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  The snowstorm had been predicted, but it rolled in faster than expected as most Alberta Clippers tend to do. Sweeping south from Canada, it drove freezing temperatures and wind chills into the northern Great Lakes, but because of the lakes’ proximity it also began to dump up to a foot of snow in a wide band that unfortunately encompassed the majority of Carl’s route to the lodge.


  “Maybe we should turn back,” Lynn suggested, from where she snuggled close to Carl. He was gripping the wheel tightly; she could see his fingers turn white where they grasped it. His very reliable xTerra was fine in the rapidly accumulating snow, but he was having trouble seeing the boundaries of the gently snaking road due mostly to the uneven drifting. “It’s only about an hour back to Eagle River,” she added.


  “More like two,” Carl said without taking his eyes off the road, or what he could see of it. If it wasn’t for the tree line past the shoulder on both sides, he would have had no idea where the concrete ended. Problem was, in many places the shoulder was a slice of gravel falling away to a steep ravine, and the snow was masking the delineations so well it might as well all have been the same. “I think we can make the lodge without too much trouble, and then we can hunker down and wait out the storm. There’s nothing for us to do the whole week…”


  “Nothing?” Lynn asked, cracking a wise smile. He couldn’t see it, but she knew he heard it.


  “We’ll be otherwise occupied. Let it snow, like the song says.” He chuckled. Her hand was in his lap. They were on the same page.


  An atypical winter vacation opportunity for him had led to this wild idea, staying a week at one of those log-cabin ski lodge style resorts in the middle of the Upper Peninsula, a couple hundred miles farther north than either of them had ever been. Eagle River was their normal playground, in winter a haven for snowmobilers and Nordic skiers, but this trip was taking them well north of Watersmeet, Michigan, which they had left behind just as the storm kicked in.


  Lynn didn’t want to show him how nervous she felt. She patted his jeans half-jokingly and half-seriously. But she barely wanted to take her eyes off the road, figuring two attentive pairs would be better than one under the circumstances. They’d already spotted several deer at the side of the road and one startled in mid-leap that Carl had barely avoided, almost skidding into the ditch they called a shoulder around here.


  Worse, now the falling snow was thickening by the minute, the flakes growing in size into cotton balls. Unfortunately, the rate of the snowfall also increased, so the beauty of the snow quickly tuned nightmarish. Visibility had been poor at the start of the storm, and now it was worsening. The high beams exacerbated the situation; the light bounced off the sparkly flakes and turned the area ahead of them into a glowing sno-globe with little visible beyond its borders. Trees beside the road, mostly jack pines standing in endless ranks, their branches already loaded with new snow, came into view and disappeared beside them like desert mirages.


  “Shit,” Carl whispered harshly. The snow seemed to grab the vehicle’s undercarriage as its depth increased almost visibly. They were raking the crusting top snow layer as they drove, and he turned now to face Lynn briefly. “If I slow down we might just get stuck, and if I speed up I can feel the wheel fighting me. We could end up in the ditch. They wouldn’t find us until spring.”


  He grinned and faced forward. It was like him to make a joke, but the seriousness of the situation was plain in his tone.


  They’d tried their phones repeatedly, to call the lodge, or back to Eagle River, but no signal was apparent.


  Things sure looked like they were getting worse by the minute. Running out of gas would be the clincher.


  Lynn suddenly realized they hadn’t seen another vehicle in an hour. 



  “Somebody coming at us might not see us until it’s too late,” she said, aware that she was piling on.


  “Yeah, and they’d be sticking to the middle of the road. Like we are.”


  Her hand squeezed his thigh for a second. Moral support.


  “How about the GPS?” She tipped her chin at the bright unit set in the dash.


  “I think it’s working fine, but we’re not really lost – we’re just blind. Maybe radar would help.”


  She didn’t want to ask, but she had noticed that the GPS display wasn’t showing any cross streets, trails, or anything else. Just large white areas with occasional patches of impossible green, or ominous black. Carl had tried zooming in and out, with no real result. Either it was malfunctioning or there was simply nothing but the road they were on… for miles.


  He must have been reading her mind.


  “We’re in trouble, Lynn. There’s just not much chance we’ll make the lodge any time soon, and if we don’t find an alternative we’re screwed. We’ll run out of gas before the blizzard’s over. We’ll freeze.”


  “Thanks for keeping us entertained with the light jokes,” she said, but her hand gripped his knee in lieu of prying his hand off the wheel. She wanted to not worry, to trust his quiet steadfastness – a trait she loved – and she wanted to communicate her trust, and her love, through the thin layer of her hand’s skin.


  They drove on in grim, tense silence, the quiet of the snowfall contrasting with the crunch under their wheels.


  She knew he was avoiding her eyes, using the brief seconds during which they left the road to scan the useless display.
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  Carl kicked himself for the bad decision. He should have used his head. He’d lived in the North Woods long enough to know that sometimes you had to leave Nature to play its games alone. He knew that sometimes your human ingenuity and intelligence and intellect meant nothing in the face of the wild woods. He’d been shown by better men than he that you never should take Nature lightly.


  But Lynn had seemed so smitten with the idea of the lodge at Christmas. Hell, at first they’d bemoaned the possibility of going to all the trouble and then being drenched in a late-year rain storm. Her eyes had positively glowed with silver and gold at the mention of the place she’d found – Quiet Acres Lodge, All Major Credit Cards accepted – tucked away in the Upper Peninsula. He’d been satisfied with the Eagle River area, but she was right that sometimes the snowmobilers ruined everything with their irreverent and noisy (not to mention drunk) roaring up and down the trails. This place was a glorified bed & breakfast, from what he could see on their web page, and maybe only the lodge lobby itself was made of logs, but still, it sounded romantic enough… and certainly quiet.


  But the romantic part was important.


  Carl had a ring in a box he’d managed to keep hidden from her. It was a horrible Lifetime Channel cliché, he knew, but how could he not take the opportunity and move his plans up a week? He’d figured New Year’s Eve would be the night, but this sudden trip was much better. Sometimes a cliché is just what the doctor ordered, because then you can both reminisce and laugh about it years later.


  Shit, shit, shit. Maybe I shouldn’t have been quite so easy a romantic fool.


  No, given the way the snow kept falling, the GPS showed nothing, and their phones refused to connect to any signal at all, he’d pretty well struck out.


  He gripped the wheel as hard as Lynn gripped his leg, and even though her nails were starting to make his skin numb, he was very grateful for the contact.


  He smiled at her, but she didn’t notice, because her head was swiveling so as to keep her eyes peeled for any sign of –
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  “Look, there’s a mailbox!” Lynn said. She pointed off to the right, barely within their circle of light. Not much else was visible. 



  The mailbox was slightly tilted, which was probably why they were able to see it at all. The angle of tilt caused the gathering snow to slide off whenever its weight grew enough. There was a scratched off name and number on the box, but otherwise it seemed rusted and neglected.


  Still, it indicated that someone might be nearby.


  Someone with shelter, or at least a phone. 



  Shelter.


  Such a simple word, yet it meant so much when you didn’t have one. Lynn considered that, like the cliché, Carl had become her shelter from all the bad things that had happened to her. The death of her parents. Her ex-boyfriend’s betrayal. Her descent into despair.


  When her co-worker Jackie had introduced her to Carl, she hadn’t held out much hope. He was good-looking, if a bit rough around the edges. He spent half his year in the North Woods, and he had seemed somewhat distant at first, maybe too intense. But he had surprised her by being funny yet serious, deep yet able to laugh at silly movies (he loved Abbott & Costello and Martin & Lewis, go figure). And he’d been loving, slowly allowing her to see his own hardships and how he had surmounted them, drawing them together because they shared similar family experiences.


  And she wasn’t even sure how they’d become lovers, but it had happened in the middle of some completely harmless activity that had led to their clothes being drenched… and it was like a stupid movie, after all, but there it was, life could sometimes seem like a dumb rom-com, except that things often didn’t actually work out with everyone happy ever after.


  Carl stopped.


  
“Lynn?”


  He’d been talking to her, but her mind had wandered.


  “Sorry, I was daydreaming.”


  They’d crunched to a stop on the growing blanket of snow. “We have to decide,” he said. “Keep going, take our chances, or try for somebody who can put us up for the night. At least allow us to check our phones, or use a land line.”


  She nodded. “Doesn’t look well-traveled, exactly, this road – or driveway. Whatever it is.”


  “No, but once the blizzard’s over we can at least figure out a plan. Pay for a day or two, if we have to. If we keep going and that…” – he indicated the GPS – “is correct, and there’s just nothing ahead for miles, we could just end up frozen to death. For real.”


  She gazed into his striking green eyes. He was still calm, even though she was beginning to feel her stomach quiver, the beginning of what might turn into a serious trembling. Was she just cold, or were her nerves starting to act up? She appreciated his concerned look.


  “Okay, then, let’s pull in. Gotta be a house in there somewhere.” She eyed the snow-laden trees that almost hid the narrow track, creating an almost complete white tunnel effect. “I mean, you’re right. This snow’s not slowing down.”


  “Damn the lake effect,” he said. “We’re inside the bands, I bet. If we were just fifty miles to the west, there’s probably nothing but rain there.”


  “Well, we wanted the whole white Christmas thing,” she said, waving it off as trivial. It hadn’t seemed trivial when they’d decided. A fireplace, log walls, down comforters, brandy and rum (they had some in the back, along with a precious bottle of B&B) and hot chocolate. 



  And sex, she admitted to herself, lots and lots of hot and romantic sex. 



  Sure, we should have thought it through when we heard about the damn clipper.


  “All right, I’m going for it.”


  “Hope it’s not some serial killing backwoods clan,” she joked. “Like an X-Files episode.”


  He made a fake chuckle. “Right…”


  Then he gave the truck some gas and the wheels struggled to start moving, sliding uselessly as the heat melted the top layer of snow, but then the four-wheel drive bit and he turned the wheel and they nosed past the mailbox. The track – you couldn’t really call it a road – was narrow and snow slid off the trees continuously so that it lay in clumps over the smooth white layer that somehow fell through the covering trees.


  They made ruts in the thickening snow, leaving the mailbox behind. They could judge the width of the road only by keeping both sides in sight, walls made of straight pine trunks and occasional birches or oaks. The spaces between the trees were narrow and even though the air was white, those opposing slats were black.


  Amazing how little visibility there was, not only in front of them, but also to the sides. The woods seemed to be impossibly dense right up to the road. Lynn stared at the sides until she thought she was seeing things…


  “Hey, Carl?” 



  “Yeah?” He was still gripping the wheel, but had relaxed a little. No semis to come barreling at them out of the whiteout here, at least.


  “You expect to see moving shadows in the woods?”


  He hesitated, concentrating on the slow going. In a minute he said, “I guess there’s probably deer and the like. Why?”


  “No reason.” Lynn looked ahead, where he was looking, but whenever she flicked her eyes to the side she thought she saw stealthy movement. “Deer. That sounds right.”


  They drove in silence for a minute, the road simply opening up in front of them but not very quickly. Then she added: “But wouldn’t deer be huddled in their nests or whatever, during a blizzard?”


  “I’m not sure, Lynn,” he said. “They have to eat, right?”


  She was watching something dark moving in the woody darkness just beyond the front rank of pines. Actually, it was more than one shadow. A couple, at least.


  Crap, now I’m seeing things.


  They’d been on the narrow drive for about ten minutes when she realized that it seemed to be getting narrower. She looked at Carl through the corner of her eye and he seemed to be more nervous. He licked dry lips and caught her looking.


  “Need to hydrate,” he said by way of explanation.


  She was about to respond, asking if he wanted a water from the back, when she saw movement in the woods.


  “There they go again!”


  “What?” he said, slowing so he could turn and look. The heater was working hard, the blowers were keeping the windows mostly clear, but the snow seemed to have closed in behind them and to the sides, so it was like looking through milk. But she’d seen shadows flitting from tree to tree, she could swear it. She described what she had seen.


  “Rabbits, maybe. Playing in the snow.”


  She frowned. “Large shadows, Carl.”


  He blew out a frustrated puff of breath. “I don’t know, sweetie, but we’re in desperate need of finding something at the end of this road. Those shadows are probably a trick of the light. This is almost a whiteout, by the way I understand it.”


  No way.


  But she didn’t say it. She kept one eye on the front, and one eye wandering sideways. Didn’t see anything for a minute, two minutes, three – then, there they were again.


  “Here’s something!” he said suddenly.


  She almost jumped. “What?” The shadows stopped as the car did. No, not her imagination.


  “Look.” He pointed not quite to the front, but off toward her side. 



  At first she struggled to pick out anything from the whiteness of everything, but then she slowly made out the lines of a building. A cabin, a cottage, some kind of one-story house. Covered in a mantle of white until it blended into the background, and dwarfed by giant snow pyramids that she assumed were drooping pines. 



  “Oh, man, looks empty.”


  In fact, details were starting to come into focus. The structure sagged a little. There was a chimney, mostly buried. Cold. There was a porch with only a thin layer of snow driven into blank windows like staring eyes on both sides of a wooden door.


  Carl goosed the gas and they crunched forward. He maneuvered closer, until snow globes – they had to be fluffed bushes – stopped them. The snow was a folded mantle covering the wooden porch. She saw slices of the wood in places where the playful wind eddies swirled snow about.


  “Well, it’s not the freakin’ lodge, but hopefully we can take shelter here.”


  “It looks empty,” she said uncertainly.


  “I bet it is,” he said. “Probably closed up for the winter. But it’s better than freezing to death in the car when the gas is done. We can wait out the storm.”


  “Break in?” She wanted to ignore the shadows in the woods, which seemed to be circling around behind them. Rabbits playing, she thought. Right. 
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  He grabbed two of their bags and they muffled up, pulled up hoods, slipped into gloves and mittens, checked their boots, then they opened the doors and the cold wind and snow drove into their faces like tiny blades.


  They closed up and met at the front of the car. Carl handed her the keys, then grabbed one of her bags so Lynn would have a free hand. Then, wordlessly because the wind would have driven the sounds away from their lips, they sank into the deepening snow, booted legs disappearing to the knees. They fought their way to the porch, where only by trial and error he was able to find the steps and clambered upward until he was standing in front of the door. He turned and gave Lynn his hand, pulling her up carefully. They stood, resting, their breath billowing around their hoods.


  Good thing we have pro-level gear, he thought. 



  This wasn’t turning out quite the way he had intended. He could almost feel the whole magical ring fantasy he had built up in his head go flying out the window with the wind and icy snow.


  The door really was crusted. Almost as if it had been warm recently, the snow had melted on its outside surface, and then it had iced over again. The windows were the same. Trying to see inside was useless. They sank into the uneven snow drifts on either side, then met at the door again.


  “I’m breaking in,” he shouted over the wind.


  She nodded. He couldn’t see her face, but he figured the cold and the wind had convinced her there was really no choice at this point.


  He put a shoulder to the door, but it wouldn’t budge. He had tools in the car, but he wasn’t keen on making the hundred-foot crossing back to get them. Idiot, should have thought of this.


  He put his hands on Lynn’s shoulders and felt her body shivering underneath the blue jacket. They had to get inside soon. The temperature was plummeting. The snow was turning into fine, icy particles, more like a true whiteout than a snow storm. Probably the snowfall was mostly over, but now the winds would pick up and drive the fine granules like sand, creating dunes that would eventually dwarf whatever trapped them.


  Christ, nothing else to do.


  He put his elbow through the nearest window.


  He was getting nervous about those shadows. The rabbits.


  He was no longer nervous about the ring and what he’d hoped to be doing in the warm lodge, after a fine meal and a warming brandy.


  Damn it.


  He climbed awkwardly inside after reaching through the jagged hole and finding the latch. He could barely hear her tiny voice, carried by the wind, telling him to be careful. What he wanted to do was be quick.


  He hadn’t told her about the tracks he had seen off to the side of their approach, tracks that disappeared around the side of the cottage.


  Carl had a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach that had nothing at all to do with the cold air driven deep into his lungs.


  He wrestled the door open after throwing a couple dead-bolts and turning an old knob. The ice crust sounded like glass as it cracked, then shattered, releasing the door. He swung it open and pulled Lynn into the dark house, trying to close the door again, quick, to keep out as much cold and snow as possible. And whatever…


  Lynn came into his arms and he held her as they shivered for a full five minutes, suddenly aware how close they had come to freezing. And how close they still might be, if the storm didn’t abate.


  He patted her back in encouragement, his voice missing still due to the cold he had swallowed. She clung to him, her hooded head on his shoulder. She was shivering uncontrollably now, and he knew they needed to find warmth.


  He made sure the dead-bolts were engaged. The wind howled through the broken window and screamed through the room. Have to do something about that. Damn soon.


  They stamped their feet and ankles of excess snow, then for the first time looked around the interior of the cottage. It was one large room, with dusty furniture in the center, faded threadbare rugs covering parts of the plank flooring, a few sagging bookcases, a rack of fishing gear, an ancient television on a table, and in the rear a small dining nook with a tight diner-style booth built in next to a tiny stove from the last century and bare, open cabinets above. A rusted sink nearby in the corner, next to a vintage refrigerator that was clearly unplugged. In the center, a rocking chair and an armchair faced a tired old sofa. Carl thought that was it, but then he noticed a door that presumably led to a bedroom and a bathroom – unless the facilities were an outhouse. 



  The room’s one and only great feature was a wide fieldstone fireplace that dominated one side wall all the way to the ceiling. The charred firewall and wood remains indicated it was well-used.


  Christ, a fire would be great.


  But first… He spotted a battered toolbox on the floor of the so-called kitchen. While Lynn huddled into her coat and shivered still, he snatched a faded woolen blanket off the sofa and spread it over her shoulders. She gave him a grateful smile, marred only by her shivering. He realized how close they’d come to disaster. The wind still howled through the room, flinging ice particles about into tiny arctic clouds. Then he made his way over, opened the toolbox, and smiled. There was an old hammer, and a box of nails. Armed with those, he then grabbed some planks from the firewood box near the fireplace, making sure they were long enough. In a few minutes, he was hammering them across the window, not quite blocking the wind, but at least slowing it down so it bled into the room rather than roared.


  “They’re gonna hate all those holes,” Lynn pointed out, her voice less shaky now that the blanket was warming her shoulders.


  “Can’t be helped. I’ll leave a twenty or something. The way this place looks, they’d never even notice.”


  He wanted to block the window also because he had started to hear howling from outside – howling that he realized immediately was not the wind at all.


  “How about a fire?”


  He hesitated. A romantic picture of the two of them, their naked bodies entwined atop a thick, lush rug, a roaring fire blazing before them, reflecting off the drying sweat on their skin…


  A nice bottle of wine from the rear of the car, where he had stashed a case…


  An open jewelry box, the ring and its diamonds catching the flames and projecting prism-like patterns on the walls…


  Long, passionate kisses that reached down deep into their souls…


  The picture was detailed, but it lasted only seconds. First, there was the howling. And second was the practical problem – he didn’t know how to start a fire.


  How had he missed that lesson?


  Shit.


  
A good friend of his, now sadly departed, had written a story once that painstakingly described how to start a fire in a cold fireplace. Carl wished he could remember it. Hell, he wished he could call up Don and ask him. But Don had been gone for years.


  “Well, I can try it, but I might end up smoking us out of this place, or burning it down,” he confessed.


  “I’m sure we can figure it out,” she said. “Let’s take a look—” Her voice faded. “What’s that?” She cocked her head.


  Howling.


  Now he heard it much more clearly, and loudly. More than one voice. Long, doleful wails. On three sides of the cabin. The howling vied with the wind, and won.


  The moving shadows.


  They hadn’t been rabbits, not that he had really believed they were.


  They were very close.


  Perhaps just outside the windows.


  “Coyotes?”


  “I think so, sure,” he said.


  Carl quickly hammered a few more nails into the planks, ignoring Lynn’s questions, then went to the nearest other window and started to hammer planks across its width.


  “What are you doing?” Lynn could see what he was doing, but she wasn’t making connections. She was dwarfed by the blanket over her shoulders and head, and still cold.


  “Just help me,” he said, a bit more roughly than he intended. “Get more wood.”


  She started to protest, but a look at his face made her shake off her inquisitiveness.


  Carl watched the beautiful, romantic picture his mind had formed so effortlessly, fade into a realistic portrait of their predicament.


  She pulled a few planks from the wood pile and he took them with an encouraging smile, then started to nail them across the windows.


  They could still hear howling, but it seemed to be retreating. Soon they heard nothing but the wind. 



  A few minutes later, Carl said: “That’s got it then,” and put down the hammer. “Let’s give the fireplace a try.”


  He tried to focus on what he remembered from his friend’s story, what he’d learned so long ago in camping outings. When it was fun, you just forgot those things. Now that it might mean their lives, he wished he’d paid more attention.


  They stacked some wood onto the metal rack after he swept off some gray ashes. Then he hunted until he found a stack of dusty newspapers, tore some sheets and rolled them into tight little tubes. Fortuitously, there was a faded box of matches on the mantel.


  “I think we have to open the flue,” Lynn said.


  “Ah, think you’re right,” he said. Romantic notions of manhood be damned, he was a city guy.


  They figured out how to do that, then he sparked a couple matches and set fire to the newspapers. The flames fought hard to grab on to the dusty fuel, but then gasped and hissed and started one of the planks’ corners. The flame seemed to be taking, and a few snaps later it was slowly traveling along the plank toward one that crossed it.


  The stood back to admire their work. And their luck, he thought.


  “By Jove,” he said. “I think…”


  “We’ve got it.”


  It wasn’t exactly warm, but they did feel warmer.


  They turned toward each other, then, and Carl’s arms went around her waist, drawing her to him. Their lips met, cold skin warming at the joining, and then they were lost in a romantic kiss of the sort he had given up for lost on this adventure. After all, they were stranded in some stranger’s cabin, possibly endangered by the wildlife, and nowhere near the lodge they had envisioned. In their embrace the stress of the drive, the conditions, and whatever else waited outside, all combined to accelerate their emotions and soon they were engaged in passionate kissing that scalded their lips, their hands wandering, entangling in their hair. Staring into each other’s eyes, they slowly began to peel clothing, feeling the fire’s increasing warmth on their skin.


  Carl thought about the ring and the possibility that everything would work out after all, as the old blanket fell to the plank floor and then their coats, forming a base for the remainder of their clothing. 



  The fire’s intensity was increasing by the minute, and even though there was some smoke beginning to filter through the cabin, there was also light… and warmth.


  In a few minutes, Carl knelt and gently helped Lynn to the warming nest of their clothes. Her nakedness, so unlikely only a half hour ago, now shimmered in the slowly rising flames.


  “Carl,” she whispered into his ear while settling down beside him, “I really thought we were going to die.” Her lips on his ear were hot, and his skin sizzled where her breasts touched him. 



  “I would never let anything happen to you,” he said, though keenly aware that they weren’t quite out of winter’s killing grasp. His thoughts wandered to the howling they had heard, but only for a moment. He was sure his reinforcement of the windows was enough, and the beasts had gone elsewhere to hunt for easier game. And Lynn’s hands were now stroking and caressing him, and he found it hard to concentrate on anything but her. They writhed together for a minute, still on their knees, and then slowly sank to the rug below and entwined limbs as the fierceness of their sudden passion overtook them.


  For a while, Carl’s dream of the lush rug, and the roaring fire, and the love that flowed between them was nearly complete. He didn’t even miss the wine, and he knew the ring didn’t have to throw reflections on the walls to make its appearance – and impact – at the right moment. Indeed, time seemed to stop, and the wail of the wind outside, the blizzard itself, receded until it was barely a memory. There was only the snapping of wood a few feet away, and the sighs they made as they explored each other as if for the first time.


  Later, lying in each other’s arms, the cool air still inside the cabin contrasting the warmth of the fire nearby as it kissed their drying skin, Carl opened one eye and strained his ear…


  Lynn sighed softly beside him, lost in near-sleep, her hair fanned out around her peaceful features, her lips set in a slight, sated smile.


  He wanted to frame this moment. As poorly as their day had begun, as frightened as they had been – almost hopeless, for a while – he now wanted a snapshot to which his mind could return again and again. He now saw the ideal dream he had created fulfilled, even though they had never reached the lodge and the substitute had been less than perfect.


  Then he shivered a little, starting with the fine hairs on his neck, and those that spread down his forearms.


  Their explosive passion had warmed them, but it was spent now, and hard to deny that the cabin’s interior was still chilled, and perhaps cooling despite their fire’s valiant attempt. He could feel wind whipping through the gap between the planks and his broken window pane. He could feel wind whistling through dozens of other gaps in the cabin’s insulation. 



  And now he could hear the howling again.
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  As Lynn slept, Carl quickly got up and dressed as quietly as he could. Then he checked the windows and door. He hadn’t checked the bedroom before, and there he found more dust and also that a bathroom had indeed been carved out of an inner corner. A quick look told him they had not cut a window into it, so it might be a barely defensible last resort refuge. The bedroom window was shuttered from the outside, so he passed on nailing planks across its frame.


  The howling outside had approached until now it seemed to come from all four corners of the building.


  And damn close…


  It was long past twilight, or perhaps even later – maybe past midnight – which meant that the inside of the cabin had slowly grown almost pitch black, except for the fireplace’s glow which was enough for him to finish his inspection. Weapons, he found none – unless you counted fishing rods.


  Suddenly he felt Lynn beside him. She’d dressed quietly, but he had heard her and pretended not to.


  “They’re back, aren’t they?” She held his arm. 



  He leaned down and kissed her. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re safe in here.”


  You’re lying, you are lying, why are you lying?


  He heard growling from the front porch. Only feet away, really, just on the other side of the door. And the window.


  “They’re wolves, aren’t they? Not coyotes.”


  “Yeah, I think they’re wolves. A pack. They must be displaced from their usual hunting land.”


  “I thought they were gone,” she said. She wrinkled her forehead. “They were endangered, weren’t they?”


  “Well, they’ve made a comeback all across Wisconsin and Minnesota. The UP, too, obviously. So much so they can be hunted again.”


  “Why did they leave before?”


  “Maybe they were after easier game. But now they’re back. Maybe because the blizzard’s dying out.” He almost added: They knew we weren’t going anywhere.


  “Can we make it out to the car?”


  “I doubt after all this cold that it’ll start quickly, and being caught outside or in the car could be a big mistake.” He stroked his chin.


  That was when the first body crashed against the door.


  A growling, snarling body that rattled the door in its frame and knocked knickknacks off shelves and to the floor.


  “My God!” Lynn cried, grabbing Carl harder.


  And then they heard other bodies hurling themselves at the windows, at the walls. Glass broke. Growls came from all around the building, as the wolves smashed the cabin’s frail structure without abandon.


  They’re playing with us.


  They’re having fun now.


  Something shattered back by the almost-kitchen, glass and something made of metal, on the floor.


  Lynn screamed, her hand going to her mouth as if to cut herself off. Her eyes were wide now, and staring at Carl as if noticing him for the first time.


  He hated seeing her like this, quickly losing her strength, her cool. Her humanity.


  His hand caressed her arm, encouraging, comforting. His mind raced. There were only a couple choices here.


  The growling increased. Others howled outside, but several wolves smashed into the door at the same time, and he heard a loud crack, indication that the door wasn’t as solid as it looked. More glass shattered elsewhere, another planked-up window, and they heard a painful screeching as nails popped loose of the wooden frame.


  Carl swore the whole building shook on its foundation as the wolves seemingly took turns ramming their muscular bodies against the walls and the entry points, snarling the whole time.


  “I want you to go into the bathroom,” he said. “In the bedroom, it’s like a little closet. No window. Go in there! Hurry!”
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  “What are you going to do?” Lynn screamed, as he started to push her gently in the right direction. “Carl! Talk to me! What—”


  “Lynn, just let me handle this. Please, trust me.”


  He looked into her frightened eyes and held her arms firmly just below her shoulders, waiting for her to calm down. But she didn’t want to calm down. She didn’t want encouraging words spoken in a soft tone.


  It was too late to calm down.


  Her stomach cramped, her muscles tightened. She screamed again as another body cracked the door. How long would it hold?


  “Carl? Carl, tell me what to do!” She had to trust him. She broke his grip and instead grasped his body to her. “Carl, I love you.”


  His embrace was warm, passionate, loving. But brief.


  “Lynn, listen to me.” He pushed her away enough to stare into her eyes again, to grab her attention. Even though she thought she would jump out of her skin as the growling and howling intensified, his voice seemed to work on her. She looked into his eyes and saw a calmness there, a security. She wondered what color they were. She always thought she’d known. They were green, weren’t they? But now she wasn’t so sure. It was the light, barely any thrown by the fading fire. There was smoke in the air, too, and the wind over everything, which seemed to be moving dust around in the tiny cabin. His eyes were swirling like dust motes.


  Or it’s me, I’m close to a panic attack…


  She gripped him once more, then went staggering to the bedroom, where she saw the window was under attack. She stifled a scream, then lunged into the bathroom, barely a closet, and barred the door.


  Her back to the flimsy plank barrier, she listened as the wolves, or whatever they were, continued to hurl themselves at the walls.


  She wondered what Carl planned to do.


  And whether she would ever see him again.
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  Carl counted, in his head.


  Sounded like five of them to him.


  He tried to peer through the displaced planks at the broken window. As he did, red eyes stared into his from just a few inches away. He stumbled back, startled.


  They were about to be overrun. 



  His list of choices was limited now. Alone, he might have taken more risks, but with Lynn to protect, with Lynn for whom he had brought a ring, he had to think longer. Well, he had seconds, maybe a minute at most, to make up his mind. They would breach the cabin’s weak defenses, and then the pack would tear apart the two adventurous Christmas travelers, and neither would ever be heard from again.


  Carl made up his mind.


  He wrestled the door open, most likely catching the wolves by surprise because not one of them lunged for it.


  Instead, they froze and stared at the human. It was the middle of the night, but a bright silver disk in the sky illuminated the landscape and threw everything into relief.


  They were large, but mangy brutes, four males and a female, three black and two gray, all wizened and world-weary. The tableau seemed interminable as Carl eyed each beast in turn.


  Their muzzles, gray and battle-scarred, seemed to contract as their jaws opened, their fangs exposed in the early evening snow light. Two were salivating, long tongues snaking in and out, breath puffing out.


  Hours had apparently passed. The snow had mostly ended, except for blowing and drifting sheets of icy particles lifted like magical dust by the wind’s fingers. The Clipper had deposited a hell of a lot of snow, then moved on.


  Carl stripped, stepping out of his clothes in only seconds, remembering to take the advantage of surprise.


  Then he stepped out onto the porch, his bare feet sinking in the snow, and the wolves growled. But retreated.


  As he came down the wooden steps, he stared at the nearest wolves, measuring.


  It was the one in the middle, the largest black one.


  The alpha male.


  Leader of the pack. 



  Carl visualized himself running, felt the hair sprouting on his arms and legs and up along his spine, felt the molecular change as he jogged toward the alpha, his arms swinging and his mouth open to grab the cold air…


  And then he was Over, and he was amongst them, his own body now on four huge paws, his pelt as black as midnight and healthy, very healthy compared to theirs.


  Before the surprise could even register on the old leader’s eyes, Carl – or what had been Carl moments before – reached the unsteady older wolf and his jaws opened and in a lightning flash they closed on the leader’s throat.


  The growl that came from his snout was fearsome, and the snarling as he tore fur and skin, sinew and tendon, muscle and vein, asunder… that snarling truly scared the woods around him.


  The old wolf tried to defend himself, but he was too slow, too undernourished to fling enough body weight behind his attempt.


  Carl’s wolf was larger, faster, angrier. His fangs ripped chunks from the old wolf’s head and back, and then he went in for one attack on the belly, his fangs grazing the underbelly and delivering the final message.


  Then the black wolf stepped back, his jaws releasing the older wolf, who stumbled and fell to his side, panting. Blood streamed from various wounds the younger black wolf had torn into his body. The alpha’s tongue lolled from between his fangs, spent, dripping bloody strings of spittle and saliva onto the fresh snow. His eyes seemed to cross as it looked at the new alpha, the wolf who had bested him in a coordinated vicious attack that had lasted mere seconds.


  His eyes were very tired.


  In a few moments, his human body dragged itself to its feet after resting on bloody knees.


  The others did the same, until they all stood, nude, the cold snow barely registering on their skin. Their ribs showed, their bones all angles and edges. The woman’s breasts sagged, and her back was bent as if she’d broken it in the distant past.


  “This is the pack I inherit?” Carl said in a whisper. He now also stood naked in the snow, bathed in white moonlight.


  The alpha tried, but couldn’t speak. His beard was grizzled. Blood was beginning to coagulate all over his ruined body. Yet he still managed to stand with dignity. He nodded at a younger man, who responded.


  “We’ve been hounded by them,” the younger one said, nearly spitting. His voice was gravelly. “We’ve lost the jobs we had, those of us who had them. We lost our houses. The deer population is small, and the hunters took their fill this year. The farmers hunt us again, and their coops are protected by electric fences. We’re starving, and we have no place of our own.”


  “Why toy with us? Why the sport?”


  The older man held up a hand. He would speak, after all. “My idea. To restore some aspect of our pride. To give the pack something to look forward to. To… to relive some past glory. I—I guess. It was my idea. I take responsibility.” He lowered his head. “You may end my life.”


  Carl growled, almost forgetting he was now a naked man. “Sport has always been the bane of our kind!”


  “Aye,” the old man agreed. “You are right.”


  “I release my responsibility back to you.” Carl looked at each human face, in turn. “I will remember you. If I ever see you in my woods again, I won’t be so charitable.” Then he leaned forward and whispered something to the older man, a name and number. “Tell him who answers that Carl referred you. He will provide some labor, some food. He may direct you to migrate elsewhere. I suggest you take his advice.”


  The old man nodded his thanks, his eyes avoiding Carl’s.


  Carl turned his back on them and went back up the porch steps, retrieving his clothing. He felt their stares on his back as he dressed, but he knew the attack was over. He was their leader now, nominally, at least until he left, and he had spared them – and given them a contact that would see them through the winter. He stepped into the house. The fire had died down, and glass and debris littered the floor. He shook his head. He’d have to make amends, somehow.


  A few minutes later, he was at the door again, leading Lynn. She shivered in her coat, and her voice tripped over its own words, its questions, while Carl maneuvered her down the steps. Suddenly she saw the men and the woman, and stopped, her eyes never leaving them, but her voice full of breath and fear fueled by adrenaline, she leaned into Carl as if she could hide behind him.


  “Carl, what—? Who are these people? And why… why the hell are they naked? In the snow?” 



  “They’re neighbors, Lynn.” Carl spoke in a serious tone. “Scandinavians, I believe, by their accents. You know, with the… whole sauna thing almost as a religion. They live nearby and… they heard what happened and came to chase the wolves away.” He pointed to the destroyed snow blanket. It was impossible to see where the tracks went, where the wolf tracks ended and the human tracks began. He didn’t bother to mention the mythical rabbits.


  “Aye, miss,” said the old man. “They’ve gone now.”


  Lynn whispered: “He doesn’t sound Scandinavian.”


  “Hm,” he grunted. “Still, I think that’s their heritage. From what they were telling me.” 



  He walked her past the five, who stood back, staring, letting them pass without incident and without a word.


  At the Xterra, Carl cracked the icy mantle and opened the doors, then scraped as much as he could off the windows. He helped her into the car and closed the door on her next question. He stepped around, then started the car. Thankfully, the cold engine responded as well as he had hoped, and soon he had some heat trickling from the vents.


  He closed his door and began the laborious process of turning the car around, but the snow cover was deep, over eight inches in places. Drifts were higher. They looked out and saw that the five people were now pushing the car and helping him maneuver over the crunching snow, until it pointed down the driveway.


  Lynn was thunderstruck. How often had people helped push her car from a parking space? Fairly often, Carl guessed. But naked, bloody people?


  She hugged herself as the heat began to roll over them both.


  Carl was in good spirits again.


  “Well, it’s Christmas Eve. Merry Christmas, Lynn.” She stared at him, mouth slightly open. He wanted to plant a kiss there, but there would be time for that when they finally made the lodge.


  Soon they reached the main road, grateful to see that plowing had begun sometime earlier. 



  The ring seemed to sing out from its hiding place. Patience, he reminded himself.
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