

[image: Image]









Thank you for downloading this eBook.


Find out about free book giveaways, exclusive content, and amazing sweepstakes! Plus get updates on your favorite books, authors, and more when you join the Simon & Schuster Teen mailing list.







CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE







or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen











[image: Images]





for my parents, Barbara and Michael, and for her parents, Tuija and Pertti





Acknowledgments


I would like to express my deep gratitude to Ellen Levine and Caitlyn Dlouhy. Ellen is the best advocate any writer could hope for, and this novel is so much stronger for Caitlyn’s generous, rigorous editorial eye. I would also like to thank good friends and early readers Brett Finlayson and Calvin Hennick, who gave valuable advice and support though various drafts of this project. I’m also particularly grateful to Mary Clare Cole for her enthusiasm and her art—I’m not sure I completely saw Tess or Axel until I saw them through her eyes. And years later, I remain flabbergasted at the good fortune I had to attend the creative writing program at Syracuse University and I am deeply grateful for my time there.


But above all, I thank my incredible wife, Terhi Majanen. Words fail me. Thank you. Thank you.





PART ONE


Bear in the Backyard


Then the mother sought the strayed one,


Dreading what mischance had happened,


Like a wolf she tracked the marshes,


Like a bear the wastes she traversed


—KALEVALA, RUNE XV





1


The Renaissance at Mud Lake


Tess was sitting on the front stoop of her house, kissing a boy, when the knight rode up. It hadn’t, by any means, been a good kiss—all toothy and wet, kind of frightened and overeager. Still, nobody likes to be interrupted. The knight brought his horse across the road at a canter and charged right into the front yard. His armor flashed in the afternoon light, jangling like a set of expensive pots. The boy quit kissing Tess as soon as he heard it, dropping his hands from her shoulders and sliding away on the wooden step. The knight was named Sam, and he was Tess’s father. The boy had a name, too, but it hardly matters. Tess would remember him only as the boy she happened to kiss on the day that her life changed forever. Though the kiss would have nothing to do with it.


“Tess!” the knight said, his mail-draped horse stamping the ragged grass that passed for their front lawn. “Tess? Is that you, sweetie?” Her father had trouble seeing through the visor of his helmet.


“Nope,” Tess said. She scooted closer to the boy, but he edged even farther away. The sword affixed to Sam’s saddle was blunted but still made of metal. Real enough.


“Honey,” Sam huffed, gathering his patience. He dropped the festooned orange reins and snapped his visor up. “You know I don’t have time to fool around.”


“I told you that thing was dangerous,” Tess said. “You’re going to break your neck.”


“I don’t need to see faces for the joust,” Sam said.


The joust—that’s why he was done up like a gleaming tin idiot. In just over an hour Tess’s father would take part in the opening ceremonies of the Central New York Renaissance Faire. It was, far and away, Sam’s favorite time of year, leaving Thanksgiving and Christmas and all birthdays well in the dust. It used to be Tess’s favorite time of year too. Not that she was telling.


“Listen,” Sam continued, waving his hand in the air as though to shoo flies. “Did Axel leave yet?”


Axel was Tess’s ten-year-old brother. “He’s still inside,” she said, “sewing up his tunic and putting dirt on his face.” The boy beside her stifled a sort of hiccup-laugh.


Her father’s horse shifted and threw her cloaked head back. Sam hardly moved in his saddle. He wasn’t a bad rider, even in that heavy armor. “Good,” he said. “The road is getting busy, and these out-of-towners drive like lunatics. I want you to walk him to the faire tonight. I’ll bring you both home when it’s over.”


“It’s not even half a mile,” Tess said. “Axel isn’t—”


“Hey.” Sam cut her off, jabbing an armored finger into the plate-mail covering his chest, producing a little tink. “Parent.” Then he pointed at Tess. “Kid. It isn’t a lot to ask.” He zapped her his most guilty-making look, a tactic that usually worked whenever it had anything to do with her brother.


“Fine,” she said. “We’ll take him in a minute.”


Sam’s bushy eyebrows perked up, disappearing into his helmet. It was as though he hadn’t been able to see the boy until Tess said “we.”


“Who’s your friend?” Sam said.


“Rod,” she said.


That was not the boy’s name.


“Pleased to meet you, Rod.” With the lightest press of his heel, Sam urged his horse closer to the front stoop. He leaned down to shake hands.


“And you, sir. Your Highness.”


“No, no,” Sam said, apparently oblivious to the boy’s mocking tone. “I’m no royal. Just a knight of the realm.”


“Understood.” The boy was trying so hard not to smile that he actually frowned.


Sam straightened up in his saddle and turned back to his daughter. “Remember that I’m teaching tonight, so I’ll need to bring you and Axel home immediately after the joust.” As if being a knight weren’t nerdy enough, Tess’s father was also a professor specializing in forest ecology and lichens. Lichens.


“Come on, girl,” Sam said. “Come on, sweetheart.” These last words were directed not at Tess, but at the horse. Technically, she belonged to the faire, but Sam had been performing with her for the past five years straight, and they had sort of a thing. The mare gingerly turned herself around while Sam petted her neck and cooed. Tess slipped her phone out of her pocket. She dialed her father, and seconds later the sound of Gregorian chanting began to emanate from his groin area. Whether he was in front of a lecture hall full of dozing students or jousting for the king, Sam always forgot to switch his phone to silent.


“Hell,” Sam muttered, patting himself down. Then, noticing the phone in Tess’s hand, he said: “You know, the smart-ass thing is not so adorable.”


“Who says I’m going for adorable?”


Sam smiled, maybe in spite of himself. Tess knew that her dad didn’t simply love her; he also liked her, most of the time. He dug the person that she was, even now that she’d begun to do her teenage best to communicate that this was in no way mutual. “You know what,” Sam said. “It’s actually kind of fitting.” Then, with a ridiculous “Ya!” he pressed his mare into a gallop, crossed the paved road with a medieval clopping, and vanished into the trees on the other side.


The boy couldn’t hold it in anymore. He laughed so hard that he fell off the stoop, getting mulch on his nice new jeans. “How the hell did you save yourself from that?” He gestured down at the trees into which Tess’s father had disappeared. “With a dad like that, you should so be a loser.”


Truth be told, this boy was kind of a bully and a jerk. Tess had no illusions about that.


“I’m not sure,” she said. “Must have been a miracle.”
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The town Tess lived in was called Baldwin, and it sat smack-dab in the middle of New York State. She and her brother had been born there and—excepting the occasional trip to Florida to visit their grandfather—they’d never left. Baldwin was made up of a handful of shops, a drugstore, and a diner, all strung along the sluggish glitter of the Seneca River. Everything beyond that was hilly farmland, save the little county park where the Renaissance Faire came to drop stakes every fall. The park was called Mud Lake, and it consisted of a few miles of blazed trails running from forest to meadow to marsh, lassoed around a lake that took its name for the algae and goose crap that thickened the shallows to pudding every summer. The park was generally as quiet as the town it was stapled to, save these two weeks in October when it was positively bursting with costumed fools.


Tess opened the front door after Sam left and found her little brother racing through the living room. “Train leaves in five minutes!” she called after him.


“Go on without me,” Axel hollered. He ran into Sam’s bedroom, and Tess heard the sound of closet doors opening and slamming.


“Don’t think I don’t want to,” she shouted. The boy joined her in the living room, casting his gaze over the grotty furniture. There was a chest to one side of the room, the lid yawning wide, filled with replica daggers, maces, and war hammers. The boy snorted. This was the first time he’d ever been inside Tess’s place, and it seemed to be living down to his expectations.


“I can’t find Dad’s shield,” Axel said, charging back into the living room. Tess’s brother was dressed in a burlap cowl and tunic falling over sheer Peter Pan leggings. This was ostensibly for a reason—this year would be Axel’s first time as an official performer at the faire, playing their father’s squire. But honestly, Axel would have dressed up whether he was being paid to or not. His cloth shoes curled up festively at the tips, and he’d buffed them over with cooking oil and fireplace ash. He’d also dabbed his tunic, arms, and face in the stuff. The kid didn’t so much resemble a squire as he did a forlorn Christmas elf afflicted with mange, or rabies.


“Wow,” the boy said.


“I know,” Tess said. “He puts my dad to shame.” Then, to Axel: “Do you really need it?”


“Of course I need it,” Axel said, totally ignoring the older boy. “The squire is supposed to present the knight with his shield. I can’t go without it.”


The boy stepped over to the big open chest of weapons, and he began to root around. “Screw the shield. How about this bad boy?” He plucked out a short, one-sided ax with a mean spike at the pommel. Like all the other replicas, and like Sam’s full set of period-accurate armor, this was little more than an overpriced toy. Still, it would have ruined your day to get clobbered with it. The boy made as though to toss the ax at Axel, who flinched.


“That’s not even the right era,” Axel said, sort of sheepishly.


“ ’Course it isn’t.” The boy let the hand ax fall to the floor, where it scuffed the hardwood as it landed. He shut the heavy chest and then paused for a moment before reaching around behind it. From the space between the chest and the wall, he produced a diamond-shaped jousting shield with polished copper edging—it must have fallen back there when Sam opened the lid to get his sword and gauntlets.


“Thanks!” Axel said, rushing over to take the shield. But the boy held fast.


“What do you say?” the boy asked.


“I said it already. Thank you?”


“No.” The boy might have been a bully, but he was a practiced and patient one. “The word I’m looking for is ‘please.’ ”


“Oh,” Axel said. He shot his sister the briefest look. “Please,” he said.


The boy smiled and let go of the shield. “That’s right,” he said.


“Come on,” Tess said, unable to meet her brother’s eyes. “You’re going to be late.”
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They locked up the A-frame and cut across the yard, heading for the Mud Lake gates down the road. Soon Tess began to hear the first strains of lute music drifting through the park. Flags and banners whipped in the breeze, flashing through the canopy. Axel hurried ahead, Sam’s heavy shield bouncing across his narrow spine.


“He doesn’t look that sick to me,” the boy said. “At least not, you know, not physically.”


This brought Tess up short. Rumors regarding Axel’s condition were rife in Baldwin, but no one had ever confronted her so directly.


“He’s not sick at all,” she said. It sounded like the lie it was, but the boy had sense enough to leave it at that.


They reached the park gates, where a cloth billboard was draped over the Mud Lake sign, brightly announcing the start of the Renaissance Faire. Sam’s picture was on the billboard—the good white knight. For the next two weeks he’d battle the evil black knight twice daily. Sam would win and lose on a predetermined, rotating schedule, as committed to his own defeats as to his victories.


Axel showed his performer’s badge to the leather-capped steward at the ticketing kiosk—shaped, unsurprisingly, like a castle battlement—and nodded his head in the direction of Tess and the boy. “They’re with me,” he said.


“Pass, then, young sirs,” the steward responded in a piss-poor, strangely piratical English accent. “All is well. You may pass. But mind you make haste. Their majesties convene the contest on the hour!”


Translated from high-nerd, this meant: “You’re late.” Axel didn’t have to be told twice. He gave Tess a parting glance and then raced into the faire, disappearing among the interpretive displays and vendors’ tents that had spilled out of the parking lot and into the meadows. Tess made to turn and go, but the boy took her lightly by the arm.


“If you think I’m missing this, you’re crazy,” he said.


Oh well. The boy was such a bummer at kissing that watching the joust with him was probably as good a way to spend their afternoon as any, even if it was just so that they could laugh at Sam and Axel. Tess certainly wasn’t above this. Never mind that last year she’d been right there with them, done up as an adventuring princess. She’d grown out of all that. Maybe “grown” isn’t the right word. It was more an act of will than an act of nature. Tess had decided to grow out of it. High school had come for her. It was every kid for themself.


“It’s not going to be as fun as you think,” she said, pulling her arm from his hand and stepping past the kiosk.


“I don’t think it’s going to be fun at all,” the boy said, his smile sharp and hungry.
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The jousting field was set up in a meadow at the far end of the fairgrounds, just beyond the ax-throw and court-of-foods. On almost any other day of the year you could see whitetail deer grazing here, or maybe a skunk nosing through the wilted growth. But today every sensible animal had found its way to the deeper woods and marshes. A ten-foot riser had been erected at one end of the field, flanked by miniature cardboard towers, and bleachers lined both sides of the jousting green. Tess and the boy found seats on the lowest level, where a sign warned: YOU WILL GET MUDDY! in cheerfully ornate script.


A sudden commotion rippled through the crowd, and some people started clapping. It took Tess a moment to realize that this was for her brother. Axel stepped out from behind the riser, joined by an older boy who must have been playing the squire for the evil black knight. They certainly looked the parts of grim, downtrodden urchins. The knights themselves appeared moments later, galloping out of a large opening at the center of the riser, down to the end of the jousting green and back. The costumed crowd erupted, shooting to their feet, hollering and wolf whistling. Sam gave them a wave, then unsheathed his sword and twirled it in the air, the sun bright upon the blade. He accepted his jousting shield from Axel with a curt nod and turned to give the king and queen, seated on thrones atop the riser, a deep bow. Tess was struck, all at once, by how strange it was to be watching her father from the audience like this. Every inch of Sam was concealed. Tess couldn’t see his face, or his fingers, or even a thread of his long graying hair. But he wasn’t hidden—that was Sam up there. That was her father’s truest self. He may as well have been naked as covered in plates of tempered steel.


For as much time as they’d all spent practicing, the joust didn’t last very long. The knights retrieved their lances and charged leisurely at each other, while their squires led the crowd in coordinated cheers. The boy not only participated in this but, much to Axel’s chagrin, he way overdid it. Whenever Sam scored a point, the boy would jump to his feet, fist pumping the air like he meant to bruise it, hooting with luxuriously insincere delight. Whenever Sam lost a point, the boy would boo and hiss, spitting on the ground. His contempt for the proceedings wouldn’t have been more obvious if he’d dropped his pants and shown his ass to the gathered crowd. Tess tried her best to ignore it, staring blankly across the field. Axel did no such thing. He couldn’t exactly interrupt his performance, but he made a point of passing by their bleachers between the runs and staring daggers at the boy. Tess wished Axel wouldn’t—nothing good would come of it.


Nothing good did. After the joust was over, Tess and the boy went to the makeshift stables, where Axel had just finished putting the horse their father had been riding into her stall. Tess could tell that her brother was still fuming. The boy slapped Axel’s back a little too hard. “Not bad,” he said. “You were by far the least stupid part of that.”


“This one’s a bigger jerk than usual,” Axel said. It would have been a brave and rather foolish thing to say, had it been in English.


“Hell is that?” the boy said, his hand still on Axel’s shoulder. “Elvish?”


“Suomea,” Axel answered. It was Finnish, for Finnish. Only Tess understood what he’d said, on account of she spoke it too.


“Snow-ma?” The boy glanced back at Tess, a hint of irritated confusion behind his pasted-on grin. “I forget; they were on our side? Or did they fight for the Klingons?”


“Shows what he knows. They fought the Russians,” Axel said, shrugging out of the boy’s grip. That he thought he could score a point with this distinction was a little pitiable, and besides, he was still speaking in Finnish. But if he meant to get under the boy’s skin, he’d done so.


“Don’t be like that,” the boy said, more a threat than a plea. “Come on—what’s that you’re speaking?”


“What do you care?” Axel said, finally switching to English.


“Be nice,” Tess said.


Axel turned to look at her, and at once Tess realized that this had nothing to do with the fact that the boy had been nasty to him. This was happening because the boy had made fun of their father. Then he looked back at the boy. “You know that she’s going to be bored of you in a week or two,” Axel said. “So I wouldn’t bother trying to learn it.” His eyes went wide, blazing with certain awareness of his own foolishness. “Not that you could, anyway.”


The boy snatched the collar of Axel’s tunic, backing him up into a broad patch of horse-trod mud. He seemed almost sad as he did this—the boy must have realized that he’d been checkmated. Nowhere to go from here but down, so he gave Axel a hard push that sent him sprawling feet over face into the mud. Axel landed flat on his back, the wind knocked out of him so hard that Tess could actually hear his lungs empty. She knew that this was restraint on the boy’s part. He could have done a lot worse.


“Stop it,” she said, pushing past the boy and stepping into the mud to help Axel sit up. He was gulping air, trying very hard not to cry. “I think you should go,” she said, not even turning to look at the boy.


That was restraint, too. It wouldn’t have been impossible—or even all that difficult—for Tess to have put that bully back on his ass. She had the advantage of staggered puberty, to say nothing of the element of surprise. Because who expects to be leveled by a willowy girl with thin arms and post-goth hair? Certainly not this boy. But Tess could have done it.


She should have.


She knew that.
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They found their father waiting in the employee lot, the engine of his rattletrap pickup running, his armor and weapons trembling in the bed. Sam knew that something had happened the moment he saw Axel’s muddied costume and bloodshot eyes—the look of bruised pride was not uncommon in their house. He reached across to open the passenger door.


“Get in,” he said.


“I’ll get the seat dirty,” Axel said.


Sam smiled lamely. “The seat’s already dirty.” His expression darkened as he turned to Tess. “You too.”


They pulled out of the lot without uttering another word, Sam flashing his high beams at the attendants, all of whom tipped their feathered caps respectfully—he was, after all, a knight of the realm. The drive home didn’t take two minutes, but it was a long two minutes. Their house lay just ahead, all alone between the park and the surrounding farmland. It was a boxy little single-level, above which their father had erected a sort of high-peaked, timbered bivouac, designed to keep the winter snows from flattening them. From the road the house appeared to be a traditional A-frame, but from up close it looked more like a shanty under a wooden tent. Sam turned down the driveway and put the truck into park, leaving the engine idling. “There are potpies in the freezer,” he said. “Tess will make you one.” There was a long silence. Nobody got out of the truck or said anything. “Give us a second, little man.” Sam had been calling Axel that for years, but only recently had the phrase taken on an air of unintentional mockery. Because Axel was little—too little.


“She didn’t do anything,” Axel said, loyal to a fault.


“Obviously, she did.” Sam waited, but Axel didn’t move. “Out,” he said, his voice loose and gravelly; about as close to yelling as he ever got.


Axel slid across Tess’s lap to dismount the truck. He whispered over her, light as Pinocchio, hardly bending the grass when he landed woodenly in the yard. He accepted the key without a word, leaving them to it.


“So I take it that’s the kid’s idea of flirting with you?” Sam said. “Who is he?”


“Nobody,” Tess said.


“Not nobody. Somebody. Somebody who’d hurt your little brother.”


“Yeah. Because I knew he’d do that.”


Sam gave her a look. “And now that you know?”


“I’m not going to talk to him anymore.” The answer was automatic, but it was also true. The boy, who’d meant little to her before, now meant nothing at all.


“And if he does it again?”


Tess squirmed, eager to be out of the vibrating pickup and free of this conversation. “I don’t know, Dad. I’ll kick him in the balls. I’ll give him a nosebleed. I’ll break his arm in three places.”


“Gosh, that’d be smart. Get yourself good and suspended. And who’d look after your brother then?”


Sam was always saying stuff like that. It hardly surprised her anymore. “Yeah, it sure would be a shame for Axel, me getting suspended,” Tess said.


Her father opened his mouth, ready to chop that sarcasm off at the neck. But he caught himself. “Sorry,” he said. “I know you were kidding. But the point is that . . . You know the point.”


Tess was quiet. Given the circumstances, her poor ground in this fight, an apology from her dad should be pretty close to victory.


“Want me to put a pie in the oven for you?” she said.


“I’m doing a session at the writing clinic after class,” her father said. “I’ll pick something up in between.”


“All right,” Tess said, stepping out of the truck. “See you.”


Sam reached across the passenger bench and pulled the door closed behind her. The window was still open, and he called to her through it. “I love you, honey.” Nothing but a throwaway had it been any other day. For years to come, Tess would play this moment over and over again in her mind. It was only a fluke, a temporary and benevolent glitch in the universe, that she answered the right way.


“Love you, too, Dad,” Tess said.


Sam nodded, glanced at the dash clock, and drove away.





2


Inexplicably Brown Bear


Axel immediately sensed that there was something strange going on back at their house. A smell hung in the air—animal, but unfamiliar. It struck him faintly as he got out of the pickup, and by the time he’d reached the front door it became undeniable. Some raccoons had been after their trash cans last spring, but this smell was different. There was something aggressive about it, something musty and rotten. Odd. But when Axel shouldered open the front door, the scent faded. The A-frame smelled exactly the way it was supposed to—like hearth ash and canned chili. Like holly and old paper. Like home.


Axel shut the door behind him and peeled off his muddy tunic and tights, draping them over the back of a wooden chair to dry. Then, wearing nothing but his underwear, he plucked a book from what he and Tess called the “school shelf” and planted himself on the couch to wait for his sister. Axel knew that he was at least partly to blame for what had happened that afternoon, and if Tess was getting chewed-out on his account, loyalty demanded he wait for her. The book he’d chosen was one of Tove Jansson’s Moomin stories. It was in Finnish. Most of the books squeezed into their little living room were a mix of English and Latin—work stuff for their father’s job. These included botanical field guides, graduate-level textbooks, and crisply bound student theses on the minutia of lichens and soil nitrogen. But everything on the school shelf was in their mother’s native language. An old leather-bound edition of the Finnish epic The Kalevala held the place of honor at the top, followed closely by their full set of Moomin books. There was an abundance of filled-in grammar readers, a collection of Astrid Lindgren novels—translated into Finnish from the original Swedish—as well as enormous Finnish editions of Tolkien, Grahame, Adams, and Holdstock. The reason they called this the school shelf was that every evening their father would take one of the books down for an hour and a half of Finnish lessons. Sam always said that knowing the language was a way of knowing their mom—a way, even, of knowing themselves. Axel wasn’t so sure about that, but he kept up with the practice all the same. It made his father happy, and besides, he liked the stories.


Tess came in before he even finished a page, shutting and bolting the door behind her. Axel closed his book and stood.


“I just want to say—”


“Please don’t. Turkey or veg?” She meant the pies.


“Turkey,” he said after a pause.


She nodded, crossed through the living room and entered the kitchen at the back of the house. Axel watched her pull two potpies from the freezer and thumb the frost off one of the boxes to read the cook temperature. She knelt to set the oven and slid the unwrapped pies inside.


“Call me if I don’t hear the beep,” she said, fast-walking to Sam’s office and closing the door behind her. The computer was in there, and she’d no doubt be locked up with it well into the evening. Axel remained on the couch for a moment, contemplating his sister. It wasn’t just that Tess was a different person these days; she seemed to be many different people. He hoped that whatever personality she settled on in the end was one that he liked. Because he really used to like her.


Axel put the Moomin book back on the shelf and went into the kitchen to pick up some lettuce for Bigwig, a hare they kept as a pet. But when he opened the door to his bedroom, he got two more indications that something was vaguely wrong. For one, the wheelchair was there, glowering at him from beside the bed. It had never come inside their house before. It was the old-fashioned kind—lightweight and collapsible, with folding footrests and a sagging leather seat in hospice-navy-blue. It wasn’t a real wheelchair. Nobody but Axel could see it, and even he couldn’t see it most of the time. But on bad days he could hear its oiled wheels swishing behind him, and sometimes he’d turn to catch it rounding a bush or a stump. One morning it rolled insanely after his school bus, bouncing over potholes and stones, as though fastened to the hitch with a twenty-foot length of invisible bungee.


Axel had no idea why it had started to follow him. He’d come across it in Mud Lake Park that summer—worn from use but totally clean—and wheeled it to the nature center so he could drop it off with Lost and Found. The poor lady at reception just stared at him, her pained smile shellacked into place. When Axel looked down at his hands, he found them empty, clutching tubes of air where the handles had been. “Do you want me to call your daddy?” she asked, soft and cooing. Needless to say, he’d never told Sam or Tess about the wheelchair.


The other clue that something was off was Bigwig herself. She was a snowshoe hare, and just about as tame as those animals ever get. She’d darted in front of Sam’s truck a few years ago, when he was returning from a lecture at the Ranger School on Cranberry Lake. Their father brought her home all bound up in splints. Bigwig healed quickly and had grown more or less accustomed to their touch and to the unpredictable sounds of a human house. So it was exceedingly strange to see her now, tight as a basketball in the far corner of her hutch, ears flat against her back, whiskers pert, shivering like it was the end of the world.


Axel opened the top of the hutch and made to pick her up. Then he thought better of it—Bigwig looked like she’d take a chunk out of whatever came near. And she stank—her whole inner den was in tatters, littered with pellets. Sam had cut a passageway into the wall, which led to another enclosure out in the yard. Bigwig normally passed droppings out there, but now the floor was covered with them. The wire and wood framing the hutch was bent and splintered. It looked like she had spent the whole afternoon inside, flipping out.


There must have been something in the woods. No raccoons could have put Bigwig into such a frenzy of fear. Could be a coyote was skulking about, or a fisher, but more likely than not it was just a stray dog.


Carefully, Axel reached into Bigwig’s hutch and dropped the lettuce. She’d upended her water dish into the wood chips, so he retrieved it and went into the kitchen to refill it. Their old oven was protesting, sounding like a workshop of busy elves, clinking and tinkering. Tess sounded much the same, through the thin door to their father’s study—a mania of typing.


“Something’s the matter with Bigwig,” Axel called.


Tess stopped typing briefly. “Is she sick?”


“She’s scared. Really scared.”


There was a pause. “She’ll be fine,” Tess said.


Back in his room, Axel set the fresh water at the far end of Bigwig’s hutch and dug a dry pair of pants out of the hamper. There was a faint creaking sound, and he looked back to see that the wheelchair had rounded the bed and was approaching him, like some kind of screwed-up doom-pet. He gave the chair a kick, sending it backward into the wall, where it shattered into loose gears and smoke and disappeared. Axel had only just finished getting dressed when he heard more creaking. The chair—the mirage, the hallucination . . . whatever it was—was rarely this persistent. “Leave me alone,” Axel said, spinning back around.


But it wasn’t the wheelchair this time. It was Bigwig, gnawing and pawing at the edge of her hutch. She was suddenly insane with fear, a froth of spit and blood around her mouth from chewing at the wood. Whatever had been terrorizing her must still be out there. And if she didn’t stop soon, Bigwig could really hurt herself. Quick as he could, Axel rushed out the door, yelling “Ya! Ya! Ya!” which didn’t sound all that menacing, even to him. He grabbed up a broom that was leaning against the stoop and started slamming it on the ground in front of him. He ran around the A-frame, still yelling: “Ya! Ya!” so that whatever it was would get good and gone. When he got to the backyard, he stopped.


There was a brown bear sitting in the garden patch, staring at him. For a strange moment it was like Axel was just looking through it. Like it couldn’t be any more real than the imagined wheelchair. But no. It was a bear—a huge one. Axel’s broom made a thwacking noise, and he realized that he was still hitting it against the ground. He stopped. The bear looked him over. Axel thought a bunch of things all at once. He flew through all the sometimes helpful, sometimes contradictory bear-encounter advice that he’d gleaned from park rangers and his father and the Internet. Was he supposed to make noises so the bear knew what he was? Was he supposed to keep quiet so the bear wouldn’t be startled? The literature was sometimes vague, and species dependent. Basically, what it all boiled down to was: Don’t run. Lie down and protect your organs. If you have to fight, do it like your life depends on it, because it does. Axel didn’t run. He put his free hand over his belly, snorted at how ineffective that’d be, silently scolded himself for snorting. The brown bear just stared. That was another thing he thought—and this much more intensely than the survival tips—that the bear was brown. Totally, inexplicably the wrong color. There were no brown bears in Baldwin. Black bears. New York State had black bears. So where the hell had this thing come from?


As if in answer, the bear huffed. It got up off its haunches and took a step closer. Axel suddenly began thinking nothing at all. The bear took another step. The palms of its forepaws were so short, almost human, the back ones elongated and beastly. The bear’s head was larger around than Axel’s torso, and it swung from left to right, rhythmically. Axel had been avoiding eye contact with the animal, but he stole a glance and saw that it wasn’t looking at him anymore. The bear was staring over his shoulder, at the little house from which he’d just emerged. Maybe it smelled the pies in there? Or Bigwig? Or Tess? Maybe it just wondered if Axel were alone. Would it be allowed to eat him in peace, right here? Again Axel wondered: Where did you come from?


What happened next did not happen quickly, but for how fast Axel reacted it could have passed in just a second. The bear began to approach. Axel couldn’t seem to get his body to do anything, other than shake, as the bear closed in. But the thing didn’t swipe at him, or bite. It walked right past Axel, knocking him with a shoulder big and looming as a hooked side of frozen beef, sending him toppling backward for the second time that day. The bear then made for the kitchen window. Its front paws seemed to clap at the ground lightly before lifting off, standing on its hind legs to peer into the kitchen. Tess was there—Axel could see that now. The animal blocked glare from the setting sun, leaving a bear-shaped patch of darkness on the window glass. In that patch he could see Tess, staring out.


Axel actually felt the ground thwump as the bear fell back down onto its forepaws. The animal rocked its head again and gave a sort of low groan—it sounded distinctly dissatisfied. Then the bear turned and made its way around Axel, back through the vegetable garden, departing with a slow, discouraged gait. It seemed no more than a second later that Tess’s arms closed around his chest. She lifted him right up into the air. And then he was in the kitchen, on his hands and knees. Tess was bolting the back door and cussing not a little. “What the hell, Axel? What’s wrong with you?” He meant to answer, but he couldn’t just yet. He realized he hadn’t been breathing for a while. He started again.


“Are you, like, broken?” Tess said.


“Did you see it? It was brown,” he was gasping, giddy. “Why was it brown?”


Tess glared at him, but her disdain seemed almost forced. She was giddy too. “Next time you go outside and you see a damn bear, come back inside. Even if it’s purple. Too complicated?” Still pressing her weight against the door, she shifted slightly to peek out the window.


“Where did it come from?” Axel said. He got up and pressed his nose against the glass. The bear was trundling through the dying light in the garden.


“Don’t know,” Tess said. “Zoo? Or was there, like, a dancing-bear thing at the faire?”


“I didn’t”—he was still catching his breath—“see one.” The bear was disappearing. What was wrong with him? Why was he just standing there? Another minute and it’d be gone! “Keep an eye on it,” Axel said, darting back through the living room.


“I swear to God if you go outside I’m just going to watch!” Tess hollered from the kitchen. But Axel was only looking for Sam’s camera. He found it on his father’s desk, stacks of paper swishing away as he grabbed it. By the time he was back in the kitchen, the bear had already reached the edge of the yard, skirting slowly into the deepening shadows beneath a knot of birch trees.


“You don’t have enough light,” Tess said.


“No one will believe us otherwise,” Axel said. He rested the lens on the windowsill and pressed his eye to the viewfinder. The image of the brown bear was just about as clear as your middling Bigfoot picture, a ball of dark against lesser dark. But the road beyond the papery birches was open and lit by a huge bar of setting sunlight. Sure enough, the bear surfaced from the birches edging their yard and stepped onto the road, at once brilliant and distinct. Axel pressed the shutter, but nothing happened. He pressed it again. The camera was off. He turned it on, but it was too late. The bear had submerged into the murky parkland, its shape blending to nothing.


“Stupid,” Axel said to himself. “Stupid.”


Tess didn’t seem to notice that he’d failed to capture the necessary proof. “Dad is gonna flip,” she said.


Axel was quiet for a while. He was, as a rule, hard on himself. He had to be. “You won’t tell him what happened, will you?”


Tess smashed her lips together. “I’m not an idiot. Don’t think for a second it’s not me he’d blame.” With the bear gone, she unbolted the kitchen door, laughing to herself a little, maybe at how utterly useless the flimsy thing would have been to protect them. “We’re supposed to get rain tonight,” she said. “Why don’t you take some pictures of the prints? They might not be there tomorrow.”


So she had noticed that he didn’t get a shot.


Axel followed his sister outside and started snapping pictures of the torn-up old garden and the big, claw-bristling prints. Their preposterous size was proof enough that the animal was not resident. Plenty of black bears lived up in the Adirondacks, and some occasionally strayed as far as Baldwin. But Tess and Axel had seen their tracks, and they weren’t half this big. Together they did a circuit around the house. Evidence of the bear was everywhere. As though it had done nothing but walk rings around their house all afternoon. The deepest scuffs were below the windows. Axel imagined the bear standing to peer inside, investigating each and every room.


“Maybe it was looking for somebody,” he said.


“Dude,” Tess said, “sometimes it’s like you’re not even trying to be normal.”


They’d returned to the kitchen door, where the final set of needle-pointed prints led off through the garden and between the bone-white birches. Axel judged they still had a half hour before it was totally dark. There was really no question in his mind that they were going to follow this bear. You don’t grow up the way Axel had grown up and then not follow an unexplained bear. Tess, for her part, seemed to recognize as much.


“So really,” she said. “I mean . . . it has to be from the faire, right?”


“Maybe.” Axel nodded. “It’s totally possible. I think I saw something in the catalog about it.” A lie, but if Tess was going to let them talk themselves into this, Axel was sure as hell going to aid and abet.


“There’s probably some trainer in a coxcomb going crazy with worry,” she said.


“It’s tame,” Axel said. “It’s gotta be tame.”


“If you tell Dad—”


“Not even . . . I wouldn’t—no.” Quickly, before she could think better of it, Axel turned and picked up the broom. It was so light in his hands, making him feel strong. Not just strong—mighty. He braced the shaft across his shoulders like the thing was a spear and slung the camera over his neck. Then he set off for the road, cutting right through the vegetable garden the way the bear had.


“You’re bringing the broom why, exactly?” Tess caught up to him in a few long strides.


“No reason,” he said. They passed through the garden, approaching the birch grove at the end of the property. “I just like to carry it.”


“Okay.” She stared at him for a moment. “You know it’s just a broom, right?”


Axel sort of laugh-coughed. “Come on, Tess,” he said. “I know what’s real and what isn’t.”


And with that, the two of them headed up the road. Or rather, the three of them, if you counted the wheelchair, which had reappeared among the birches. It followed creakingly, at a distance.
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Tess knew, of course, that this might not be the smartest thing to do. Even if the bear were a tamed, dancing fugitive from the Renaissance Faire—which really, it had to be, because where else could it have come from?—that was hardly a good reason to put themselves into the woods with it. And Axel’s promise to keep mum about this little adventure would last exactly as long as their father’s classes that evening. Her little brother’s enthusiasm would boil over, and when Sam found out, he’d come down on Tess like a hailstorm. So why do it, then? Tess wasn’t sure, but it had something to do with that moment when the bear stood up, staring right at her through the kitchen window. She couldn’t explain it, but there was something in the animal’s expression that she’d almost recognized. Worse yet, the big, horrible thing seemed to recognize her right back.


They passed into the birches edging the yard, thick with the smell of the bear, where Axel paused to take a few more pictures. Their mother had planted these trees, and they were still only saplings when she died. The birch orchard was supposed to give them some privacy from the road, but for that any old trees would’ve done—plenty, indeed, would’ve done better. When Tess asked her father about it, his answer had been typically roundabout. “These are Betula papyrifera,” Sam had explained. “American white—you see the oval leaf, the fine toothing? Doesn’t look totally dissimilar, at a distance, from Betula pendula. Silver birch. A European variety.” He’d left it there, using the Latin, and the lesson, as a hiding place. Sam could just as well have said: “Your mother planted these trees because they reminded her of home. But they’re not exactly the right kind.”


When Axel was done, they crossed to the far side of the road. To the south the park entrance was still crowded—knights and jesters heading home for the day—but up here it was quiet. Axel searched the gravel embankment. “There you are,” he mumbled to himself, having rediscovered the trail. The bear tracks didn’t veer off into the welcoming shelter of the park, but rather stuck to the road, traveling due north along the embankment. The tracks disappeared once, in a wallow on the shoulder, but emerged again on the far side, the course just as straight as ever. There was something distinctly un-wild about it, like the bear was paying a neighborly call. Like it knew exactly where it was going.


The sun had been swallowed up behind the park, but there was so little cover on the far side of the road that twilight was still bright enough. Beyond the low hedges and blackberry were farm plots, ripe pumpkins scattered across them like orange marbles. Day laborers were still in the field, drifting toward a repurposed school bus that sat at the far end of one of the plots. None of them looked like they’d seen a bear. A jay screeched and whistled from somewhere above and was answered by the cries of other jays, deeper in the park. A warning passed from bird to bird. Back in the field the little school bus began to rumble and whine. The driver flipped the high beams on and started working it carefully out of the plot. One of the tires pinched a pumpkin, and it burst. Tess couldn’t explain why, but the world suddenly felt tight as a drum.


Up ahead was Mrs. Ridgeland’s place—an enormous house sulking inside a rough ring of trees, brassy outdoor lanterns casting light out into the countryside. Mrs. Ridgeland was their only real neighbor, which was a shame, because the woman was a grade-A creep. She owned all the farmland opposite the park, including the puny house that Tess shared with her brother and father. Every month their dad would walk up the road to slip a rent check into her mailbox, but Mrs. Ridgeland never came out to say hello. Never asked after their family or if there were any problems with the house she was renting them. But that’s not to say they never saw her. Nine times out of ten you could spot Mrs. Ridgeland in one of her many windows, gazing back at you through an old-fashioned telescope. That’s how she spent her days, going from window to window to spy on the workers in her fields or on unfamiliar cars passing on the road. Exactly what she was on the lookout for, nobody could say.


“It’s cold,” Axel said. Tess glanced back at her brother, ready to scold him for not bringing a jacket. But it was the trail he was talking about. The paw prints had veered into the center of the road, where they disappeared like a track crossing a river. Axel got down on his knees and peered expertly at the asphalt. He picked up a handful of fallen leaves and sniffed them. He consulted the air. “There,” he said, pointing to a muddy half-moon on the far side of the road. Sure enough, the tracks reappeared on the opposite embankment, cutting down the slope toward the big, bright house.


“She must have seen it,” he said.


Tess had spoken to Mrs. Ridgeland only a handful of times, and she had no particular urge to add to her tally. But if anybody was liable to notice something out of the ordinary, it would be their landlady. “We can ask,” Tess said. “But that’s it. After that we’re going right home.”


Axel grinned and nodded. Together they followed the tracks down through the ring of hardwoods that circled Mrs. Ridgeland’s house. The branches above hung a net of tracery over the property, their trunks marking out airy chapels in the yard. This churchy impression was helped along quite a bit by Mrs. Ridgeland’s particular obsession with angels. Stucco and fiberglass statues were strewn among the trees—women with trumpets, men with swords, winged all. The statues were clearly supposed to look like old stone carvings, but mostly they just looked cheap. Tess and Axel lost the trail again just shy of the front stoop. The bear seemed to have stopped between a pair of sinister cherubs, strutting their potbellies and gross baby thighs.


They continued up to the front door and knocked. Eventually two shadows appeared beneath the door, but it was a while longer before it opened. “What are you two doing?” Mrs. Ridgeland said. Their landlady had thrown a robe on over her pajamas. She held the door open wide, but didn’t invite either of them in.


“Good evening, madam,” Axel said, coaxing a tiny smile from her—adults rarely saw his word choice for the liability that it was. “We apologize for disturbing you, but we bring urgent news.”


“Does your father know you came all the way over here?”


“Sam’s at work,” Tess said.


“So much more reason for you two not to be out wandering,” Mrs. Ridgeland said, already making to close the door. Then, a little reluctantly: “Do you need me to help you find your way back?”


It was a ten-minute walk without a single turn, but Axel answered with total sincerity. “No, ma’am, thank you. We just came to ask, did you see the bear?” For the briefest moment it seemed to Tess that a look of unguarded surprise passed across Mrs. Ridgeland’s face. But the expression vanished before it had a chance to settle. “A brown bear,” Axel continued. “A grizzly.”


“A bear?”


“Indeed. Yes.”


“I can’t say I have.” Mrs. Ridgeland glanced at the broom Axel was carrying and shot an annoyed look at Tess. “Are you two playing hunters?”


“We really saw one,” Tess said, staring hard into the woman’s face, looking for a trace of whatever had just passed. “A brown bear came into our garden.”


“No bears in Baldwin,” Mrs. Ridgeland said, meeting Tess’s gaze. The black/brown distinction seemed totally lost on her, one bear as impossible as the next.


“Actually, that’s not entirely accurate,” Axel said. “Up in the Adirondacks there’s a population of—”


“The Adirondacks are a long ways off.” Mrs. Ridgeland looked over their heads at the darkening trees. “I think it’s time the two of you got along.”


“The footprints are right there,” Tess said, pointing to where they’d lost the track. “If you want to put some shoes on, we can show them to you.” She wasn’t being insistent out of any desire to be believed. She simply didn’t like Mrs. Ridgeland and wanted to impress the woman’s own wrongness upon her. Their landlady’s expression hardened, and it was now no longer a question of whether or not a bear could happen—it was a contest. The grizzly would have to pop out from behind a tree and start tipping over angel statues for her to admit it to evidence.


“We tracked it from our garden,” Axel said. “But the track ends here.” If seeing the bear wasn’t enough for him, his week was likely made by getting to say the word “tracked.” “We’ve got some pictures of the footprints, if you don’t want to come outside.” Helpfully, Tess’s little brother offered up the camera for Mrs. Ridgeland’s inspection. She made like she didn’t notice.


“Well, now . . . if I had to guess, I’d say that bear probably went back the way it came,” Mrs. Ridgeland said. “Why don’t you two go home and check again, before it gets completely dark.” Then, to Tess: “Step inside with me for a minute. I want to give you a flashlight for the way back.”


Instead of allowing her to follow, Mrs. Ridgeland actually took Tess by the arm and pulled her inside. She shut the heavy door behind them, sealing them both up in a dark hallway overflowing with stacks of faded, glossy paper. Her skin seemed somehow whiter in the darkness, her complexion matching the stucco angels out front. The woman gave the impression of being just as dry and hollow on the inside.


“Playing with your brother is fine and good,” she said, “but this is too much. It’s odd.” Mrs. Ridgeland whispered the word “odd” like it was a malignant, disfiguring disease. Like she meant to quarantine the afflicted.


Tess stared at her for a moment. She was getting bolder as she got older. Ruder, too. “You saw it, didn’t you?” she said. “You gave us a look when Axel—”


The older woman scrunched up her brow, cutting Tess off with a dismissive huff. “It’s solid oak my dear.” She reached over Tess’s shoulders and rapped on the door behind her. “He can’t hear you through it, so there’s no need to keep up the act. Now listen. A little pretend from time to time is harmless enough, but your brother doesn’t understand . . .” She trailed off. “It seems to me like you might be taking advantage of him.”


Tess opened her mouth to speak, but then she thought better of it. Her father could forgive a lot, but cussing out their landlady would be too much, even for him.


“You’ve got him convinced he’s tracking a real live bear,” Mrs. Ridgeland went on. “It can’t be good for his condition, traipsing all over the place, and at this time of year. You’re going to wear him out.”


“His condition is fine,” Tess said.


Mrs. Ridgeland sighed, her eyes suddenly glistening. “Oh, honey,” she said.


Tess felt either a scold coming or a forced hug. She didn’t care to get either, so she said a loud “thank you!” and used that ink cloud to slip back out the door, closing it firmly behind her. Axel had gone down the front steps to wait in the yard. He usually had a good sense of when people were talking about him and would make himself scarce for their benefit.


“The flashlight?” he said.


“No batteries.” Tess set down the steps. “Come on.” Axel picked up his broom, and together they passed through the angel-crowded yard and left Mrs. Ridgeland’s house behind them. Everything had grown closer and larger in the dark.


[image: image]


They walked back home in silence. The A-frame burned through the birches up ahead, alongside the taillights of the last cars still trickling away from Mud Lake Park. Tess was still mulling that look of surprise that had flashed over Mrs. Ridgeland’s face, wondering if maybe she’d imagined it, when she caught sight of a tall, slim silhouette standing against the glow of their house. At first it looked like their father, but he wasn’t supposed to be back from teaching for another few hours. It was a stranger. Tess shushed Axel—he’d been yammering about irregular weather patterns as a potential catalyst for a confused, migratory grizzly—and they approached quietly.


For his part, the stranger didn’t seem to notice them coming. As the man came into fuller view, Tess saw that he wasn’t tall—he was towering. He skimmed the underside of seven feet, if you counted his boots and hat, but he was just about as skinny as Axel, which made him look like some gaudy marionette from a stop-motion movie. He wore a long duster, patched here and there with patterned swatches. No question this joker had been an attendant or presenter at the faire. He even had an elaborate wizardish walking stick, which he used for support as he lowered himself into an odd squat: free hand on his knee, his narrow butt waggling out like a mockingbird’s. Tess realized that he was talking to somebody in the woods—a second stranger, among the trees. That was enough for her. Renaissance Faire or no, oddly dressed strangers in the night were to be avoided. She took Axel’s wrist and made to lead him silently across the road.


“Maybe he knows where the bear is?” Axel whispered.


“Who cares where the bear is,” she said, tugging on his wrist. He wouldn’t budge.


“Come on, now!” the stranger was yowling. He had an accent, but from where Tess couldn’t be sure. “You’re being an infant. If it’s too early, then it’s too early. You’ll just have to wait and come back later.”


Whoever was in the woods made no reply.


“Having a sulk?” the stranger said. “I bring you all the way to this armpit and you’re having a sulk?”
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