeholder]When we trickled back into camp, two strangers, a man and a woman, were sprawled beside the fire. I put them in their early twenties. They were filthy in a ‘forty days and forty nights in the wilderness’ way that took me about a day to achieve. A few feet away, two enormous packs leaned back-to-back to keep them off the muddy ground. I glanced back, expecting the Taylor’s dog to go ballistic, but there was no sign of him. I wondered if the animal had stayed down in the clearing, then couldn’t remember if he’d even followed us there.

The pair by the fire jumped up as we approached, smiling but with slightly wary faces. They relaxed upon seeing Mel Taylor and the boy come up the path after Dan, Wade, and me.

The male half of the couple was tall and rangy with one of those ‘I only drink craft beer’ beards. The female part was attractive with a grimy Zendaya in Dune vibe, only curvier. 

“Hey, did you guys see the meteor?” I couldn’t place his accent. “I’m Pete, and this is Claire.”

The young woman did the half-wave thing. “G’day.”

Wade smiled broadly, hands on his hips. “Heck. Is there anywhere you can go and not find Aussie backpackers have been there?” The way Wade said ‘Aussie’ sounded more like ‘ass-y.’

“Yeah, nah, mate,” the answer came back from the beard, along with a lopsided grin. “Not even your mum.”

I glanced at Wade to see how he’d take this, but he only grinned back, even if the grin was mostly for the female half of the couple.

“Dan Taylor.” Coming around the firepit, Dan almost tripped over his tongue. “I almost went to Australia once. Sydney.”

Josh Taylor followed his father to the two newcomers. “What’s Sydney, Dad?”

Dan frowned at the kid but answered, “It’s the capital of Australia, buddy. Australia’s in the—”

“No, it’s bloody not.” Pete didn’t look angry, more exasperated.

I checked to see if this would earn the newcomer the ‘swear-bear’ scowl from Mel or Wade, but Mel wasn’t there. That was odd, as I expected she’d at least say ‘hi’ before disappearing. Dan was frowning at Pete, and I wondered if he would start arguing.

“Canberra, isn’t it?” I said before Dan could open his gob and insert his foot.

“Yeah.” Pete was still giving Dan the hairy eyeball as if waiting for him to disagree.

“No worries; it happens,” Clare told Dan. “I always thought New York was the capital of America until we got here.” Her lips quirked up.

I couldn’t help a snort. Dan’s mouth had an odd, outraged shape, and an unattractive flush ran up his neck.

“Dad.” Josh tugged at Dan’s jacket. “Mom’s not feeling good; she wants you.”

“For heaven’s sake.” Dan frowned again. “Yeah, alright.” He rolled his eyes slightly at us before heading off towards their tent. “You can tell she’s not outdoorsy.” His glance back at Claire showed he appreciated her outdoorsiness, particularly in the chest area.

Taylor’s dog reappeared. Uncharacteristically, he was completely disinterested in the newcomers and didn’t even bother to bark at them. Pete tried clicking his fingers at the dog, but Barney ignored him. He was focused on the undergrowth around the campsite, digging and snuffling and making occasional whining and yipping sounds.


      [image: image-placeholder]The shadows lengthened into dusk and the next hour or so passed as usual when you meet complete strangers in the wilderness. We sat around, telling each other where we were from and what we did for a living. 

“I’m in city admin,” I explained. “So, nothing too exciting there.”

“I work construction,” Wade put in, and I noticed he flexed his shoulders a little as he said it. 

“Yeah.” I grinned at him. “How is your dad’s building company these days? Are you still looking after the office?”

He glared at me. “I don’t just work in the office; I do construction. It’s a change from teaching anyway.”

“Wade used to be a teacher,” I told Pete and Claire. “Five years of high school English made him want to hit something with a hammer.”

Wade and I were the only locals, being from Billings. Dan and ‘the wife and kid,’ we already knew, were from Boise. The Australian couple were from a place called Queanbeyan, but when I tried to say it back, I butchered it. Pete worked in IT security, Claire was a graphic designer, and they seemed nice enough for kids their age. The meteor was a prime topic, and where we were when it happened. 

“Did you guys see where it hit?” Claire looked across at me and Wade.

Wade frowned, schoolteacher-style. “We don’t know if it hit anything; it might have broken up before impact.” 

I scoffed—where did the great plume of smoke come from then—but Pete jumped in before I could say anything. 

“Oh, it hit something alright.” I could hear the amusement in his voice. “It set off a rock fall too.”

“Really?” Wade looked skeptical. 

I sat up straight. “Whereabouts?”

“Yeah, we saw it,” Claire said. “After the second bang, we could see right across, and part of the cliff collapsed.” She made accompanying hand gestures.

“Where?” I asked again.

“Over on the pass side, but I don’t know if it was near the pass. We were up on the lake trail and got a pretty good view.”

Pete nodded in agreement. “Thought we’d better come and have a look.”

“Yeah, us too,” I said. Although I’d suggested the same to Wade, I hadn’t actually been serious about the pass being blocked. The idea we might genuinely be trapped in here was disconcerting. “We should be alright, though,” I said. “I mean, even if the pass is blocked, some kind of search and rescue will come get us eventually?” 

No one appeared overly concerned. Wade and I had enough supplies for three more days, longer if we rationed them. Perhaps this would give us a good tale to tell, maybe even involve some mountain-man heroics that could later be worked into chat-up lines. Stupidly, I wasn’t particularly worried.

The discussion naturally moved on to what trails we had been planning to do or had done, what equipment we had, and why it was better than what they had. The usual hiker-talk. After a while, Dan and Josh Taylor re-joined us at the fire. Their dog barely noticed them, being entirely focused on scratching at the outskirts of the clearing, occasionally barking at nothing.

“Mel’s having a rest,” Dan said, plonking himself unsubtly beside the Australian girl.

“Is she okay?” Claire asked, wiggling slightly away as if to give Dan more room.

“Yeah,” Dan said. “Nothing to worry about; she’s always getting herself worked up over nothing.”

Sitting beside him, his son piped up, “Like the time you let me watch those Deadpool movies, Dad?”

Dan looked non-committal.

“I’m hungry,” Josh added.

“Okay, bud,” Dan said. “Why don’t you go collect more sticks for the fire? Mom’ll fix something when she’s feeling better.”

I couldn’t help but notice Dan was rubbing at his palm.

“And tell Barney to shut up.”

I caught a glimpse of movement in the dark. The little ball of fluff was in the undergrowth, digging furiously and then barking.

We turned in early, and the first scream woke us around one-thirty in the morning. It always took me a while to sleep on hard ground, so it felt like I’d barely drifted off. Nonetheless, I woke as if a fire alarm had gone off, dazed but instantaneously alert, trying to make sense of what was happening. 








  
  
Chapter 3




I scrambled around in the dark to find our light, thinking it was possibly a bear or mountain lion attack. Wade was awake, struggling with his sleeping bag, and there was frantic movement from the Australians on the other side of the clearing. By the time I stumbled out with my flashlight, the couple were both up, flicking their beams around the camp. There was nothing large, hairy, or fanged, at least. 

With the clouds covering the sky, there was no moon or stars, only a blank, black night. The shrieking was coming from the Taylors’ tent, and it kept coming—awful, tortured, throat-tearing noises. As far as I could tell in the dancing flashlight, their shelter was all zipped up with no bear-sized holes ripped in it. 

Pete reached it first and bellowed to compete with the screams. “What’s going on?” He tripped on something under the annex flap and stumbled. The tent sides shook and there was furious movement inside.

“Open it, open it.” Claire was leaning over Pete’s shoulder, blocking my view.

“I’m trying … shine your—” Pete was fumbling in the dark, pulling frantically at the flap, trying to find the opening.

There were brief breaks in the screaming, empty gaps filled with great sucking, gasping breaths before the ear-splitting racket started up again. This time there was whimpering and Dan Taylor’s high, urgent voice. “Stop, stop, Mel—”

Another desperate howl drowned it all out, but Pete finally got the tent flap open. He and Claire shone their beams in, and I craned over their shoulders. The staccato pulse of their flashlights gave everything a surreal, stop-motion look. The tent was big compared to ours. Dan was on one side on his knees beside his wife, trying to hold her shoulders down. She was screaming and howling, her arms flapping wildly. I caught a flash of her eyes, a terrified glint of white. 

Claire flicked her flashlight around the tent, and Josh’s strained face stared back, luminous, like a deer caught in headlights. He was frozen, sitting bolt upright in his sleeping bag.

“What the hell’s going on?” There was a gasping break in the shrieking as Pete threw himself down beside the Taylors, shining his light on Mel.

“I don’t know, I don’t know—” Dan almost sobbed. “I was asleep, I don’t know what—”

Mel screamed again, a wall of howling that blocked everything. My ears hurt. She thrashed where she lay, arms flailing, legs kicking. I wondered, irrelevantly, if she’d wear herself out at some stage. Claire moved over to Josh, and I pushed in over Pete’s shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” I stupidly asked, as if Pete might have somehow worked it out.

Wade peered in behind me. I could not have been more useless.

“What’s her name again?” Pete was patting lightly at the woman’s face, as if trying to administer a hysteric-stopping slap but not wanting to hurt her. “Mel? Can you hear me? Mel, Mel?”

She went still and took another of those awful, deep, sucking breaths. We all leaned back marginally as if to give her air. Dan and Pete let go of her now-still arms. 

Behind us, Claire was trying to comfort the kid. “… only a nightmare, nothing to—”

With a mad, violent burst, Mel Taylor hauled herself upright, sending both Dan and Pete sprawling, and I leaped backward. Pete fell into Claire, knocking her and the kid sideways.

The way the woman had burst from the ground wasn’t right. Almost like her legs had pulled the rest of her up. Human bodies didn’t move like that. A sick taste tingled across my tongue. 

I stumbled a few steps back out of the tent and bumped into Wade before trying to tell myself I was being stupid and seeing things in the dark. The night around us was endless and primeval. We were far from civilization, far from help.

Then, Mel was out of the tent. She took two steps and began to fall. Wade and I jumped forward to catch her or soften her landing. All three of us sprawled to the ground, but we managed to take most of the impact. In my arms and lying partly across my legs, Mel was hot, burning, fever hot. I could feel the heat through the T-shirt and boxers I’d worn to sleep in.

Then, her head flung back abruptly, and she screamed again like a piercing siren. It stabbed my ears. Beneath my hands, wild tremors ran through her stiffened body. Rain pattered on us, but I barely noticed. Dan and Pete had scrambled out of the Taylor’s tent, and we eased Mel to the ground as she went quiet but began to thrash again.

Flashlight beams lanced and flickered. Pete, Wade, and I looked at each other, but it was Wade who asked what we were all thinking, “What do we do?”

Dan was hopeless, rubbing his face and chanting, “Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God—”

I glanced around, though heaven knew for what; did I expect an ambulance might suddenly have appeared? 

I rolled my neck. “Let’s get her into our tent,” I said, looking at Wade for agreement. “Away from the kid.” 

We were the farthest from where the Taylors were camped, Pete and Claire having set up in between us. It was farther to carry her but farther from the little boy. The night pressed in around us, and a sharp, cold feeling rose in my chest. 

Wade ran to arrange our sleeping bags into a bed. When Mel stopped thrashing to inhale, we picked her up as gently as we could and shuffled her into our tent. She flailed again before we got her settled, and we ended by heaving her onto the makeshift bed.

“I’ll go check on Josh,” Dan said, promptly disappearing.

My shoulders slumped as I looked at Mel. I had no idea what was going on, and I couldn’t do anything to help. The sound, the sheer primal, animal pain she seemed to be in, was unearthly. I didn’t know a human being could make noises like that. I kept expecting Dan to return, but he didn’t.

By around three, Mel was quiet at last. No more screaming, no more gut-wrenching howls, just short, shallow, panting gasps. Rain tapped against the tent. Every now and again, odd twitches ran through her limbs. Somehow, I didn’t think she was getting better. I tried to stay awake, and I guessed Wade and Pete, did too, but we didn’t say a lot.

Dawn was a promise when Pete thumped me awake. “Mate, I think she’s dead.”

I didn’t need the dim glow left by our lantern’s batteries to know he was right. I reached a hand to touch Mel’s forehead. She was cold. There were no more panting breaths; there were no breaths at all.

I was stunned. I was cold and sad. Mostly, I was tired. “Shit. We’d better get Dan.”

I hauled myself to my feet as Pete reached to nudge Wade awake. The rain had stopped. There was a faint luminous whiteness to the sky. In the Taylor’s tent, I found Claire asleep beside the kid. Dan was on the other side of the space, in his sleeping bag, flat on his back, snoring. Blood rushed to my head, and I had to fight the urge to kick him. I might have used my foot to nudge him awake, and I might not have been gentle. I didn’t know, I was really tired.

When I got Dan out of the tent, Pete had disappeared, and Wade was poking the remains of the campfire awake. He looked up at us, then away. I guessed that meant I was breaking the news. I hadn’t told Dan when I woke him, wanting to be as quiet as possible so not to disturb his son. I didn’t know how to say it, so I took him to our tent and held the flap open. 

I rubbed at my chin and said, straight out, “I’m sorry, but Mel’s dead. She … died.” 

Dan peered in and turned back to gape at me. “Don’t be stupid.”

“I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.

Dan ducked into the tent. “She’s not dead.” He grabbed her shoulder, shaking her. “Wake up, Mel.”

“She’s got no pulse,” I said. In the dim, dull light, Mel was grey.

“You must be doing it wrong, then. Look, she’s still moving.” He fumbled for her wrist.

What he said was true. Every now and again, a tiny tremor ran through her body.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “Bodies can twitch a bit after death, I think.” My best guess, or what I hoped. I didn’t even know what I feared.

“She’s not dead!” Dan shouted it now, and there was a rustle of movement behind us from the Taylor’s setup. Dan abruptly scrambled out of our tent. “I have to look after my son.”

He stomped back across the clearing. I stood there, watching him go, gobsmacked. He was going to leave her here?

Rain dripped from the trees in a relentless patter that scraped across my nerves. I was so tired I was dizzy and disoriented. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t even know what I expected Dan to do. 

Over by the fire, Wade was slumped over, probably asleep, and there was still no sign of Pete. At last, I grabbed my pack from where Wade had hefted it out of the tent to make space for Mel. I pulled out my filthy clothes and struggled into them, leaned the pack against a rock, and then flopped against it. Everything was wet, but I didn’t care; there was no way I was going back into our tent.


      [image: image-placeholder]I woke from confused dreams of screams and red pain. Light was filtering through the denim-blue clouds. Pete and Claire sat silently by the fire and Wade was stretched full length now, his arm a pillow for his head.

My eyes were gritty, and I still felt queasy from not having enough sleep. I couldn’t help but glance over to our tent, where the front flap was still open. A brief flurry of wings caught my attention on the other side of the clearing, and I twitched as a crow landed. It scratched a little at the ground, then pecked at something. 

My eyelids drooped, yearning for darkness, but my bladder said no. Pete and Claire turned to look as I hauled myself to my feet but said nothing. I said nothing in reply; what was there to say?

I scrounged up my boots and, without bothering to tie the laces, staggered off to where the trees choked the daylight. Ducking behind a gnarled oak, I fumbled with my zipper and liquid gushed. I averted my gaze, focusing instead on a glossy-feathered crow. Its beak stabbed rhythmically at the soil, delving for unseen treasures. My noisy presence wasn’t enough to scare it away. Beyond it, the woods dissolved into misty fog, shadows twisted into unidentifiable shapes. Apart from me and the bird, everything was still and unusually quiet in the pale morning light.

Something hefty hit the wet earth behind me as I was tucking the tackle away. I glanced back to where the sound came from, where the bird had been. The crow was gone, likely scared off by the sound. I paused, zipper at half-mast, and waited to see if I’d hear it again. Nothing. Just a tangled thicket of dripping leaves. Every rustle sent a jolt through my body, memories of last night’s chaos flashing unbidden. My stomach growled, a stark reminder of missed meals. Grime caked my skin, and my eyelids felt like sandpaper. The promise of a warm bed tugged at me, urging escape from this waking nightmare. 

By the time I got back to camp, Wade was awake, and Dan had joined the group around the fire. I hauled my pack over to dig out a protein bar and Wade handed me an enamel mug with coffee. The camping version of coffee: instant granules mixed with creamer powder and packed in a ziplock bag. Foul, but caffeinated.

“Thanks.” I sat. It was too hot to drink, so I swirled the liquid around to cool it, and there was another of those odd, plopping noises off to the left of camp. “What the hell is that?”

“Dunno.” Pete looked up. “Heard it a couple of times.”

Dan stood abruptly, taking me by surprise. He strode over to our tent, with Mel’s body still inside, and stooped to enter. The rest of us sat and looked at each other.

“Is Josh, okay?” I asked Claire, remembering her curled up beside him in the night.

“Yeah, he’s asleep,” she said, quietly. “He didn’t get much kip last night.” She looked down at her hands before flicking a glance over to our tent. “Best leave him as long as possible, I s’pose.”

A couple of minutes later, Dan climbed out of the tent. He was white as bone.

“She’s dead,” he announced as if it’d be a revelation to us. “What the hell happened?”

I put down my mug of too-hot coffee and made my way over to him. His eyes, vacant and unfocused, stared through me. A subtle tremor ran through his frame, his hands quivering like leaves in a gentle breeze.

“Keep it down, buddy,” I said as kindly as I could. As if I hadn’t told him this exact news last night. “We don’t want to wake your son.”

“Fuck.” Dan ignored me, hands clutched to either side of his head.

I peered in through the tent opening. In the full light of morning, it was obvious Mel was dead. The worst thing, though, was the odd little movements her body made, tiny twitches, every now and again. They were almost imperceptible. I tried not to look but every time it happened, my eyes snapped back. I tried to convince myself I wasn’t seeing what I was seeing; it’d been a long, horrible night after all, with barely any sleep.

My feet dragged through damp leaves as I retreated to the fire’s warmth. My skin crawled, urging me to put distance between myself and the lifeless form that was once Mel Taylor. Towering pines loomed overhead, their branches interlocking like gnarled fingers. Through their needle-laden canopy, a sliver of ashen sky peeked through, as cold and lifeless as the body behind me. 

Dan eventually wandered back and collapsed beside us. “What am I going to do?”

We eyeballed each other. None of us knew what to do. To be fair this was pretty uncharted territory.

Wade had the first sensible suggestion. “We’ll hike out and send help back for you.” He glanced over at me. “If we go light, we can probably do it in a day, day and half?”

“What?” Dan stared at him like he was insane. “I’m not staying here.”

My head felt full of glue, but I thought this over. “You want to leave her here?”

“You and,” Dan flipped a finger toward Wade, “can stay with her and we’ll go.” He gave Claire and Pete a quick look, seeking agreement.

Wade and I shared questioning glances. Not sure why the Aussies got chosen to go and we didn’t. I didn’t say what I was thinking—I didn’t want to stay here. Wade’s eyes darted between the body and the tree line, his jaw clenched tight. His fingers twitched towards his backpack straps, mirroring my own restless hands. We exchanged a brief glance, a silent agreement passing between us.

“Where’s Mom?” 

We all whipped around to find Josh behind us. He stood on one bare, grubby foot, rubbing at the bottom of his Spiderman pajamas with the other.
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