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The Keepers of Fire allowed it to escape. He watched as they let it loose. Then they ran. The Great Fire rose fast, like the wind, climbing the slopes from the floor of the valley, its white orange maw devouring everything it touched. The inferno pushed his tribe back against the high cliff above the river. It came too fast for him to protect them, so he found a place and clung to the rocks, the teeth of the fire gnawing at him, trying to break his grip. It burned him and the smoke stung his eyes but he held fast, knowing the churning rapids were far below. Eventually the Great Fire moved on.

All but he had been consumed in its flames.

He made a pile of rocks to remember them and began walking. He moved north, toward the mountains. Crossing streams and following ridge lines, he relied on his instincts for direction. The farther he journeyed, the more evidence he saw of them. He felt he would soon find many of them. A relentless traveler, he kept moving. He would not stop until he had found the Keepers of Fire.
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Had you asked him when he rolled out of bed that morning, Joe Wylie wasn’t even remotely thinking about being first at anything. Being first had always eluded Joe—in birth order, in school, with women, with jobs, with pretty much everything. Something else Joe didn’t think about very often was the fact he’d been married for twenty-four years. His wife Lori’s unwavering daily consumption of handfuls of Ding Dongs and Double Fudge Yoohoos had doubled her weight since the day they were married. On top of that his nineteen-year-old daughter was over in Seattle shacked up with some dope-pushing jerk on a Harley and, maybe worse, his son had recently decided a nose ring would be a shrewd fashion statement.

Yet when Joe saw the nose ring, it didn’t bother him, and that’s when he realized he didn’t have strong feelings about anything anymore. His sixteen-year-old had a ring in his nose and Joe didn’t give a crap about that or anything else. Finally, he concluded, at forty-seven, it was nice to be all through with worrying. His rapidly receding hairline didn’t even cause him the stress it used to, nor did his accumulating Budweiser gut. And he sure as hell didn’t worry about his job, which wasn’t particularly rewarding but paid well and was pretty frickin’ easy. More or less drive a truck around in the woods, look at the trees, then tell your bosses they’re still there. Piece of cake.

Uncharacteristically, Joe Wylie was actually thinking about his job as he steered up Access Road Number 4. Logging roads were rarely given descriptive, enchanting names like Pine Lake or Deer Hollow because they were only used to gain access to the seemingly boundless stores of timber owned by multinational conglomerates and, except for the rare logging crew, only people like Joe and kids looking for places to party made use of them. Road 4 was way the hell off the beaten track, high in the mountains, seven miles and four thousand feet above the last sign of civilization, a Weyerhaeuser equipment facility.

The day before, local kids had reported some busted trees up Road 4 and Joe was asked to investigate. Joe guessed it was probably the work of disgruntled, drunken loggers out of Sultan or Gold Bar. Joe had been timber cruising ten of the twenty-six years he’d been with Weyerhaeuser and little surprised him. He imagined the perpetrators were probably just vengeful independents put out of work either by his company or some damn owl or rare squirrel or something. He sort of sympathized with their frustration, but if they wanted to ruin trees, they could kindly go over to the national forest, or better yet, Buse Timber’s property.

Joe fiddled with the radio, hoping to receive a Seattle station, but got only static. He remembered he was on the eastern edge of Snohomish County and that he almost never got good radio here. The dash clock’s spindly hands indicated six forty. He wondered why the truck’s manufacturer had bothered with such a shitty timepiece since it had never worked right. By the angle of the sun he reckoned it was about eight fifteen a.m.

From inside the paper sack on the floor he fished out another longneck Bud. He preferred the longnecks because they were easier to hold while he drove. For Joe they had the pleasant effect of rendering what could be completely stultifying work into the soothing vocational equivalent of easy-listening music.

Seven miles above the equipment station he slowed the truck as his eyes widened in wonder. A typically uneventful shift had suddenly become the jackpot of interesting mornings: ahead was something he had never seen in all his years in the woods. He stopped the truck and stepped down onto the damp hardpan. Clutching his coat tighter, Budweiser vapor swirling around his head, he stood and stared. Some broken trees, my ass. For fifty yards every tree on both sides of the road was snapped, maybe ten feet above the ground. Expecting two or three or even a half dozen, he quickly estimated a good hundred trees. This is crazy. This is big.

Joe walked down the lane of shattered fir and hemlock and tried to imagine who on earth had done this. And why? He’d seen the work of spiteful, drunken loggers but this was not that. Some of the trees were big, eight-inch-diameter second growth, yet all were splintered, some hanging by fibers, some clean off. Though he was an experienced woodsman, his mind whirled for answers but came up lemons. Brushing aside his dismay, he forced himself to tick off possibilities.

There had been no wind, so he ruled that out. Besides, he knew it would have taken a goddamn tornado to do this and that would have broken other trees, not just the ones facing the road. So his first conclusion was that this was planned. The notion irritated him because it was a waste of good timber, and if loggers had done this, then it wasn’t just excusable rowdiness, it was vandalism, maybe even downright sabotage. Rolling the word sabotage around in his mind, he made a mental note to use it in his report.

As Joe’s eyes swept the scene from the cold shadows to the sunlit treetops, he squinted, concentrating hard as to how this maliciousness had been carried out. It was then, despite the intake of several Buds and the fact it was not even eight thirty, that he unscrambled the puzzle. Somehow these really determined timber pirates—as he now labeled them—had gotten a big diesel scissors loader up here and somehow snapped the trees off. He’d never seen a scissors loader do that, and sure, there were a few extra somehows in there, but that must have been how it happened. The fact that the pirates hadn’t seemed to have actually pirated any timber was another small detail Joe let slide in his solution.

Joe smiled contentedly as he pondered the fate of such vicious despoilers of his arboreal kingdom. But then his smile faded as he realized that all of the faint animal sounds had just disappeared. Though he heard the truck purring nearby, suddenly the birds and insects and whatever else that sang and chattered in the woods had fallen silent, as if someone had hit the pause button on the forest sounds tape.

A moment later something even more disturbing happened. At first it was as if sunlight warmed his back, only he knew the sun’s rays had not yet reached beneath the trees to touch him. Then Joe realized it was really more of a creeping-up-the-spine force, like someone watching you but there’s no one there. He’d felt it before in the woods and had chalked it up to once in a while just feeling something eerie you can’t explain. Dismissing things was Joe’s path of least resistance, but this time the sensation bothered him, even scared him. He nervously scanned the woods but saw nothing. Suddenly he felt very alone, so he headed toward the safe haven of his truck.

A few yards from the refuge of his beat-up Chevy, a noise behind him caused Joe to spin around. The human mind can identify a threat in a tenth of second and it took about that long for Joe to realize he was in grave danger. And either despite or because of the extreme stress, his brain also reached the rather academic conclusion that in all those years he’d never believed it existed. Until now.

That’s when the air and his vision and his thoughts became clearer than crystal, and it suddenly didn’t matter if his kid had a nose ring or if his wife had porked out, because everything was about to change for him. Joe suddenly gave a crap again, because you always do when you’re about to die. And with that supreme clarity of cognition he also understood he was about to check out in a very bad way, much worse than a car crash or house fire or gunshot to the chest, and a life-sucking chill rippled through his temples into his neck, down his spine, and jumped to his scrotum, which tightened up like a sea monkey in reverse. Joe’s knees wavered, then buckled, and the two Buds that had gathered in his bladder drained into his pants.

Because for the first time in his life, Joe was about to be first.



Seven miles below at the equipment station, twenty minutes had elapsed since Chuck Pendleton waved to Joe Wylie as his truck passed. Chuck readied a couple of quarts of fifty-weight to pour into one of the big D8R Cats he maintained in his yard. As he punched the filler spout into an oil can, he thought he heard something. He set the can down and listened. Faint, it sure sounded like a scream. He shrugged, lit another Winston, and picked up the can.

Must have been the gate creaking.
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Ty Greenwood wanted to die. Or, perhaps more accurately, he didn’t want to live anymore. Pondering what were probably the last minutes of his life, Ty stared down that dead-end alley and sipped a little more fifteen-year-old Balvenie, searching for the commitment to make it happen.

And as if to make his case to himself, he made one last push to picture himself happy again and immediately realized it was just another of ten thousand exercises in futility.

Yes. I’m suffocating. He thought about what went wrong. How he had lost everything that mattered to him. Everything that mattered? But wait, didn’t he have great kids, a woman who loved him deeply, and money and his health? Isn’t that all that matters? So maybe it was just his pride that had been murdered. But isn’t that really everything?

Then he flashed on how his story had turned him into a punch line. Even Leno had made a crack about him. Ty raised his glass. “To the big joke.” He took a sip, then held the glass high and addressed an imaginary gathering. “Hey? Who believes in monsters out there? Anyone? No? Okay. So just me, huh?” He took another drink.

His eyes narrowed as he relived the betrayals. His “friends,” his trusted coworkers. The company he practically cofounded. Forced out. Ungrateful bastards. Cruel bastards.

Or did I quit?

“Doesn’t matter.” He lifted the heavy cut-crystal glass again and toasted, “To no credibility. To no respect.”

The black mist had descended over his mind again and the booze was only adding to its opacity. The bouts with depression had only increased in the last year. Then he remembered the unkindest cut of all—that even Ronnie doubted him. His own wife’s skepticism told him that trying to convince anyone else was futile.

I just cannot prove it. Period.

Sometimes he wasn’t even sure it had happened. Did it? He was too drunk to remember.

The time readout in the lower right corner of his computer monitor said it was 2:41 a.m.

Time to die.

Ty drained off the last of the single malt and cast a blurry eye to the text on the screen. He hit save and looked for the last time at its morbidly informative title, “Why I Killed Myself,” then exited the program. Ronnie would be poking around in there some day. It would offer some insight into the pressures he was feeling and the way he arrived at his final decision.

He gave a last glance around the walls and desk in his home office, and each of the photos brought back an overload of memories. Staring at the photo of himself with his current coworkers, a rugged crowd attired in khaki Forest Service uniforms, he saw himself in the context of the other men. Fair-haired, with the same jaw line at forty-two as at twenty-five, Ty felt he looked more racquetball fit than the rest of the guys, who seemed to have earned their muscle on the job. Carded at bars well into his early thirties, Ty felt his boyish face had only in the last few years begun to assume an adequate degree of character. One of the few men in the picture without a beard, Ty was also standing, tellingly, at the edge and to the rear of the fifteen or so people, yet his lean six-foot-two-inch frame was prominent even in the back.

He had never invited any of the Forest Service crowd over, partly because he wasn’t really that close to any of them but mainly because he feared the questions his elegant, eleven-thousand-square-foot shrine to state-of-the-art architecture and high technology would elicit from them. It was just too tough to explain. Ty knew the progression of those imagined conversations. He had only taken the job to allow access to something else, something far more important. Like getting his name and his life back.

But his plan had failed miserably. Two years had passed without an inch of progress.

Maybe he’d taken the job as a form of therapy. Maybe he took it to fool Ronnie, since she wouldn’t let him search for his specter out in the open. Maybe he’d been fooling himself all along—about finding it, that is.

But he’d gambled and lost and now it was time to pay up. He poured more Scotch and toasted again, “To the late Tyler James Greenwood, former software king and former respected family man.”

He drained the silken, fiery liquid into his throat and jumped up, grabbed a fresh bottle of Glenmorangie from the wet bar, and headed toward the front door. On the way he realized that, aside from his eloquent death manifesto, checking out without a simple good-bye would be downright heartless. Ty weaved down the long hardwood hallway with its fifteen-foot arched ceilings toward the kitchen area, behind which was housed Ronnie’s home office.

This home was the fantasy he and Ronnie had envisioned years ago, back when they were lowly programmers at a start-up software company, both making twenty-two grand a year and banging off the walls of a cramped two-bedroom, one-bath in Totem Lake with a baby on the way. A perfect place to raise our kids. He crushed the guilty pangs and focused on the job at hand. He made his way around the huge kitchen, the center island alone the size of their last kitchen. He passed by the soaring windows, designed by him to allow as much light as possible on those all-too-often gray Washington days. None of these things gave him the joy they used to.

In Ronnie’s office, the glowing screen savers on her four computers, the multicolored digital displays from a bank of VHS, CD, and DVD players, along with the assorted red lights from power strips and modulators, all created a sort of Mephistophelean Christmas ambiance. Ronnie’s firm, Digiware Microsystems, and its parent company, NovaSoft Digiware Systems, had a current market share of 1.4 percent of all software sales on earth. Ty was profoundly proud of his wife’s accomplishments and was heartsick that in recent years he’d only been a drain on her.

You’ll be free of me soon enough, honey.

He set down the bottle, plopped in front of the home business unit, and hit a key, calling up the desktop. He stared at the blank screen.

He typed out I l-o-v-e y-o-u. It looked stupid, trite.

That’s all you can say?

He tagged it with a-l-l. Worse. I love you all?

He erased a-l-l. Back to square one. He erased I love you and then retyped it.

Christ, I can’t even get past the suicide good-bye.

He stared at I love you and suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to cry. He’d held it in with iron resolve but now he was losing it. He took a hefty pull off the Scotch, sucked up his courage, and left I love you. He hyperventilated to regain emotional control, then walked out.

At the coat closet he selected his leather bomber jacket. That’ll be good to die in, kind of a James Dean effect. He paused at the door and for the last time his eyes took in the soaring entry. Under normal circumstances, Ronnie would have set aside that coming Saturday from her busy schedule to decorate for Christmas. He used to love the holidays but his descent over the last three years had erased that little pleasure. One more time he rationalized that the kids would be well taken care of. He also knew they wouldn’t be putting up decorations this year ’cause Dad would be dead. Bummer.

It was really for the best now—dying, that is. The liquor aided in staving off any further doubt. He was ready to rock. He stepped out the door. It was cold—probably thirty-four degrees—but he was drunk enough that he didn’t really feel it. Though a long covered walkway connected the far end of the house and the garage, Ty walked out under the huge porte cochere, then across their massive circular plaza toward the six-car structure, clenching the whisky.

He entered the garage’s side door and flipped on the lights, revealing a vehicle behind each of its six portals. Passing his work truck, a muddy Dodge Ram with a bedliner, he continued on to his baby, a mercury silver 1956 Mercedes-Benz 300SL Gullwing coupe swaddled in a car cover. Once his dream car, it would now be his longboat to Valhalla. He took off the cover and pulled up its door—the doors on the Gullwing opened upward—and slid down into the buttery, flame red leather. Ty’s only concession to modernity had been to install a modern sound system. Ty had a technical mind tempered with the soul of an artist and felt this machine was not so much simply a great car as it was the pinnacle of a mid-twentieth-century ideal expressed by a meeting of art and engineering. He felt it would be fitting to take this car with him, as no one else could appreciate it as much as he did.

As with all Ty’s vehicles, the key was in the ignition. No need for high security, given they were on the edge of the foothills of the Cascade range and much farther from civilization than indicated by the thirty-eight-mile ride into downtown Seattle.

Ty twisted the key, and the big in-line six’s two hundred and forty horses roared awake. He had considered just sitting there and letting the fumes do the job, but he had another plan. He punched the clicker, and the door in front of the Mercedes rolled up. He sat there and stared into the void beyond his garage. As he put his hand on the gearshift, he paused, and his thoughts went back three summers to when all of his torment began.
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It had been an unseasonably warm summer in Seattle. But on that Fourth of July weekend in central Idaho, up the middle fork of the Salmon River, it was an oven. When thirty-four employees and spouses of NovaSoft Digiware Systems gathered at the junction of Highway 93 and the dirt track leading them into the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness Area, there was fleeting talk of fire danger. When a few of the more prudent souls suggested they reconsider (Ty noted they were all spouses, not the gung ho NovaSoft troops), the NovaSoft gang voted them down heartily. For they were invincible.

Everyone who had been with the company much more than five years had long since been anointed as a millionaire, and that included the warehouse guys who wielded rolls of shrink wrap for the UPS shipments. Most of the execs, including Ty and Ronnie, had stock and options worth many tens of millions. The dot-com collapse had hurt many others, and while NovaSoft had taken a slight dip, it had come back strong and lost little since the heady days of the big run-up.

The caravan moved slowly in the wake of a dust cloud up the one-lane fire road toward a place they were told was heaven on earth. Twenty miles of cloudy grit later, the promise was kept. They rolled their dozen vehicles into a dirt parking area. A few yards below them lay the river, a sparkling strand of aqua pura crowned in sunlit diamonds that hurt the eyes. The surrounding forest was a luxurious blue green and the mountains were nearly virgin, having suffered little at the hand of man. Everyone got out and stood silently in awe of the grandeur and dead quiet of the place.

Then the party began.

For two days in paradise the revelers drank and ate and shattered the silence of the woods. Ty and Ronnie had much to celebrate. NovaSoft had just formed an entirely new company called Digiware Microsystems and Ronnie was the number three player. Ty would assume a new role at NovaSoft as head of product development while retaining his position as executive vice president. The moment was so heady, Ronnie had lightheartedly cautioned her extroverted husband about drinking too much. Ty was always the life of the party, and after a stint of hiking or river rafting or even just sitting around enjoying a cold Pilsner Urquell, he would always egg someone on to break with their tight-ass sensibilities and get wild.

On the third night, while everyone was roasting smores over a massive bonfire, Ty and the company’s founder and CEO, Bill Bender, went into the forest up above the camp. Bender and Ty both loved practical jokes. Their current mission was simple: now that everyone was comfortable in the woods, scare the shit out of them. The two techno-nerds knew how to pull a joke that would stick. Before leaving town Ty had made a digital recording and downloaded it to his MP3 player. Now hidden from the group, Ty connected the digital player to some small but ultra-high-quality battery-powered loudspeakers. A bit drunk and trying to conceal his laughter from the noisy crowd below them, Ty put the recording on standby and whispered loudly, “Ready?”

Bender took a big pull off his beer. “What’s on there?”

Ty could barely contain himself. “Animals!”

They both broke into booze-enhanced hysterics and Bender gestured, “Let her rip!”

Ty hit the play button. “I left a delay…twenty seconds and then ggrrrrrr!”

They broke into a run toward the campfire.

No one had missed them as they approached the rowdy crowd, bathed in the dancing firelight. Ty sat back down next to Ronnie and she handed him his beer.

“Where did you go?”

Ty smiled deviously. “Had to see a man about a dog. Or was it a werewolf?”

Suddenly a frightening sound radiated from above in the woods and everyone fell silent. As the eerie growl rose in volume, a collective gasp emanated from the group. Ty fought to hold back a laugh.

One of the programmers, a guy named Don Donovan, was incredulous. “It’s…it’s a bear!”

Another throaty rumble issued forth and one of the wives asked meekly, “Ohmigod! Is it really a bear?”

For more than a minute the terrible bear continued to taunt them from the dark forest.

“Do you think it’s a big one?”

“Who cares, a bear is a bear, stupid!”

“Could it eat us?”

“Of course it could eat us!”

The angry bear caused the circle of petrified campers to draw closer to the fire and each other. Then, impossibly, a lion roared.

“Doesn’t anybody have a gun?” implored someone.

Two women began to cry.

A trembling voice raised everyone’s worst fear: “Is that a bear and a mountain lion?”

A fearful hush fell over the campers, and Ty and Bender positioned the bonfire between them so they wouldn’t start each other laughing.

But when the elephant trumpeted, neither Ty nor his coconspirator could hold it in any longer. The dazed looks on the faces of everyone around that campfire caused the last good laugh Ty Greenwood had. The party dwindled at that point, partly due to the hour, but mainly because many felt the joke had gone too far. Ronnie finally laughed but later in their tent asked Ty, “Don’t you think it was in slightly bad taste?”

Ty brushed it off. “C’mon, it was just a joke. And a pretty damn good one, at that.”

The next morning the mood in the camp was damaged. A few, mostly spouses, grumbled that if anyone but Ty Greenwood and Bill Bender pulled such a gag, they would have been sent home and probably terminated. About half the gang now thought it was fairly funny, but the other half still didn’t see the humor at all.

By around ten a.m. a large group prepared to shoot the rapids, sending several four-wheel drives downriver to retrieve the boats and ferry the passengers back. Ronnie wanted Ty to go, but he was ambivalent. It was already hot, Ronnie looked great in her bikini, and although the mood had risen somewhat since the group’s sullen breakfast, Ty could still sense a few cold shoulders among the rafters. Ty kissed Ronnie, urged her to go, and said he was going on a solitary hike. She protested but he’d made up his mind. He hoped that by afternoon the ill feelings from the previous evening would have passed and things would be back to normal.

The rafters departed, leaving a half dozen people in camp, and Ty set off on a trail and began climbing. Though the forest stood tall and dense, the unremitting July sun beat into its heart, the hot air still and fragrant from the heated pitch of a million pine.

A half an hour into the trek Ty stopped to drink some water. The trail was rustic, with various fallen branches and overgrowth forcing him to stop occasionally to determine the path, but he was getting used to it and had a rhythm going. He guessed it was already ninety degrees and reckoned he had the endurance to climb for another hour before heading back. That would put him into camp around one, about the time the river runners planned to return.

After another forty-five minutes he had worked his way around the mountain above camp and finally reached the end of the trail, which culminated in a striking vantage point at the edge of a cliff. A good three hundred feet below was the river at what he guessed was a bend or two past where they were camped. The heat sucked all the moisture from his lungs and he was sweating torrents. With his water running low, the river suddenly looked very inviting and he decided to head back. The soft whooshing crunch of dry pine needles made him turn and look behind him.

In that split second Ty Greenwood’s life changed.

Every hair on Ty’s body, the skin on his neck and arms, everything clenched in a primeval fear stimulus response. In the thick of the woods not ten yards away stood a creature, manlike, apelike…some sort of hairy humanoid, like a gorilla standing upright on long legs. Motionless, it stared at Ty, and Ty froze dead in his tracks.

Jesus Christ, this is Bigfoot.

Ty judged it to be at least seven feet tall. Standing on the slope slightly above him, it was covered with shiny black hair with hints of red in the tree-filtered sunlight. With a conical head like an ape, its face and palms were bare and the hair around its midsection was thin enough to reveal dark skin. Its arms were proportionally long—nearly to its knees—and its face looked…sort of human…but not fully apelike either. But more immediately frightening to Ty was its massive physique. Its head seemed to sit directly on steep trapezoids that slanted to formidable shoulders that rose well above its chin level. Obviously tremendously strong, its arms were far larger around than Ty’s legs and its chest was humongous. In the three or four seconds it took Ty to observe all this, he concluded that it probably had ten or twenty times his strength.

Yet despite his terror, Ty realized it looked more curious than nasty. They stared at each other for what seemed to Ty like a month but was about twenty seconds. Then it made its move—toward him.

That’s when Ty bolted. He ran as fast as he could, knowing it was the wrong thing to do but his brainstem had seized control and ordered warp speed away from the threat. Never mind that the threat was undoubtedly faster. Ty imagined its steely grip on his neck from behind. That would be it. It would kill him and his body would never be found.

Death is nothing compared to the wait before it hits. His fright was so vivid he felt at times he was running out of his skin.

But suddenly he knew it was not behind him.

Having covered several hundred yards, he realized it had chosen not to follow him. He screwed up his courage and glanced over his shoulder, then slowed to a jogging pace. It was gone.

Almost giddy, he continued running, making a deal with himself that he would not stop until camp. That meant a solid forty minutes with that thing out there. He kicked back up to full speed. Within ten minutes the dry forest heat had turned his throat into asphalt. He reduced his pace to catch his breath, guessing he’d already covered the better part of a mile but probably had four to go.

As he slowed, he caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his left eye, and got the second biggest shock of his life: it was above him in the thick of the trees and pacing him. Suddenly Ty was a mouse with the cat nearby just watching, preparing to take him at any second. He knew he had no control over the situation, and his helplessness caused him to stutter-step and almost trip. He fought to keep his mind and body from giving in to stinking animal panic.

Though he couldn’t always see it, he heard it boldly cracking and snapping alongside, just out of view, easily following without benefit of a trail. He heard its massive lungs sucking in and blowing out air like a diesel truck. Ty toyed with the idea of stopping and trying to communicate with it but dismissed that as suicidal. His only hope was to get to camp, doubting it would attack with a group of people around. He prayed the boats would be back with the full party assembled, making noise and welcoming him into their arms.

He thought about his kids, about Ronnie. He didn’t want to die. Not this way. After he’d just landed on top of the world, how could God be so cruel as to kill him in this terrible, ridiculous way? He ruled such a cruel death as out of the realm of reality, then two seconds later reminded himself that reality was running somewhere beside him and could do anything it wanted.

For half an hour the thing paced him, even bursting ahead to wait until he passed, then catching up again. Ty’s world was coming undone. Nothing else could have changed him as much as the next forty minutes.

Five minutes outside of camp he was beginning to think he might make it. Then it stepped out of the woods directly ahead of him, casually, as if racing past like the Road Runner with time to rest. As it stood astride the trail, its barrel chest barely heaved. Ty was utterly exhausted and knew the end had come. Out of breath, his legs gone, Ty stopped and waited, gasping and soaked in fear sweat, his resolve gone.

It cocked its head and looked at him for another moment, then turned and ambled up the very steep hill into the forest. In seconds it was out of sight. Ty just watched, awaiting its return, before realizing it was really gone.

He ran again, his body operating on adrenaline fumes. He entered camp shouting desperately for someone, anyone. The boaters had not yet returned, but a few campers were stoking the fire for lunch. He was sweat-drenched, scratched, and breathless, but the look on his face frightened them the most. The two women who first saw him later swore to the others that Ty had literally aged years in the short time since he’d left camp.

Once he calmed down, he began to relate his tale of horror. By the time the boaters returned, Ty had recovered his wind. The original recipients of the story, sympathetic when he first appeared, soon began having their doubts, and as the rest of the campers trickled back, Ty’s tale began to sound taller and taller. Ty’s angry insistence put many off, reminding them of the joke he had pulled only the night before.

Ty took Bill Bender aside and told him the story. While Bender pretended to believe him, Ty quickly saw through his act. Ronnie thought Ty was kidding at first, then read her husband’s face. She knew he believed it but also knew it was just not possible. That anyone would claim to have been chased by a Sasquatch was totally ludicrous. After all, they didn’t exist.

Around the campfire that night, Ty regaled all with the lucid minutiae of his encounter. Ronnie thought it sounded like a really great pitch for a video game, and she wasn’t alone. Ty had a reputation as a showman and many felt he seemed to be setting them up, pitching a new product, an entry into the lucrative games market. For a while the whispered buzz was infectious about Ty’s thrilling new Bigfoot video game. But as the evening wore on and no title was revealed, no release date mentioned, people began squirming over Ty’s seeming departure from sanity. Some suggested that if it had really been Bigfoot, it was apparently playing with him and he was likely never in danger. Ty was furious. Someone ventured that the thing might be up above in the woods watching them that very moment. One man was pretty liquored up and suggested they take flashlights and go look for it. He got no takers. Ironically, the people who knew Ty best were the ones who most doubted his story.

Ronnie’s troubles with Ty started that night when he insisted they sleep in their Suburban. Ty tossed and turned all night and in the morning looked like a wreck. His continued insistence finally resulted in six men walking the trail for about a mile looking for a sign of “Ty’s monster.” The men were not trackers and therefore missed myriad broken branches and disturbed debris, but it didn’t matter. By the end of the day no one believed him.

The next day Ty angrily informed Ronnie they were leaving. Against her wishes they left and drove the five hundred and some miles back to Snohomish. Ronnie read a book the entire way, not knowing what to say to Ty.

When they got home, Ronnie paid the sitter, then went to bed. Ty went to his office and started drinking. Ronnie found him the next morning snoring in his chair, a glass and a bottle nearby. She went into her office and called a psychologist. Ty woke up and called a press conference. And that’s when the circus began.

Whether he was shut away in his office, gone for days or weeks in chartered airplanes equipped with infrared sensors and spy cameras, or off on treks to Idaho and northern Canada, he changed all of their lives. His offer of a huge reward backfired when kooks from all walks of life created a furious blizzard of false claims. And the media were all too eager to mock the ringleader.



All right, maybe it was the way I handled the story that made me a laughingstock. When the media pushed him, he pushed back, and in that contest he was doomed to lose. Should he have just laughed it off? Would it have gone away? The Weekly World News had been the first. And typical Ty Greenwood, he had to get in a fight, and that’s when the mainstream media got hold of the story like a slathering, fevered dog and wouldn’t let go.

But truth be told, from the time he first tasted success, Ty just knew things would go bad. The product of hardscrabble Pentecostals from the Mississippi Delta, Ty had been infused from birth with the rule that no great success goes unpunished by God. For so many years Ty heard his father solemnly spout Matthew 19:24 like a mantra, “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” Although Ty’s faith had long since been shaken, he was still programmed to look for dropping shoes. He had moved away from his roots, literally and figuratively, but his outrageous bounty had brought both a feeling of elation and a submerged sense of dread. Deep in his brain that Trojan Horse virus planted by his father so many years ago told him that getting higher on the mountain only meant you had farther to fall. With depression and whisky working to cement his self-loathing, Ty now accepted his demise as predestined.
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Ty comforted himself that he had just relived that awful chapter in his life for the last time. He switched on the headlights, put the Mercedes in gear, gripped the huge, two-spoked wheel, and rolled down their hundred-yard driveway. He accelerated with a low burble from the exhaust pipes and headed into the blackness.



Sleeping with a window open a few inches for fresh air, Ronnie stirred, thinking she heard the far-off rattle of one of the garage doors. Then she heard a car engine, the unmistakable low thrumming of her husband’s old Mercedes. Ty liked to fire it up once in a while just to hear it growl. She pushed down the edge of the comforter to see the clock’s red numerals: 3:19. Too sleepy to reason out everything that was going on, her mind synopsized that he was depressed as usual and, judging by the varying pitch of the engine, he was going somewhere at three-something a.m. in a car he never drove. Whatever. She’d talk to Ty when she got home from her morning call with a major client in their London office. Just like the workaholic Japanese to pick a Saturday for a teleconference was her last semiconscious thought as she drifted back to sleep.

[image: space]

Ty slowly accelerated down Harrsch Road, a woodsy secondary lane with the occasional mailbox identifying another five- or ten-acre spread. Thick woods shielded all the houses from view. He heard the odd plaintive honking sounds of the Harrisons’ emus as he passed them. His kindhearted neighbors had started rescuing the strange birds from various meat ranchers around the country who had discovered that emu meat was not going to be the new pork. Ty felt their hearts were in the right place but he wouldn’t miss the shrill cacophony that ensued every time the birds panicked over a possum or raccoon.

His right foot propelled the big coupe down the road, as he worked his way through the gears and up the speedometer. It was a real shot of adrenaline to not worry about safety. In his sodden state he wondered if race car drivers felt any fear at such blurring speeds or if they could just shut off the fear. He decided to enjoy that last rush of utter carelessness, because he was going to die presently, probably by running into a bridge overpass or a divider or whatever good immovable object presented itself.

The needle edged past the century mark and he was now solidly overdriving his headlights as the car floated over the dips in the narrow, black, tree-lined corridor. Reaching to uncork the Glenmorangie and take a pull, he single-handed the wheel at one-ten, a wildly exhilarating feeling. He took out a CD and put it in the deck. The song’s instrumental opening got Ty’s hands tapping on the wheel. The lyrics evoked an image of the here and now:

You call me a fool

You say it’s a crazy scene

This one’s for real

I already bought the dream

So useless to ask me why

Throw a kiss and say good-bye

I’ll make it this time

I’m ready to cross that fine line…

Listening to the song on the way home from work one evening recently, Ty had really heard for the first time what Steely Dan was saying.

Drink Scotch whisky all night long and die behind the wheel… What a great, heroic notion. Forget shooting yourself. Anyway, I don’teven have a handgun. Forget pills, that’s a woman’s way to go. Exhaust fumes? Too passive. That’s for pussies.

“Passive pussies,” he slurred and chuckled at the alliteration.

No, go out in style, my man.

They call me Deacon Blues…Deacon Blues…

Drink Scotch whisky all night long, or at least until you’re shitfaced enough to do it, and die behind the wheel of a really fine automobile. No one could say Ty Greenwood didn’t know how to kill himself.

They got a name for the winners in the world… As Walter Becker and Donald Fagen’s words and music filled the car, Ty had another decision to make: where to do it.

I want a name when I lose…

He’d drive away from town and run himself into a nice concrete something or other.

My back to the wall, a victim of laughing chance…

He’d know it when he saw it. He took another pull off the Scotch.

This is for me the essence of true romance…

He wondered what the impact would be like, then realized he had unconsciously buckled his seat belt. He chuckled slightly, unfastened it, and put the Scotch to his lips.

Drink Scotch whisky all night long and die behind the wheel…

As he laid the bottle on the seat, Ty caught a flash of brown and a spark of red animal retinas in the distant penumbra of his headlight beams. He instinctively slammed the brakes as hard as he could and the old Benz, without benefit of antilock technology, tried to bite the mist-wetted asphalt. Despite his desire for self-destruction, Ty did not want his last earthly act to be mowing down a hapless doe and her fawns, so he rapidly pumped the brakes to maintain control. The deer family stood fast, as they are wont to do in the wash of headlights, and Ty pulled back on the wheel as if it would stop the car faster. Squealing rubber spooked the deer, but they didn’t bolt.

As fast as the crisis was upon them it was over. The car stopped so close to the deer, Ty could see their black, shiny noses—even their long eyelashes. As they casually strutted from his path on stick-thin legs, he honked the horn to speed their departure.

Now they move. “Shit! Stupid goddamn deer!”

The car sat in the middle of the road, wrapped in the dark woods, running lights glowing, exhaust steam quickly dissipating in the frigid early morning air. Ty’s heart raced. His hands shook as he grabbed the Glenmorangie and took a slug off it. Glug, glug, glug. He was supposed to be on his way to his final destiny and a near-death experience had him rattled. Great. What did that tell him?

Easing away at a greatly reduced pace gave him more control over his mental resources, more time to figure out just what it was he was doing. If anything, he wanted some control over when it would happen. If it happens, he now thought.

A few minutes later he saw a familiar landmark and slowed. He couldn’t believe it but he’d driven the wrong way, and instead of heading away from Snohomish, he’d driven into it. At almost four in the morning there wasn’t much going on except some men drinking beer in front of a bar that had closed a few hours before.

A half block away, for some reason he wasn’t quite sure of, he pulled into the town’s only 7-Eleven, sliding in front of the windows filled with racks of magazines. The kid behind the counter made eye contact, probably because he’d never seen a car like that. Ty shut off the engine, took another swig off the Scotch, and slouched as best he could in the low-backed seat.

His eyes went from the storefront to the instrument panel to his hands on the wheel. In the fluorescent glow of the store he examined the lines and veins in them. Good hands, they still looked youthful despite his being technically defined as “middle-aged.” They were the same hands that had held his wife when they made love, when he slipped the ring on her finger, when he cut the cord when his children were born…

Don’t do it. Think of your family…

Oh, that’s not fair.

Then the trump card. His left brain, in desperate overdrive to make its case for survival, ran footage of the faces of Ronnie, Meredith, and Christopher, shrunken into hideous masks of anguish as they learned of his violent suicide.

Ty lost the battle to die right then and there, and tears began streaming down his cheeks.

No, no, no, I’ve been over this, I can’t live!

But I can’t die…because of them.

Oh shit. No, no, no…

Reason, and all the whys and why nots dissolved into a sea of tears as Ty crumpled behind the wheel of his old German car, sobbing like a man without hope or answers, save for one: he would continue living, yet he didn’t have the faintest idea how.



Todd Shelton had been plagued by wicked acne from the time he was eleven. Now nineteen, he liked working graveyard because his acne scars and rampant zits made interaction with other people painful, and at this time of night in Snohomish, Washington, you interacted with very few people. And while Todd had seen some strange stuff working the counter for a year and a half at 7-Eleven, this was really weird. This older dude, like thirty or so, pulls up in a really cool old car, drinkin’ right outta the bottle, then bawls like a baby. Weird, man, definitely weird.

He kept his eye on the guy and went back to sorting the morning newspapers. That was one thing his boss had been adamant about: “Put the papers out the minute they come in.” As he straightened a stack of the local Snohomish Daily News, his eyes gravitated to a headline he found a little grabbier than usual.

It intrigued him enough to scan a few lines about some guy who’d disappeared from his truck and left his engine running. Todd wasn’t a good reader but the bits of info he gathered made him wonder why a guy would do that. Weird, man. He shrugged it off as shit happens and stuck the papers in their slot.

He looked out again and the dude in the cool car was wiping his eyes and drinking some more. Todd shook his head. That’s fucked up, man.
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Daylight slowly crept into western Washington, and warm ocean air from Puget Sound glided over the chilled layer from the upper reaches of the Cascades, creating wonderfully buoyant air currents. A western red hawk wheeled lazily a half mile above an asphalt ribbon dividing lushly carpeted peaks. The hawk watched that dark ribbon and followed a small speck as it climbed higher and higher up the mountain track.



Inside the speck, a year-old dark metallic green Jeep Grand Cherokee, Mitch Roberts absentmindedly pushed a Springsteen CD into the dash player, then immediately punched the eject button, mindful of the man next to him, whose arms were crossed, his head bent in a light sleep.

Mitch was clean-cut in a square-jawed, buttoned-up, Christian Coalition kind of way. To kill time and keep his mind busy he invented a mental game of juxtaposing his life with that of his snoozing companion and fellow litigator. Mitch had been married for eleven years and had two kids. Mitch’s companion, Jack Remsbecker, had been with Mitch’s law firm for about two years and had never been married. Mitch had been with the firm longer and was making partner first. Jack was almost as good as Mitch was but had a few more years before the partners would invite him into the inner sanctum. Mitch’s recent promotion was marked by a gigantic suit filed five years prior that had just paid off in a massive settlement. Partnership was a done deal.

They had spent the previous evening in very different ways—Mitch with his family in their home on the west slope of Queen Anne overlooking downtown Seattle, while Jack partied with a girl named Shannon he had met the night before at a bar on Lake Union. Having left Shannon’s apartment on Capital Hill only two hours ago, Jack found his way back to his condo in Kirkland just in time for Mitch’s five a.m. knock at the door. Now he was making up for lost sleep on the ride up Highway 2.

An avid hiker, Mitch had conned Jack into tackling a trail by Mount Brayton, a seventy-two-

hundred-foot knob northeast of Seattle near the loggers’ havens of Sultan and Gold Bar. Mitch figured hiking could kill two birds, fostering camaraderie while giving them yet another goal to achieve together.

Mitch steered off a ramp and climbed a dirt and gravel road for about five miles, smiling to himself that the slightly muddy lane-anda-half was about the most challenge he had given this four-wheel drive since he bought it. To his mental checklist he added a note to wash the Cherokee when he got home. He slowed at the turnoff and pulled onto the apron near the trail head.

Mitch tapped Jack. “Wake up call. Caravan leaves in five minutes.”

Jack blinked to a pained squint and glanced at his watch. “Forty-five minutes? You must have been driving eighty.”

The rush of cold dampness gripped them as they opened the doors. It was a week before Thanksgiving. Snow had fallen in the past couple of days but had mostly melted off. Thirty-eight degrees at best, gray clouds floated in to block the predawn sky. Mitch stepped to the back of the Jeep, opened the hatch, and pulled two day packs to the lip of the door, knocking his three-year-old Brittney’s Barney the Dinosaur doll out onto the ground. He smiled as he tossed it back inside.

Mitch pulled sandwiches wrapped in foil from a plastic cooler. “Chicken or tuna?”

Jack wandered to the back of the Jeep, a lit cigarette already dangling from his mouth.

Mitch couldn’t believe this guy, not yet awake and he’s hacking a butt.

Jack took a drag. “You pick.”

Mitch shoved two sandwiches into a backpack and tossed it to Jack, who stabbed at it with his cigarette-free hand but missed.

Mitch eyed the cigarette reproachfully. “What the heck good does hiking do if you smoke two packs a day?”

Jack proudly displayed his pack of Marlboros. “Low tar. And I don’t smoke two a day. One and a half, tops.”

Jack fetched a cell phone from his gym bag and Mitch held up a hand. “No phones. We’re communing, remember? Anyway, it probably wouldn’t work up there.”

Jack shrugged and tossed the phone back into the bag and closed his door.

Mitch aimed his keyless transmitter at the vehicle and locked it with a little chirp, then slipped the transmitter into the pocket of his yellow Gore-Tex parka. In the distance a stone escarpment, capped in patchy snow, jutted five hundred feet above the tree line.

“That’s it,” he said, his finger arrowing at a slight irregularity in the trees that zigzagged across the mountain’s face. “Nine miles, there and back.”

“Great,” said Jack sarcastically. “I can’t wait.”



Four hundred feet above the two hikers, the hawk spiraled lazily, and from this vantage point his extraordinary eyes could make out the texture of their clothes and hair. Although he had excluded them as prey, he continued to watch them for they did not belong here. The hawk continued to drift on the growing morning thermals in search of movement in the forest below. He was hungry. Catching an updraft, he soared a few hundred feet and used the added altitude to bank toward the flank of a densely forested slope. Sailing toward it he felt a presence, not a movement, not a smell, not a sound. But something.

Deep inside his small brain a circuit was receiving a vibration on the frequency band just slightly above that of his material world. Like the feeling one gets just before something bad happens. The hawk could not know what it was. It just was.

He normally would have sounded off with a screech, but his brain told him to fall silent, so he automatically flapped his wings to give himself some distance from the oncoming hill. There was something to be avoided in those trees. But it was not like the human animals.

This belonged here.








6



Ty awakened, and as weak as the dawn light was, it knifed his retina. As soon as he could focus he saw he was in front of a 7-Eleven in the Benz. He vaguely remembered pulling in—when, he couldn’t recall. But he did know he felt like warmed-over dog crap and the half-empty bottle of Glenmorangie on the floormat testified why. He lifted the door, painfully slid out, and shuffled into the store.

Todd Shelton noticed the blondish guy in the rad car had come alive and was entering his store. He was taller than Todd expected.

“Hi. Cool car. You okay?”

“Yeah,” Ty muttered. “Got some coffee?”

“Right there. Just made it. Uh, what kinda car is that? Is that like an old ’Vette or somethin’?”

“No,” Ty said, patting his jacket. Just as he felt a wave of nausea, he realized he’d left home without his wallet. “Shit…”

“Is that one of those DeLoreans?”

As sick and hungover as Ty was, that this bonehead had just mistaken a Rembrandt for a Thomas Kinkade touched a nerve. “No!” he snapped, exacerbating his headache. Then he softened his tone, anticipating he might need a favor from this unenlightened, pimply youth. “It’s a nineteen fifty-six Mercedes 300 SL Gullwing,” he explained patiently.

“Cool. A buddy o’ mine, actually his brother, has a Gullwing. But, it’s, like, a cycle.”

“That’s a Goldwing. A Honda Goldwing,” said Ty as he made eye contact, trying hard to be nice. “Hey, I left my wallet at home. Could you spot me the coffee? I’ll come back and pay for it later.”

He waited as the kid pondered for a solid ten seconds in blank concentration. Finally Ty repeated, “I’ll pay you back.” Then, trying to clinch it, “I’m good for it.”

“Uh, yeah, okay,” said Todd. “But you gotta do it before my shift ends.”

“Sure. Thanks,” said Ty.

Todd consulted his black plastic Timex. “Uh, I’m off at eight.”

Suddenly Ty’s stomach failed him. “Bathroom?” he croaked.

“Uh, it’s just an employee lavatory, but—”

Ty couldn’t wait and leaned over the tall Rubbermaid garbage can adjacent to the Slim Jims and herbal energy drink display and vomited up a jaundiced, ninety-two-proof Scottish barf. Feeling better instantly, he wiped the spittle from his mouth and chin and focused on Todd’s grimace.

“Sorry,” said Ty. “I don’t feel too good. I’ll tell you what…,” as his eyes dropped to the name badge, “Todd. I don’t think I can make it home and back that fast, so I’ll bring it back tomorrow with a tip for you. How’s that?”

Todd narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Uh, yeah, okay.”

Ty poured a jumbo coffee and as he turned to walk outside, the same news headline that captured Todd’s attention caught his eye:


Weyerhaeuser Man Missing

Sheriff Acknowledges Few Clues

A longtime Weyerhaeuser employee, Joseph D.Wylie, disappeared Tuesday morning while working his shift eight miles northeast of Index. Wylie, 47, a timber steward for the company, was investigating a report of a large number of broken trees on Weyerhaeuser land when he vanished. According to police sources, his truck was found on a company-maintained access road, out of gas, with the ignition key in the “on” position. Wylie’s supervisor, Jack Kelleher, said that Wylie had been with the company for more than 20 years and was a good employee. “Joe wouldn’t just take off like that. There’s got to be something wrong,” said Kelleher. Weyerhaeuser officials were working with the Snohomish County Sheriff’s Department in investigating the matter. A sheriff’s spokesman acknowledged the agency had no solid leads in Wylie’s disappearance. The police report also mentioned the presence of alcoholic beverages found in Wylie’s vehicle. A resident of Monroe, Wylie has a wife and two children.



Ty was riveted by two words: broken trees. Badly hungover, he focused hard, reading and rereading the short article, slowing each time to savor those two significant words. Ty wondered if the article was a cruel joke, perpetrated by the gods to tease him at his lowest ebb. But Ty also felt there was something to fate or coincidence and that maybe he was supposed to see this story at this exact point in time.

“Hey, uh, Todd, mind if I take a copy? There’s something in here I need.”

Since unsold copies of the Snohomish Daily News got shitcanned anyway, Todd didn’t really care. “Yeah, okay,” he shrugged, “just add that on.”

This news of the possible misfortune of another had given Ty a reason to live a little longer.



While Jack Remsbecker hated the first five hundred yards of the trail, since it only pointed out how he needed to quit smoking, his hiking partner loved it. Mitch saw it as a metaphor for his career, his life. Things had been grueling in his twenties but then the trail of life smoothed out and now he could manage whatever fate handed him. He enjoyed his life and felt pity for Jack’s hollow, bachelor existence. Mitch thought it was a waste not to share your life with those you placed above yourself—a great woman, then great kids. Those who saw such sentiment as a corny, traditional sociocultural cliché Mitch dismissed as cynics, truly believing that love conquered all and that it was a basic human need, like eating or sleeping. Maybe that’s what separates us from animals, he thought.



From his vantage point high above, his eyes were cemented on the two multicolored forms moving slowly up the trail. Like the hawk’s, his existence generally comprised a series of actions and reactions. When he was hungry he ate, when he was tired he slept. And his waking hours were spent in search of sustenance, of which he required a great deal. But unlike the hawk, he had the power of advanced thought. And unlike the hawk, he could make these two creatures his prey.



A mile up the trail, with Mitch setting a purposely competitive pace, Jack stopped, winded.

“What’s wrong?” Mitch asked as he slowed but didn’t stop. “You toast already?”

Jack gulped air. “Screw you, I’m fine. I’m just not here to set a record, that’s all.”

“Okay. I’m warmed up and don’t want to stop. I’ll meet you at the Y.”

“Yeah, okay,” agreed Jack. “Give me a sec. I’ll be three minutes behind you.”

“I won’t bet on that,” Mitch threw in sarcastically.

“Yeah, whatever.”

As Mitch continued up the trail, Jack was irritated that his partner’s pace was that of a thirtysomething guy with no vices. How can you live like that? Guy’s married to his college sweetheart and has done everything by the book. Jack’s heaving breath made nice little stratus clouds around his upper body. When he felt short of wind like this, he did the one thing his body demanded and his head knew was wrong: reach for a cigarette. He lit up and that first pull of smoke felt like pure oxygen, his distress instantly relieved. He tarried for a few minutes savoring the taste of the Marlboro Light.



He watched as the small two-legs separated. One continued past him but did not see him sheltered in the trees. The one that stayed behind burnedsomething that issued a smell he did not know. He watched it. The small two-legs were the Keepers of Fire.

He did not know how they controlled it, but that didn’t matter. They controlled it and let it loose and they had brought misery to him and his own. And he hated them for it.

The Great Fire had been during the last warm time and he had been moving since. He was drawn here because he felt he was close to the place of the small two-legs. After the Great Fire passed, he resolved to kill every small two-leg that crossed his path. Not for food, but for what they had done. But now there was something new, something he had not known about killing them.

The first one he had killed only a few suns before surprised him when its fear spilled out in waves. He felt its mind voice as he would a warm breeze on his face or a drink from a clear, cold stream. It was then he realized the small two-legs died in a different way than a bear or deer or salmon, in that their feelings of terror were powerful and their thoughts were more like his own. Though their bodies were tiny and fragile, their mind voices were strong. Destroying them, but only after draining their fear, gave him a feeling that was as strong as anything he had ever known—like fire, like mating.

And as he moved closer to where they lived, he had found that, even when he was not near them, he could sometimes hear the strange sounds from their heads, those complicated, confused mind voices. He could even feel them when they were far away, sometimes as far as a distant valley. He had never killed anything for any reason other than to fill his belly or protect his tribe, but now vengeance had taken on something unexpected: pleasure.



Five minutes after finishing his cigarette, Jack needed another. He knew he shouldn’t but he stopped, pulled out his smokes, and popped one up. So what if I’m an extra five minutes late to the rendezvous point?

As he lit up he heard a rustling in the trees nearby. Probably a chipmunk or a raccoon or something. He was hoping to hear it again so he could report at the office Monday he’d encountered some real wildlife. He did hear it, only this time it didn’t sound like a squirrel. It was definitely bigger. He held a lungful of smoke, keeping as quiet as possible for fear of spooking some decent fauna like a deer. Maybe it’s a bear.

Quickly exhaling and stubbing out his cigarette, he began walking. Fifty feet up the trail he heard it again, a faint crackling of small branches and maybe some partially dried needles on the floor of the forest. He heard, even felt something, as if whatever it was had decided to pace him, just out of sight in the trees.

“Mitch? That you?”

He didn’t believe this was Mitch’s style, but the man was certainly cunning enough and perhaps possessed just a hint of cruelty. Maybe he wanted to scare his pal. He thought he had detected a little passive aggression from Mitch.

“Mitch? Come on out, you jerk. I know it’s you.”

Nothing.

Jack quickened his pace despite the increasing upward slope. There was definitely something following him. Maybe worse, whatever it was seemed to be toying with him. His mind raced to find possibilities. A mountain lion? A bear?

Another slight crackling sound off trail caused a chill to rocket down the back of Jack’s neck. He didn’t think a bear would follow someone. It would prefer to just make its move or stay away altogether. It had to be Mitch. Jack stopped and confronted the wall of green.

“Okay, you made your point,” he said, stifling his anxiety. “I’ll keep up.”

Nothing.

Mitch would have shown himself at that point, unless he was perverse in a way Jack had never imagined. Now Jack was scared and started moving even faster. He remembered the stories of people being mauled and killed by mountain lions a few years back in California and got goose bumps. Then he tried to get a grip, telling himself it was ridiculous that a grown man would be frightened by a few sounds.

This is silly…fucking nuts, frankly.

Jack stopped again and peered ahead into the forest. For a split second he thought he saw movement, a large shape quickly passing, then nothing. He stared, shaken. He couldn’t have seen what he just saw. Or thought he saw. Optical illusion, or…

Jesus, it really is a bear. It’s a fucking bear.

Yet his mind rejected the possibility because bears just weren’t that big. He’d seen them in the zoo and watched Grizzly Adams as a kid, and though that was certainly a big bear, it sure as hell wasn’t anywhere near as big as—

No, he refused the thought. Nothing in the forest was that big. Yet trees don’t move…



He watched the small two-leg and felt its rising fear. It pleased him that they were also easy to catch and provided a large quantity of good meat. Once the colorful yet tasteless outer skin was sloughed off, their soft underflesh was savory, better than any other animal he had eaten.

He stood in the shadows of the big trees and watched the small creature standing down the trail and followed the teachings of the old ones: let the hunted come to you.



Jack’s radar was on full alert but there was nothing on the horizon. Nothing but that shape he thought he saw. After twenty seconds passed with no other indications, he tried convincing himself he hadn’t seen it. He couldn’t have seen it. Frightened, he turned and started trotting uphill, pulling out his pack of Marlboros as he moved. He’d light on the fly.

Then he had a feeling of something warm on his back. It was such a palpable but bizarre sensation, it caused him to stop and turn. Jack fully expected to see the sun peeking from behind the clouds, but instead the unbelievable figure facing him astride the trail a mere fifteen yards away caused his entire body chemistry to change in a split second. His hand went lax and his cigarette pack dropped.

Jack Remsbecker’s mouth fell open and his perception became dreamlike, as if what was happening was not actually happening. It was the body’s extraordinary defense mechanism, preventing the mind from sending such shocking distress signals to the organs so as to actually induce heart failure or blackout from shock. Keeping going, despite all hope’s seeming gone, was part of a last-ditch effort by the body to save itself. The failure of that safety mechanism, when confronted by a certain, terrible death, can cause some to literally die of fright.

Jack was not so lucky.

He saw it all coming through eyes filtered by absolute, paralyzing fear. As this towering engine of destruction quickly advanced on him, he stood stock-still, his Timberlands glued to the muddy trail. Somewhere, some cognizant brain function ruled flight impossible. The figure moved so fast, too fast for something that big. And he saw the certainty of his death in its eyes.

As it reached him, his muscles crumbled and he fell backward. But it caught him by the face before he went all the way over and held him, the pressure just enough to keep him up. Then it lifted him off the ground. Its massive palm covering his entire face, Jack saw his peripheral vision flash with red flecks as his blood pressure maxed out.

He felt it bounding up the hill, off the trail. It carried him easily and, after a moment, stopped and shifted its grip to the back of his neck. It raised him, and their faces came within a foot of each other. As muscled fingers closed Jack’s voice box off, he smelled the awful stench of this thing and stared into its terrible orbs, yellow centers glistening with white rage.

Then he heard—and felt—a popping sound like microwave popcorn. It was his spine.

Jack wanted to cry like a baby but couldn’t get his lungs to respond because his neck had just suffered the catastrophic C2-C3 break, rendering his body from his shoulders to his toes into just so much flaccid meat. Then he felt hot breath as this unspeakable demon opened its vast mouth and bit into most of his face like an apple, from his chin to the bridge of his nose. With his vision still momentarily functioning, his severed spine didn’t ameliorate the unbearable pain from his neck up or the stark terror of man’s worst primal fear—that of being consumed alive by another creature. Jack’s last chaotic sensations were unimaginable agony layered upon exquisite horror.
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Not long after the recently demised Jack Remsbecker had been spirited deep into the woods, then cleaned and consumed like a slaughterhouse chicken, Ty was easing the Mercedes back into its tiled slot. By the clock over the work bench it was 6:52. He knew Ronnie would be up and there would be tension until he explained himself.

He crossed the plaza into the house, hung his James Dean death jacket in the closet, and staggered toward Ronnie’s office, hoping to expunge his cryptic good-bye message from her computer. In the kitchen sat his six-year-old daughter, Meredith, in her pajamas, spooning corn-flakes as if comatose. Ty knew that she would someday describe herself as “not a morning person.”

“Hi, sweetie. Mommy up?”

“Yeah,” she managed in a whisper.

“She been in her office yet?”

“Dunno.”

In Ronnie’s office the screen saver streaked Escherlike images of ducks and reversed ducks, the same image that had played earlier. Ty tapped a key and the message he had typed was gone.

“Shit…”

“Hi.”

Ty spun to find his wife standing in the doorway, wearing a white terry cloth robe, wet hair wrapped in a towel, her arms crossed.

Ty looked surprised. “Hi.”

Ty read her face, and despite her outward calm he saw the slightest bit of concern. As Ronnie undid the towel and tousled short auburn locks, her sloe eyes were cautious, inquisitive. She looked more like twenty-eight than thirty-eight. Her tossed gamine crop and pale, almost pixieish beauty gave the first impression that Veronica Greenwood was soft, even girl-like. Yet Ty told anyone who would listen that Ronnie had the balls of the family.

At that moment Ty desperately wanted her, physically and emotionally, but knew he didn’t deserve to even come near her. She just wanted her husband to snap out of his malaise and come back to her. They both feared they would never be able to talk things out because the problem had become too complex. Yet they also acknowledged that very smart people sometimes overcomplicated the potentially simple.

“I love you too. We all do,” she said, answering his earlier message. She lowered the towel and squinted. “You look terrible. What’s going on?”

As Ty and Ronnie’s eyes met, he suddenly felt deep shame over what he had almost done a few hours before. The betrayal and abandonment of his woman and children would have been enough to cast him into eternal damnation, if he really believed in that, which he sort of did. Ty chose to walk out, kissing her cheek as he passed. “I’m okay,” he said.

Ronnie watched her husband disappear down the hallway. She had feared for her marriage but now she feared for his life.

Ty entered his office and thought of his Scotch-blurred promise to never return. He sat at his desk, unrolled the small newspaper clenched in his hand, and found those two words, broken trees, and reread them again and again, as if someone, an editor at this two-bit local rag had somehow stumbled onto the Truth. This just might be the Rosetta Stone Ty Greenwood had searched for to restore his name and his life.

Unlike anything else he’d seen in three years, this piece of news was alive and right in the neighborhood, and no one but Ty knew what it might mean. He picked up the phone and started to dial the newspaper, then realized they wouldn’t be answering at seven ten on a Saturday morning. He hung up and stared at the headline.

Tears came to his eyes as a wave of emotion washed over him. Please God, don’t let this be a false lead. Ty rarely prayed for anything, but this moment seemed appropriate. Why did I see this? Tell me this isn’t a joke to prolong my agony. Is this my answer? Ty could wait to make that call. For if this wasn’t what he had been seeking, then he would soon be back on that black road to oblivion, and this time he’d get it right.



As a light rain began, Mitch looked at his watch. He’d been waiting at the trail’s Y for twenty minutes. After giving Jack ten minutes leeway, he allowed himself to steam over it. Why should he pay the price for this guy’s excesses? Mitch didn’t go out and get smashed and whore around till all hours in search of some cheap thrills.

My God, can’t he move a little faster? That’s why he, Mitch, was making partner and Jack was lucky to get his leftovers. Mitch’s brain angrily searched for analogies and metaphors for Jack’s failed existence and his own growing success and it all came down to who would be first to the top of that hill ahead. That reasoned out—and after waiting precisely twenty-four minutes—Mitch continued up the trail, his staccato pace matching his irritation.



John Baxter heard the phone ringing as he slipped the key into the lock of the glass door. He scurried, as quickly as he could at seventy-four, to the reception desk. It wasn’t even seven thirty and someone was calling, probably to place an ad for their missing dog in the classifieds.

As publisher of the Snohomish Daily News, Baxter’s pragmatic hope was that a big shot from some outfit like Burger King or Albert-sons had finally seen the error of their ways and was caving in and buying a double-truck ad in his humble paper. But he quickly dismissed that fantasy as he picked up the receiver. Too early and it was Saturday. His bet: missing dog.

“News.”

“May I have your editorial department?”

Baxter detected a faint Southern drawl. “You got it,” he answered.

“There was an article about a missing Weyerhaeuser guy. You know it?”

“Yup.”

“You write it?”

“Nope,” said Baxter. “A kid who works for me wrote it. A Wazzu intern.”

Wazzu was the local diminutive for Washington State University, the state’s farm club for journalists.

“Her name’s Verna McKay,” continued Baxter. “What can we do for you?”

“I’d like to talk to her about the information in the…Is she around?”

“No. Won’t be in today. Maybe I can help.”

“I’m just curious as to what you have on file. I assume you have a file?”

“Yeah, but it’s confidential. Why do you need it?”

“I’m sorry, you are?” Ty asked.

“John Baxter, editor and publisher. And you?”

“Ty Greenwood,” Ty blurted, immediately realizing he shouldn’t be too aggressive. “If you could let me look at the file, I would really appreciate it. I’m with the…Forest Service…and we’re concerned about the disappearances lately.”

“There’ve been others?” Baxter asked, ever the newsman.

“Yeah, a few,” Ty lied. This was the first such occurrence he knew of.

“Forest Service, huh?” Baxter figured nobody would make this up. “Yeah, okay, you can come down, but the file stays here.”

“Thanks. I’ll be down later this morning.”

John Baxter hung up wondering why the guy had seemed so excited just to see a file about a logger who’d gone missing. People disappear in the woods all the time.



Mitch got to the top of the mountain, brushed the snow off a rock, sat down, and fished a sandwich out of his pack. He took a bite and thought of that sorry sonofabee Remsbecker. He glanced at his watch and shook his head. Though he hadn’t seen Jack for over two hours, he calculated his hiking partner was a little less than thirty minutes behind him.

He finished off the first sandwich and gazed at the holy panorama. There were two nearby peaks taller than his, and the rest of the view was of smaller knobs and valleys of dark green stretching below. He was a few ridges away from the highway and had lost sight of the depression it tracked through. He liked being unable to see the road or any evidence of man.

He sucked in the chill air, which expanded in his lungs like bottled oxygen. Mitch decided to finish his lunch—it was nine thirty already—and head back. He smiled as he pictured Jack at the office Monday, struggling to counter Mitch’s version of the hike.



Forty minutes later, Mitch’s emotions had run the gamut from irritated to disgusted to worried. He briefly considered that Jack might have gone back to the Cherokee to nap off his hangover but then rejected that because Jack had no way to get inside. Having been out of touch with each other now more than three hours, Mitch began glancing off trail in particularly dicey spots for signs of misadventure. He knew his friend was not as trail savvy as he was; Jack really only went on the hikes to humor him. Mitch felt guilty over his lack of patience and his competitive drive since Jack was only along for the fellowship.

After quickly descending several miles, all the while scanning the nearby slopes and ravines, Mitch seized on a patch of color twenty-five yards ahead. He trotted to it, the small white and gold pack of Marlboro Lights standing out against the drab moist dirt and rocks. Mitch put the pack in his pocket, then looked around, knowing Jack would not have parted with them unless something was very wrong.

“Jack?” He called out, “Jack!”

His voice echoed away and he waited for a response, even a moan.

“Jack! Hey, Jack!”

More nothing, except the white noise of soft rain and occasional rustling of birds and small ground dwellers.

“Jack!” Mitch gazed around. Not prone to cursing, he categorized this situation as appropriate for an expletive. “Shit,” he whispered.

Regretting his no-phone rule, he decided to jog to the car and call for help. He’d have either the King or Snohomish County Search and Rescue here in no time and they’d have Jack back safely before dinner.

Now this will be a story for the office on Monday.

It was easy to jog using the trail’s steep downward slope. About five minutes into his trek, he slowed and looked around, feeling that the sun had just peeked through the rain clouds. A few yards later, after searching the sky, he realized he was actually having a gut instinct that something was wrong. He increased his jog to a run, his feet now sailing over the ruts and dips and switchbacks in his path. Racing down the trail, he suddenly had the perception he was being pursued. He acknowledged it was totally irrational, but there really seemed to be someone following him.

Even though he knew it wasn’t Jack—everything told him it wasn’t—he stopped to look, to listen. Though the soft whisper of rain had let up for a moment, he was woodsman enough to be aware that what he heard was nothing. Not a sound other than air molecules rubbing together. Not a bird, squirrel, cricket, or fly. Nothing. On any other day he might not have even noticed, but there was something ominous about the silence and a slow wave of panic swept over him.

Mitch began to run as fast as he could.

Running at full clip for ten minutes, he saw landmarks that told him he was less than half a mile from the Cherokee. The syncopation of his footsteps on the hard-worn trail beat a steady rhythm, and as he poured on the coal, the snapping of twigs and thudding on hardpan under his feet no longer sounded synchronized with his footfalls. Even in the split second of ground contact he was making, he could feel other, faster, bigger steps. Much bigger steps. It wasn’t Jack and it sure wasn’t anything he wanted to see. He concentrated on getting to the car and getting the hell out of there.

He was sprinting now, flying. The rain returned, harder than before.

Throwing his stride off slightly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his keys and the Cherokee’s remote transmitter. That little black piece of plastic was a welcome feeling in his hand and gave Mitch the illusion he was safe already. But that warm shell shattered when Mitch heard the breathing—metered, regular breaths, but at a volume and resonance that were unreal, like a horrifyingly deep, basso profundo recording someone had concocted in a sound studio and was now playing behind him to frighten his wits from him. And it was working.

And the giant footfalls of the other were overpowering his too. Now there was no doubt something was right behind him, something really big, something…

Through the misty rain he saw the Cherokee and readied the door clicker, his thumb on the button—the one-touch, driver-side-only door opener. Closing on the truck, only thirty seconds more and…

He was going to make it…

He knew it…

He was so close. He visualized jumping into the front seat and…

It grabbed him.

There were no doubts in his mind as he was stopped short and lifted two, three, four feet off the ground, the transmitter falling out of his hand. A throaty, tearing snort from a maw like Cerberus’s told him he was not in the grasp of anything human, and when he was whipped around, his mind froze as he realized he was merely a smaller animal in the clutches of a vastly superior animal.

He was held by the waist and neck, as the process of ending Mitch Roberts began. His body was bent backward like a fragile bundle of sticks into an impossible position, resulting in his nervous system’s failing and his lungs collapsing from the pressure.

With calamitous shock buffering his awareness that he couldn’t breathe, Mitch made what puny attempt he could at struggling, his arms being the only limbs that still worked. His immense attacker responded with animal fury and ripped Mitch’s left arm from its socket, the limb separating from his body in a jet of blood and torn skin, muscle, white tendons, and red and bluish striated ligaments. Mitch looked up at his arm, now flailing above him, as a spray of crimson wet his face. Then he swung his head and looked into the inhuman face of his killer.
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