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        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 1

      

      

      

      Everything changed when we got back from Alaska. My best friend and brother from another mother, so lost in his grief, headed to Anchorage, saying that his home held too many painful memories of his wife, Linda. I wasn’t sure how going back to where she’d died would make him feel any better, but I wisely did not voice that opinion. The country was teetering toward the abyss of anarchy. The entire West Coast had ground to a halt as the population fled inland. Mapmakers were going to need to revise vast swaths of shoreline, from Santa Barbara to halfway up British Colombia, as massive chunks had slid into the Pacific. The government was doing everything it could to right the ship, but it was too far gone.

      Writing about the harrowing week we lived through helped. My book advances secured enough funds to allow me to build a shelter in a remote section of the Rockies. So, aside from a general feeling of compassion and the fact that BT was heading straight back into the maelstrom, I should only have been concerned in the way any tourist is when something they’ve seen is now wiped off the map. We were there; we felt it happen, and the aftermath shouldn’t have affected me much, but it did. The whole thing haunted me, and I suffered a palpable dread. I knew that Devils Desk wasn’t finished with me.

      It's one thing in the abstract to entertain the notion of an apocalypse, but actually trying to live through it is terrifying. Brief moments between my wife and I notwithstanding, I was every moment waiting for the very worst to happen, that last shoe to drop and crack my skull. I imagined roving murderous gangs and government roundups, paramilitary troops placing people in huge concentration camps “for our safety.” I’d suffered through my fair share of panic attacks over the years, but this was different; I carried anxiety with me everywhere. Just waking up was exhausting, knowing that once I stood, I was going to have that feeling of nearly passing out, the heavy pins and needles sensation in my extremities while I struggled to catch a proper breath, constantly. The stress was draining.

      I spent a lot of time reading. It was the only thing that alleviated the elevated strain that didn’t involve alcohol or drugs. One morning I fell into a deep and twisted rabbit hole, some third-rate conspiracy theory website, and normally I wouldn’t have gone there, but the title was: “What Really Happened at Devils Desk.” That got my full undivided attention. (We’d been interviewed by the authorities and the press numerous times since we’d been back. Most didn’t believe us, and I thought we were about one step from being arrested, until someone up north, Matt Hammer, sent pictures. Pretty sure he saved our asses. After that, the cops lost interest fast, as there were much larger fish to fry than a yeti spotting or a missing suburban housewife).

      According to this website, it had been the greed of United Mining company that had unleashed the ground-cracking earthquakes, and we’d heard that one before, but more importantly, the event had somehow opened a void into another world. The article got vague here, clearly there were no real facts to back them up, but it did discuss the monsters that had issued forth from the fissures created. Monsters we had not only seen, but had had up close and personal conflict with. I could definitely attest to the authenticity of that part. Where the page had gone wrong was how benign the creatures were and how they had only attacked people to defend themselves. A lot of dead people who had never handled a weapon a day in their lives would back me up on debunking this categorically. I read and reread the article. I’d always thought it was hard to fathom that mining could have caused this calamity, it was more likely just piss poor timing. It didn’t really matter what we said was to blame, either way, the world was in shambles and murderous yetis roamed free. Both were facts.

      We’d made it to our Rockies haven by the skin of our teeth. The country’s infrastructure, which had been abnormally strained from the natural disaster, had buckled and broken as the effects of the collapse rippled away from the multiple epicenters. We’d been holding on as a civilization, but barely, and then we weren’t. Went from “Howdy neighbor,” to “I’m going to cut your fucking head off for that can of beans,” almost overnight. It wasn’t quite the lawless Wild West out there, but it was rapidly approaching that status. Runs on the banks and pillaging at stores left us all scrambling, and once they were out of money and supplies, every tractor-trailer still on the road became a target, the focus of people doing whatever it was going to take to survive. Impromptu gunfights erupted all the time, calls to the police rang unanswered. 911, fire, ambulances, none of them were responding. Hospitals had stayed open but looked more like embassies in actively hostile countries as fences topped with razor wire sprang up and the National Guard patrolled the perimeters in force.

      For the first time since I’d fled Alaska, I was debating the wisdom of having left. Not the area we were at, of course, because we’d needed to get away from the yetis, but the state itself, with its relatively low population, was better suited for survival when the end came. I should have grabbed the kids and the dogs and headed back immediately, carved out a new life in the wilderness. Cities, in terms of convenience, were a wonderful place, I mean, except for all the people, but that convenience relied heavily on a very fragile system with a lot of shared agreement and moving parts, and once that supply chain was disrupted, all hell broke loose. This I could personally attest to when I’d nearly caught an axe to the head trying to grab some materials to shore up my house as we prepared to move out West. The only thing that had saved me from the unprovoked and unsuspected attack was that the man wielding the axe was an overweight septuagenarian and had stumbled with his swing, the head of the log splitter shooting up sparks where it struck the cement at my feet.

      “Mine!” the man bellowed as he fell forward and onto the dwindling sheets of plywood.

      My shock quickly turned to anger as I kicked the weapon away from his hand. “You were going to kill me for a piece of wood? Fuck, man, there’s like ten sheets here! I only need two! Now, though? They’re all mine. Get your fucking ass out of here or I’m going to break your fucking knees with this thing!” I said, waving the hammer I held in my hand.

      The man sobbed as he limped away.
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      Mike was sitting in the small log cabin placed atop the newly built shelter, which was the mountain’s worst-kept secret. Public knowledge was in direct contrast to what the company that had placed the structure had guaranteed. It had come as a shock when Mike and Tracy had headed up to check on the progress and stopped in a general store only to have the shop owner ask him how the shelter was coming along.

      “So you’re that author fellow?” the man asked unprompted. He was older, late sixties, gray hair cut close to his head, the lines and crags in his face speaking of a harsh life living on the mountain.

      Mike’s picture was on the dust jacket of his books, but this would only be the second time he’d ever been recognized out in public, and the first had been at an author’s convention, where that sort of thing was to be expected.

      “You’ve read my stuff?” Mike asked.

      “Don’t have time to read,” the shop owner replied. “And if I did, it wouldn’t be pulp fiction. Waste of trees if you ask me.”

      Mike looked around. Besides his wife and himself the store was empty, and the heavy accumulation of dust on most of the products spoke to the volume of customers the place catered to. The fact he had any supplies left was proof of a minimal clientele. It was one of the reasons Mike had bought land here.

      “I heard you had three kids. That place going to be big enough?”

      “Excuse me?” Mike asked.

      “That tube you shoved in the ground, is that going to be big enough for all of you? Looked like it would be pretty cramped to me.”

      “You saw it?”

      The man laughed. “There’s fifty-six people on this mountain and we’re all bored. What did you think was going to happen when all that heavy machinery rolled up?”

      “People would mind their own business comes to mind,” Michael said more than a little peeved.

      “Better off in the city if you’re looking to stay anonymous. People don’t give a shit there. Here though, we’re all vested in what our neighbors do.”
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        * * *

      

      That interaction still irked Mike to no end when he thought about it. So far, the mountainous region had not felt the level of strife the cities had, but it would. And though they spoke of the trouble in Denver and Fort Collins as though the population had somehow brought wrath down upon themselves, sooner, rather than later, those fifty-six people were going to come knocking. He had put up a fair amount of supplies, but not enough to keep the mountain supplied. His neighbors, such as they were, would grow angry believing him to be hoarding resources that they needed. As a group, they could be reasonably self-sufficient, but there would always be a need, not to mention the desperation that comes with a real or perceived shortage. And then what? Armed conflict? That seemed inevitable. The shelter would be locked from the inside, but it wasn’t Fort Knox. A determined group with the right tools or machinery could break in easily enough. The shelter’s best defense had always been secrecy, and that was blown. Add to that, his carefully laid plans had come up short.

      “I can’t find them,” Mike said as he stepped back from the supply closet built into the far side of the shelter. What he couldn’t find were the antibiotics he was sure should be in the first aid kit. He was going to have to go to the city, and remembering what he’d learned from reading up on manifestos regarding the self-sufficiency of society, he wondered just how close to the “three missed meals” the world was. He was dreading the trip. It was only a matter of that, a few bowls of pasta, before it all fell to absolute anarchy.

      “I’m going to have to go back home and grab them.”

      Tracy looked scared. “Should we all go?”

      “I’d like us to all stay together, but I don’t think taking Travis out is a good idea. I’ll shoot home, grab the meds, and come right back. Three to four hours tops.”

      Tracy’s lips pursed. “You know it’s not going to be that easy, right? We’ve both been listening to the radio. You could ask Garth.”

      “Who?”

      “The general store owner.”

      “That’s his name?”

      Tracy nodded. “You’ve been in there a few dozen times.”

      “Have you met me? I don’t mean this in a bad way, though it’s going to sound like it. I don’t care about the people I interact with in a casual or business manner. They’re just people I have to interact with.”

      “That does sound bad.”

      “I’ll check with Garth, but if I’m not back in half an hour it means I went down the mountain.”

      She gave him a brief kiss on the lips. “Be careful.”

      He didn’t bother with the obvious “of course” answer; they both knew it would have been a lie.

      “Michael,” Garth said when Mike walked in.

      “Garth.”

      The man’s right eyebrow arched. “You’ve been coming here a month and never used my name, what do you want?”

      “I thought that kind of suspicion was reserved for city dwellers?”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “No, I suppose not, and no sense beating around the bush. Do you have any antibiotics?”

      “I do.”

      Mike felt instantly relieved.

      “But not for you. I’m sorry, but my Frieda is suffering from long-term Lyme, and she has to take it every day. The pharmacy said that the last prescription fill I got would be the last for some time. They’re out and have no idea when they’re going to get more. Said the general region is out.”

      Mike’s hand unconsciously drifted to his sidearm.

      Garth eyed him. “Is that what you really want to do?”

      Mike shook his head whisking the errant thought away. “No…I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I would imagine you’re going down into Denver?”

      “Don’t see as I have a choice.”

      “Who is ill?”

      “My youngest. I think he has strep.”

      “The symptoms will clear up in a week. Of course, he’ll be contagious a lot longer. He’s young and strong, Michael. He’ll likely recover without any medicine. Going to Denver is a big risk.”

      “I don’t think you’re right. Untreated strep can lead to a variety of other problems.”

      “This is true.”

      “I’ll see if I can get Frieda some as well. Unlike you, I like her.”

      Garth snorted, “That’s usually the case. I’d appreciate it, and be careful, although, you seem the type of person that weighs risks and acts accordingly.”

      Mike nodded and headed out. There had been very little traffic heading east, the highway west was another story. He’d never seen it that packed with cars, even after a hefty snowstorm sent skiers heading up to take advantage of the conditions. Looking at that logjam, he already knew the three-hour timeline was out the window. He was going to wait to call Tracy. No sense in adding another thing for her to worry about. He fired off a quick text, “Denver,” was all he typed.

      “What the fuck?” Mike said as he pulled up to his garage. The door was open and the contents were strewn all over the driveway and lawn. He looked around and spotted at least two of his neighbors watching from windows; they quickly retreated when they felt they’d been noticed.

      “This. This is why I can’t stand people.” His neighbors had done this. The people he had known and been cordial to. He wasn’t sure if he could blame them, though. He might have done the same if he’d thought someone wasn’t coming back. Wasn’t like they’d left in the middle of the night. They’d loaded up a small U-Haul before heading off, and hadn’t returned. Mike’s eyes glanced over at BT’s home. It was empty and undisturbed. A pang of loss coursed through his body as his gaze lingered. He made his way through the garage. The door that led to the house had been destroyed by a sledgehammer, this he knew because the tool was laying there, right on the steps. He was afraid of what he’d find when he went inside. He was fully expecting to see holes in the walls, bad graffiti in the bedrooms, smashed beer bottles, and a strong odor of urine. There was none of those things; in fact, there was nothing. What the Talbots had left behind was gone, picked clean. Furniture, televisions, light fixtures. He was sure when he made his way to the basement all of the piping would be gone.

      “Surprised they didn’t take the drywall, fucking parasites.” He went to the master bedroom, to the walk-in closet that hid a small door. The secret storage was where Mike had stashed all of his prepping gear, rifles, pistols, ammunition, cases of MREs, and medicine. He would have sworn that he’d emptied it, but maybe he missed something. He knew how fruitless the endeavor was when he entered the room. It was as empty as the rest of his house. He thought he could hear his heartbeat echoing in the voluminous area. The door to the closet and the hidden room stood open. “Fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Now what?”

      “I tried to stop them.”

      Mike spun, pulling his gun free. The neighbor who lived next to BT, Byron Chaldren, stood there, hands raised in the air.

      “Sorry,” Mike said but was slow to lower the gun. As far as neighbors went, the man was decent enough, even if he was a lawyer. They hadn’t spent much time together, as the man was more interested in the Windham Country Club and the amenities it offered, as opposed to attending any neighborhood barbecues or softball games.

      “I cleaned up after they were done. I hadn’t got to the garage yet.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “They assumed you were gone for good, Talbot. They waited two weeks and then it was like the dam burst. I don’t know why they did it. None of them needed another couch or a television. I think they saw all the rioting and looting on TV and just wanted their share of it.”

      “That’s a shitty reason,” Mike said.

      “Not denying it.”

      “Do you know if any of them found some antibiotics in here?” Mike knew this was a long shot but had to ask.

      “If they did, no one told me anything.”

      “Byron, do you have any?”

      The man clammed up.

      “Travis has strep.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Byron responded, but offered nothing.

      “I need some.”

      “We all need some, Mike.”

      “I’ll pay you for it.”

      “Money’s no good, it’s not like I can go and get some more. We’re in for some troubling times, and I need to be prepared. My family,” Byron offered as way of defense.

      Mike offered up the sidearm. “I’ll give you this gun.”

      “I have a dozen of my own. I don’t need another, and even if I did, they’re a lot easier to come by than drugs.”

      “Fuck!” Mike railed, startling Byron.

      “The hospital is still open.”

      Mike walked past.

      “Are you coming back?” Byron asked.

      “If there’s still anything here you want, it’s all yours,” Mike told him before getting into his Jeep.

      Byron gave a small wave as the Jeep pulled away.

      “Was he mad?” Byron’s wife Chantelle came over to stand in the driveway with him.

      “Of course he was.”

      “Does he know it was us?” she asked.
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        * * *

      

      Mike parked two streets away and was now staring at the hospital. As he’d been driving, he wondered if he should go back and get his son and bring him in. But seeing the maelstrom in front, he knew it would have been far too dangerous. Mike had hoped that he could explain what was happening, and they would send him home with some antibiotics, thankful to not have to shove another patient into their already overcrowded hallways. But the front of the hospital was a burgeoning riot. Throngs of people looking for help for themselves or for a loved one, and they were trying to force their way in. The National Guard was doing their best to keep that, or worse, from happening. Orders were being shouted through megaphones, then punches started flying, some toward the guardsmen, but most between faces in the crowd as people jockeyed for position. Tear gas came next, but the crowd did not disperse. Mike had been in enough active war zones to realize bullets were next on the playlist, and he was not going to be struck by an errant shot. He was cautious as he moved closer, and at one street away, he heard the first shot and ducked low.

      “Fuck!” Mike was running out of options. As screams and gas drifted his way, he pulled up his shirt to cover his mouth and nose. He’d read once that fish antibiotics could work in a pinch. He thought figuring out the appropriate dosing might be a problem, but that was a problem he could work with. He headed back to his Jeep and drove to the Pet Center megastore.

      “Are you kidding me?” he asked as he pulled into the parking lot. All the front windows were smashed. “Looks like I wasn’t the only one that read that article.” His feet crunched on the cubed safety glass underfoot. The pet store was more thoroughly cleaned out than his house, if that were even possible. People loved their pets. It made sense they would work as diligently at keeping them safe as they would the rest of their family, maybe even more so. You never really heard about someone being estranged from their dog or cat. He then checked out two grocery stores and three pharmacies, each worse than the last as people seemed to be following the same route, getting more desperate with each stop. He knew he had to go back to the hospital. What he needed now was a good plan on how to get in. Brute force wasn’t going to work.

      “How do you steal a piano?” he asked the wind.

      “Pretend it’s yours,” it answered back.

      He headed to Hamilton Linen and Uniforms on 61st. It was closed, which was good, and it also wasn’t ransacked, which was partially good. He wasn’t thrilled with the idea of smashing the enormous plate glass window. He banged it with his fist, it did not move. There was a brick nearby, but he’d seen enough videos on YouTube of would-be thieves knocking themselves out with a rebounding projectile. Nothing to it but to do it. He pulled out his gun and fired two rounds into the window; the second sent the glass cascading down in a waterfall of glittering baubles. An alarm did not sound, no cop car screeched around the corner with its lights flashing and siren blazing. If there was a neighborhood watch, they were busy pretending nothing happened.

      “Yeah, stand here a little longer,” Mike chided as he headed in. He quickly found a set of scrubs and was about to head out when he noticed a box under the counter near the register. In large block letters were written the words Lost and Found. “Score!” Mike shouted as he pulled out a doctor’s ID badge. He couldn’t believe his luck—it was from the hospital he was heading back to. There was no chance the National Guard was going to recognize him.

      “Can’t say I look a lot like you, Dr. Ravi Amil, but we’re gonna have to work with what we’ve got.” Mike headed back, doing a complete roundabout check of the hospital. As he’d expected, there was an entrance being guarded in the back, presumably for staff. He knew he couldn’t go there; he would receive scrutiny that his thin disguise could not hold up to.

      “Stealing a piano, stealing a piano,” he said over and over as he changed into the scrubs. He took three heavy breaths then moved quickly to the milling throng, which had calmed down after their outburst. The tear gas and the warning shots had been effective. A little more chaos would have benefited him, and he thought about inciting a riot, but didn’t want to be responsible, should someone get injured.

      “Doctor! Coming through! Doctor!” He held his badge high. Mike thought the crowd would part, allowing him entry, but what he’d not been expecting was for them to converge. He was beseeched with pleas for help.

      “My daughter, her arm is broken!”

      “My son has a 103-degree fever!”

      “I think my appendix burst!”

      A woman pushed her way to the front, but before she could speak she was doubled over by a coughing fit. A man gripped her shoulder and pulled her out of the way. “I need my pills!” he bellowed.

      Instead of getting into the hospital, he was being repelled. And then what? He would need to run. These people would not believe he wasn’t truly a doctor, or if they did, they might kill him for giving them false hope. The pill-requesting man grabbed Mike’s shirt and pulled him tight. Mike swung hard, connecting with the man’s throat; there was a sickening crack as the man fell away. The crowd around him surged, and Mike wasn’t sure if it was because of the new space he’d created around him, or in retribution for hurting one of their own.

      “Move!” someone shouted, approaching. “Get out of the way!”

      People cursed as they were violently shoved to the side as a trio of Guardsmen forced their way through the crowd. They grabbed Mike and were quickly retreating with him to the relative safety of their barrier.

      “Jesus, doc! What are you doing?” one of the men asked as he was pushing people away. One woman went sprawling as a guard wrapped his hand around her face and shoved her back.

      “I…I just need to get in!” Mike was officially freaking out. This had gone far above and beyond what he thought was going to happen.

      “The back way, doc. Always the back way.” The soldier was panting as he used his body like a battering ram, forcing his way through.

      “Yes...yes. Sorry,” Mike said once they were on the other side. He was leaning down, hands on his knees. Now he was scared. If he was found out, what would the guard do?

      “Get inside now,” his rescuer said. “The more they see you, the more likely they are to rush our position.”

      “Okay. Yes. Thank you.” Mike was stunned and didn’t know what else to say as he staggered to the entrance. A guard there unlocked the door and gently but persuasively pushed him inside before relocking it.

      The inside of the hospital wasn’t much better than the outside. A hundred people or more were crammed into a waiting room designed for a quarter of that number. The sick or injured were lying on the floor. Mike had seen active battlefield hospitals with less pain and suffering. Children were crying, men and women were moaning in obvious distress. Those nearest began to converge when they saw him, believing that their number had finally been called.

      A large woman in a floral set of pink scrubs called for him from behind a thick-glassed welcome station, “Here! Now!”

      Mike nearly fled. There were only two guardsmen inside; they wouldn’t be enough if the crowd got violent. He heard the door buzz and pulled it open then quickly pulled it shut, nearly trapping the fingers of someone who had reached for him.

      The nurse who had buzzed him in motioned for him to come into the reception area, Mike figured to berate him for being an idiot, and she would have been right. She looked at his badge and then at him.

      “Dr. Ravi Amil? Funny, I just saw him. He’s sleeping in the break room. He’s been working for forty-eight hours straight. I swear to God if you’re here for opioids, I’m going to have your balls surgically removed with a spoon.”

      “Z-pack, or something similar.” Mike held up his hands, he didn’t want to fight the woman, he was pretty sure he’d lose. “My son has strep.”

      “Wearing scrubs doesn’t make you a doctor.” She was looking over to the guards, Mike knew she was a heartbeat away from calling them over.

      “He has a fever of 101.5, chills, body aches, loss of appetite, swollen lymph nodes, red spots on the back of his throat, tonsils are swollen and touching. He’s having trouble swallowing, and obviously a very sore throat.”

      “Hmm, that does sound like strep. Bring him here and we’ll have a look.”

      “Have you seen it out there? It could be days.”

      “This isn’t the way to go about it, Mister...?”

      “Talbot, Mike, and I’m sorry, but I’m a desperate father, and I will do just about anything to protect my family.”

      “Talbot? Why does that sound familiar?”

      “I’ve written a couple of books.” Mike hoped his little bit of fame might find him an ally.

      “Romance?”

      Mike shook his head. “Horror, mostly, or suspense.”

      “If it doesn’t have men in kilts it’s unlikely I’ve read it. I see enough horror here every day. When I go home, I want my escape to involve men with abs and plaid. As unique and spirited as this attempt has been, you’re going to have to leave. As you said, there have been people waiting here for days.”

      “I don’t need to wait, you give me the meds and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “Ah! I know where I know you from! You were in Alaska? The bigfoot thing.”

      “Yeti, actually, but yeah.”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t believe any of the articles.”

      “That’s fine. I lived through it and hardly believe it myself.”

      “That was more fiction though, right? Something to help boost your sales? Great publicity.”

      “A lot of people lost their lives to those creatures. None of it was made up, and I specifically asked to be left out of the article.”

      She continued as if she’d not heard a word he said. “Would have been more believable if you captured one alive. The picture of the dead one looked real enough, but nothing past what CGI, Photoshop, or a good prop department could pull off.”

      “Could I just get some meds and be on my way?”

      “I cannot in good conscience award bad behavior.” She was motioning toward the guardsman.

      Mike was thinking on his feet. “Ma’am?”

      “Denise.”

      “Denise, what if I wrote your character into a book?”

      She held up her hand to stop the man who had finally noticed her. “It has to be a romance, none of that other pulp drivel.”

      “The Tale of the Scottish High Lord and the...the Nurse.”

      “The Romance of the Nurse and the Scottish High Lord has a better ring.”

      “You’re right.” Mike had no intention of writing a romance book or maybe even any other book, but he would have told her he was going to write an epic fantasy erotica spanning ten volumes and generations of characters involving unicorns and dinosaurs if it got him the medicine.

      “I want to be slimmer.”

      “Is this really happening?” Mike muttered as she rattled off a list of demands.

      “You should write this down.”

      Mike filled two pages of hastily scribbled notes as Nurse Denise paced in her cubicle. “That it?” Mike asked.

      The nurse eyed him suspiciously. “When will this be available?”

      “My guess is before you get through that backlog.”

      She grabbed his arm and tittered. “Oh, you’re so funny.”

      What in the actual fuck? he thought, hoping he’d not actually said it aloud.

      “Don’t go anywhere, I’ll be right back.”

      As promised, she was right back, holding a small white bag. “There are two Z-packs and a ten-day supply of amoxicillin.”

      “Thank you so much.” Mike reached for the bag, but she pulled it back quickly.

      She grew serious. “You fuck me over on this and I’ll make Misery look like a teen romance novel.”

      “Fuck you over? I already have half a book written here.” Mike waved the pages in front of her.

      She immediately softened, smoothed her hair, and grabbed his arm again. “I didn’t know novelists could be so witty. Have you ever worn a kilt?”

      “I, uh, should get going, you seem pretty busy.” A queue of people a dozen long was waiting to speak with her.

      “Did you know I can get a hold of a drug that, once injected, will paralyze the body while keeping the person awake? Can you imagine what could be done after administering this?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Good, that’s good. Let’s keep it in the realm of make-believe.” She thrust the bag into his chest. “You’re going to want to go out the back. You’ve got a year. Twelve months.”

      Mike stood there dumbfounded.

      “Tick-tock, the clock is moving.”

      “Uh, yup.” Mike got into gear. If he did write a book about Nurse Denise, it would be a horror-driven novel. She’d given him plenty of inspiration. Unlike when he came in, leaving was much easier. He stripped off the scrubs once he was ten feet from the door.

      “Smart,” one of the guards called out.

      Mike had nearly dropped the clothes before leaving, but decided against it as the guard might stop him to ask why he had done that, or to give them back, and the sooner he was away from this circus the better.

      It was twelve hours later when Mike finally broke free from traffic and managed to get home. He’d not been expecting the three pick-up trucks and seven people standing in his driveway.

      “Garth?” Mike asked. “What’s going on?” The store owner turned, but it was Ralph Banning, the self-proclaimed mayor of the mountain, who turned and spoke.

      “Ah, Michael, as I was trying to tell your wife, I’m going to need to take a look inside the shelter.”

      Mike was moving slowly to get around the group and to where Tracy was standing on the porch. He saw two rifle barrels pointing out of windows. The boys had sensed trouble and were ready for it. He hoped it didn’t come to that, but he had a hard time remembering when he’d been prouder.

      “That’s not gonna happen, Ralph,” Mike told the man.

      “The world’s going to shit faster than bunnies fuck,” Ralph said. “The committee has decided that we need to take stock of our supplies for proper distribution. All our supplies.”

      “What committee?” Mike asked.

      “The Kildare Mountain Committee,” Ralph replied.

      “Funny, that’s the first I heard of it. Are you sure this isn’t about being caught unprepared and trying to take what isn’t yours?”

      Ralph put on a fake smile that looked predatory, yet he spread his arms in a gesture of being open and friendly, like any two-faced politician was wont to do.

      “Being unreasonable isn’t in your best interests.”

      “But giving everything that my family and myself worked hard for is?”

      “Consider it a tithe.”

      “You mean like church? You want me to pay your fictitious group a tithe? Get off my land, Ralph. I’m disappointed in you, Garth.” Mike pointed his finger at the man.

      “I told him it was a bad idea. I only came along to make sure things didn’t escalate,” Garth said.

      “You can’t take us all on.” Ralph’s neighborly pretense dropped, and all that was left was something akin to what Mike felt pirates show their victims before slaughtering them on a deck at high sea.

      “That’s the thing, Ralph, I don’t need to take them all on. I figure if I take care of you, then everyone else just leaves us alone like they should.” Mike had pulled his gun free and aimed it at Ralph’s head before the man could complete his blink. When his eyes opened fully he was stunned to be staring down the large bore barrel. The other five men that made up the party had their weapons trained on Mike.

      “Now hold on,” Garth had his hands out. “Nobody wants violence.”

      “Read the room, Garth. Pretty sure Ralph here is all about violence. All I know is that I’m not the one trespassing on someone else’s property, demanding things and then threatening to use force. Thing is, Ralphie,” Mike sneered the name. “There’s a big difference between implying violence and raining it down upon others. I can assure you that my five years in the Marines were not spent on a fucking committee. Take that for what it’s worth. Now tell your men to put their weapons down, or I’m going to splatter your brains.” Mike pressed the barrel of his pistol against Ralph’s temple, pushing his head to the side. Ralph had his hands up above his shoulders.

      Ralph licked his lips as he spoke, “Let’s not do anything foolish.”

      “I think maybe you should have thought of that before coming here. Justin, Travis, I’ve got Ralph here. Each of you pick a target, kill shots only. What do you think?” Mike addressed the others, “Fifty percent chance you’re going to die here today if Ralph doesn’t leave. Are you prepared for that kind of outcome? Three out of six will be laid out instantly. Maybe I die, maybe I don’t; live combat is a funny thing. You wouldn’t believe what adrenaline can do to your system. It can take seconds to figure out a safety you’ve thumbed for years. The ability to aim almost becomes non-existent as your heart thrums in your chest, and your arms and hands shake. Your mind will instinctively go into survival mode, and I’m telling you, the default is flight, not fight. Maybe one, possibly two of you will stand your ground, but that shows on a man, and there’s a good chance my boys already have you two earmarked for some ventilation.”

      “You’re fucking crazy!” Pete Vanders shouted. “I didn’t sign up for this shit. Hank, let’s go.” He motioned for his brother, who was all too willing to leave.

      “Hold up there,” Mike said calmly. Pete stopped. “You came onto my land demanding what wasn’t yours. That’s a transgression I will not allow. You will leave your weapons on the ground, or you will not leave here.”

      Hank huffed, but Pete couldn’t place his down fast enough. “We good now?” he asked, stepping away from his rifle.

      “Your pistol, too. Hank, I suggest you hurry along. Holding this gun up like this is hurting my shoulder, old war injury. If I feel like I’m not going to be able to go much longer, I’m just going to kill Ralph here, and we’ll see how the rest shakes out.”

      “What the fuck?” Hank said, dropping his rifle and removing his holstered pistol. “You need to get checked out, man, something’s not right in your head.”

      “So I’ve been told. I suggest you remember that when Ralph here, supposing he survives the next couple of minutes, decides to go for round two. My guess is he’ll rally the troops, but will stay behind so that he can direct from a safe distance.”

      Pete smacked Hank. They got in the truck and sped away.

      “Anyone else?”

      “Yeah, sorry, Ralph. I didn’t come here to die for a few MREs.” Dave Sanderson, a retired Navy mechanic, placed his rifle on the ground. “Sorry for the trouble, Talbot. I don’t know what came over me. I guess I got scared. Now I get to live with the shame of my actions. You won’t have any more trouble from us. Let’s go,” he told the men with him. Mike figured they were Dave’s sons, obviously younger, but much bigger than Dave, and the man was not what anyone would consider svelte. His suspicion was confirmed.

      “Do I have to leave my rifle too, Dad?”

      Dave nodded.

      “Took me all summer to save up for that,” the kid said as he climbed into the back of the truck. Mike had a feeling that kid was going to try and come back for his gun. He seemed much more concerned with the loss of the object than with any lives that might have been taken. When Ralph went for round two, that kid was going to be in among the crowd. Mike felt bad for Dave’s loss.

      “Shit, Ralph, just you and me now. How are you liking your chances?”

      Ralph undid his belt and let his pistol fall to the ground.

      “The next time you come back here uninvited will be your last. I don’t think I can make it any clearer than that. And in the likely event that you send others to do your dirty work, when we’re done dealing with them, I am going to seek you out so we can have a little talk.”

      “You might have won today, Talbot, but this ain’t over.” Ralph’s face was red as he turned and left.

      “For your sake, I hope it is,” Mike told him.

      “I’m sorry—I’ll talk to him,” Garth said as he followed the other man.

      “Shit,” Mike said once Ralph and Garth had gone.

      “They’re coming back?” Tracy asked, although she already knew the answer.

      “Not right away, but the city is collapsing fast. The ripple will hit here soon enough. And even though most of the people up here are self-sufficient, the time is going to come when they’re going to need something, and for right or wrong, they’re going to think we have it.”

      Travis was swaying as he stood. “Get back in bed, I’ve got some meds.” Mike helped his son lie down.

      “How much time do we have?” Justin asked as Travis swallowed a pill.

      “A week, two at the most. I figure the dipshit will be able to rouse ten or twelve more just like him.”

      “What do you want to do?” Tracy asked, trusting enough in her husband to not ask what are we going to do.

      “I think I need to kill Ralph.” There were no surprised gasps. “Or we leave. Both have their risks. The shelter is vulnerable once we lock ourselves inside. I don’t want to be inside of it during a firefight, once the door is breeched.”

      “They can get in?” Nicole asked, she’d just come up the staircase. Tracy had sent her down with the dogs, who bounded up to reunite with the rest of their pack, stubby tails wagging.

      “Easy enough. I’m sure most of them have acetylene torches to cut through the locks, and if that doesn’t work, there’s at least one large excavator on the mountain Ralph could get his hands on. I would think that thing could dig up the room and smash in the roof easy enough.”

      “Where would we go?” Tracy asked.

      “Maine wouldn’t be the worst place. My dad has land in the sticks.”

      “Could we make that drive with the way things are?” Tracy asked.

      “If we left now, drove straight through. It’s doable if we all take turns driving and sleeping. The big if, is whether we can find gas stations with gas. That could be our biggest problem.” Mike was thinking about how to solve those issues when he heard a familiar, yet lately infrequent trilling. “That my phone?”

      “It has to be the IRS, they’d be the only ones to get through these days,” Nicole said, lamenting that her cell phone had become nothing more than a paperweight. Cell service, which had always been spotty on the mountain, was nearly non-existent now.

      “Where the hell is it?” Mike asked, pulling up cushions and checking in drawers. It wasn’t until he heard the beep that a message had been received that he was able to find it under the couch. “Don’t recognize that number,” he mumbled, although his heart was standing upon a trap door waiting to fall as he gazed at the 907 area code.

      “…ike need …elp…”

      “Who’s Ike, and why does he need kelp?” Travis asked, only half awake.

      “Shit.”

      “Mike?” Tracy asked, coming into the cabin.

      “It was BT, he needs help.”

      “Did he say anything else?” Mike handed her the phone so she could read the transcription. “Are you sure this is BT?”

      “Not a hundred percent, but it’s an Alaskan area code, and when I hit playback we’ll know for sure.”

      Five minutes later the family had listened to the message a half dozen times. Tracy stopped him before Mike could go for number seven.

      “He didn’t sound overly distressed,” Tracy said, doing her best to comfort her husband. What she hadn’t said was that he didn’t sound alright, either.

      Mike was pacing around the cabin. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “What can you do?”

      Mike stopped short. “We could go there.”

      “Isn’t it further to Alaska than to Maine?” Nicole asked.

      “Probably,” was all Mike could think to say. He had no idea.

      “What about your family?” Tracy asked.

      “BT’s my family.”

      “I don’t like the idea of going that far and leaving my parents.”

      Tracy’s parents had come down from North Dakota to watch the kids and the dogs, but had immediately headed back upon their daughter’s arrival. They’d never been fans of any place that had a population greater than a thousand. Mike got along well with them.

      “I can hear the wheels churning in your head, Mike. There is absolutely no way you’re going to drop us all off on their farm and then go to Alaska, not with the world the way it is now.”

      “I don’t like you reading me that easily.”

      “Seriously, Dad, Trav is half passed out, and he knows what you’re thinking,” Nicole said.

      Travis raised a thumb.

      “If you all want to get in line so you can kiss my ass, I’ll allow it,” Mike told them.

      “I’m worried about him too, but I’m not so sure I want to drive three thousand miles closer to the yetis,” Tracy voiced.

      Mike couldn’t fault her that. They’d both almost died more than once on that ill-fated trip. He sat on the couch next to her, his head in his hands, genuinely not sure what to do. His friend, his brother, really, had called. He needed help, and Mike had no idea how to go about honoring the request. He knew it hadn’t been made lightly.

      It was the sound of gunshots, perhaps a half mile off, that dragged his attention away from his dour thoughts.

      “Ralph?” Tracy asked as she went to the window.

      “Most likely just a little reminder that the prick is still out there.”

      “That sounds like a whole bunch of people.” Justin had stepped out onto the porch as they heard the multiple reports of rifles being fired.

      “Goddammit. I just wanted to come up here to keep us all safe, and now we’ve got this idiot to deal with. If people minded their own damn business…” Mike stomped outside, muttering as he did so. He’d made up his mind. He was not going to wait for Ralph to make the first move. They didn’t have the capabilities for a viable defense, and there wasn’t any way he was going to risk his family in a battle, which meant his only option was to go on the offensive. A quick surgical strike to cut off the head of the snake. If all went according to plan, the rest would slither off into the tall grass.

      Mike came back in about an hour later after formulating his plan, which was, surprisingly or not surprisingly, simple.

      “I’d like for everyone to sleep downstairs tonight,” he’d announced after dinner.

      “Why?” Tracy’s suspicions were immediately on display.

      Mike had been expecting this and had debated fumbling through some transparent explanation, but decided instead to go with the truth. “I’m going to kill Ralph.”

      Tracy gasped. Of all the reactions he thought she might show, that wasn’t one. He couldn’t ever remember his wife gasping.

      “Mike, you’re talking about murdering a person.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, we’re talking self-defense.”

      “A preemptive killing isn’t self-defense.”

      Mike knew she was right on a moral level, certainly on a legal level. But she wasn’t right in a real world, near apocalyptical, scenario.

      “Maybe we should just call the police,” she offered.

      No matter what happened on the mountain over the next few days, Mike knew the authorities were not going to play a part in it. They weren’t going to show up for a dispute, and he was fairly confident not for any subsequent investigation either, when Ralph was found dead in his home.

      “I’m not sure there’s even police anymore.”

      “And what about Janice?” Tracy asked, referring to Ralph’s wife.

      “She hasn’t done anything.”

      “You think she’s just going to sit there and watch you kill her husband?”

      Mike had not got that far into the plan. When he was in a battle, he never worried about the family of the combatant he killed. It was their life or his, and he was always going to pick his. Now the stakes were higher, much higher; his family was being threatened, something he would have never stooped to during the war. Non-combatants were strictly off the table. Ralph had not seen fit to follow that moral code, and that was something Mike could not abide by.

      “Mike!?”

      “I was planning on being quiet.”

      “Have a lot of experience breaking into people’s houses and killing someone?”

      Mike stayed close-lipped. Tracy could only look at him, her expression changing to surprise when his non-answer became an answer. He could no longer remain silent; she wanted to know, might need to know.

      “I was part of a squad sent on a mission to neutralize an enemy general. Normally, this is something they’d send in a specialized team for, should have been SEALs, but the nearest one was over twelve hours away, and intel said there was only a four-hour window before the general woke and moved to another location. They’d been trying to track this guy down for months, and they weren’t going to let this chance slip through their fingers.”

      Mike’s heart sank a bit as he watched a fundamental change happen within the look his wife gave him. He thought, hoped he’d imagined, he saw a little bit of fear and revulsion.

      “It was war, and I had my orders,” he offered as a defense. Now that he’d said the words aloud, it sounded weak.

      “Did you kill him?”

      Mike again remained close-mouthed.

      “Jesus.” Tracy turned away.

      He hadn’t technically pulled the trigger, but he’d been there. If war wasn’t for the most part a lawless venture, he would have been held culpable, and who knows? He thought maybe in the end he would have had to pay for the transgression, orders or not.

      “You can’t kill him.”

      Mike wanted to tell her he most assuredly could.

      “Ralph may deserve it, he might. But try to think of what it will do to you. How many times have you woken up screaming? How many times have I found you in the bathroom, staring off into space, stuck in some endless horrific loop within your mind? Sometimes crying, sometimes you’ve got your knees pulled up and are just sitting there, rocking. There were times, Mike, when I wasn’t sure I would be able to get you off of those ledges. I don’t think either of us can go through that again.”

      It was about six months after Mike had returned home from active duty that the real nightmares had begun. Once the euphoria of coming back, after so many had not, had worn off his psyche began to reveal its twisted new form. Depression, profound dread, hopelessness, had all begun to overwhelm him. Even survivor’s guilt. If his wife hadn’t been such a steadfast point of reference in his life, he would have lost his way and most likely his life, perhaps quickly, or maybe in a slow drowning at the bottom of a bottle.

      “Then we can’t stay here, Trace. Either he dies, or some of us will. I don’t see the choice there. We have three options.”

      “North Dakota is the closest,” she said flatly. Tracy loved her mother, that wasn’t in doubt, but their relationship had vastly improved with distance. It usually only took two days together before they reverted to their previous, less-than-healthy status. Carol could be hypercritical, and although this for the most part was only directed at Tracy, now lately Nicole suffered from it as well.

      Mike had always thought that in this aspect, women were very much like cats. They were seemingly solitary creatures that barely tolerated others except to regard them as minions, below them. Wasn’t a complete one-for-one comparison, but it worked on the surface, and it held true for some.

      “I think I’d rather go to Maine, but I can see it in your eyes you’d never be able to live with yourself for not answering that call. We need to give Travis a couple of days until he feels better. I don’t care what you have to do with Ralph, besides killing him, that will give us that time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “About the leaving or the killing?” she asked.

      “Both.” It should have been a joke; Mike, however, hadn’t meant it as one. He thought on it for about an hour. “I’m going to go and talk to Ralph.”

      “Talk?”

      “Not even going to bring a gun, the temptation will be too high.”

      Mike hopped in his Jeep and drove the narrow trail road for a couple of miles until he came upon Ralph’s modest home, set upon two hundred acres of pristine land. Janice was in the front lawn feeding her chickens. She looked up and waved when she saw Mike pull in.

      “Hello, Michael. How’s your wife? Is your son feeling better?” She let the rest of the feed go and wiped her hands clean, watching him intently.

      “Tracy is doing good, and I just got a dose of meds into Travis, so hopefully tomorrow or the next day he’ll start feeling better. Thank you for asking.”

      “Did you come here for trouble? I won’t tolerate it. I already told Ralph if something stupid happens to you or your nice family, he will live to regret it, and I meant that.”

      “I believe you. I didn’t come here looking for trouble, Janice, I’m not even armed. I came here in the hopes of avoiding it.”

      “Ralph, get out here, please,” Janice called over her shoulder.

      “Yes?” A scowl formed when he saw Mike. He immediately turned to head back in.

      “Husband, he didn’t come for a fight. If you grab a gun, Ralph, so help me I won’t cook you another apple pie for as long as you live, which might not be very long.” She didn’t shout, but the words were forceful, and the threat was real, Mike could attest to how unbelievable Janice’s blue ribbon winning pies were.

      “What do you want?” Ralph said derisively.

      “He’s a guest here, Ralph. I would appreciate it if you showed manners.”

      Ralph’s bluster quickly deflated, and Mike celebrated the fact that he wasn’t the one being dressed down by his spouse.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Offer him some sweet tea and some pie.”

      “There’s only one piece left.”

      “Ralph.”

      “Hello, Michael. Would you like some sweet tea and pie?”

      The smile on Ralph’s face was tighter than a rusted lug nut, and Mike thought about being spiteful and eating that last piece of pie; it would be almost as bad as shooting the man. Well, that and because it was delicious. “I would love some tea, thanks. I’m good on the pie, though.”

      Ralph was visibly relieved.

      “Go up on the porch and sit down. I have to finish feeding the chickens. Good seeing you, Michael.”

      “You too, Janice.” Mike sat, he was rethinking everything, wondering if Janice could indeed keep the peace when everything finally tumbled down upon their heads. For a while perhaps, she could, but a conflict was inevitable. When Janice was starving and the Talbots may or may not have the means to feed her, he could damn well be assured Ralph would come knocking. He couldn’t say he wouldn’t, if their roles were reversed.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” Ralph said as he handed Mike the tea.

      “Sit, Ralph. I didn’t come here to start shit with you. I came to tell you we’re leaving.”

      Ralph’s face grew concerned. He couldn’t care less if the Talbots left, in fact, would be a-okay with it. He’d never liked the city slicker. The loss of all those supplies though was something different.

      “Fuck me. Now I know what my wife means when she says she can read me like a book. I’m only taking what can fit in the Jeep and the cargo trailer. It’ll be about a quarter of what we have, the rest I’m leaving for you and the other mountain inhabitants.”

      “Why?”

      “Why am I leaving or why am I leaving stuff for you?”

      “Sure.”

      “World’s about to go to shit. We agree on that, right?”

      “That’s one thing,” Ralph intoned.

      “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t want to get into a firefight with you. We’ll both lose people we care for.”

      “If it makes any difference, I promised Janice I wouldn’t do anything.”

      “You’d just have other people do it?”

      He clammed up fast. Mike had sniffed out the easy workaround.

      “I would not. I thought about it, though. Besides promising my wife who, after forty years of being together, would definitely find me out, I wouldn’t send in others to do what I said I was going to do. She’d keep those pies from me before the first shot was fired. Now I’m going to be honest about this, Mike, I wasn’t the first one that brought this up. There are others that don’t have a Janice to reel them in. They will spiral and do something they’ll likely regret. I’m coming to learn just how brutal survival can be.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Mike told him. “Which others? Forget it, forget I asked.” Mike shook his head. If he wasn’t going to kill Ralph he wasn’t going to kill any of the others. “None of that matters anymore. I got a call from my friend in Alaska. Tough to tell exactly what’s happening, as I only got a piece of the message, but he either needs help or kelp. I’m inclined to think it’s not the briny green plant.”

      “That BT fellow, the one that lost his wife?”

      “One and the same. Going to leave in a couple of days, once my son feels better. Figure I should be able to do the drive in four days, five at the most, as long as we can find gas.”

      “Drive? I’ll be right back.”

      Mike absently took a sip of his drink. “Whoa…Janice does this have booze in it?” he called out.

      “What do you think makes it sweet?” she laughed. “You two boys behaving?”

      “He told me he would have boxed my ears if I took the pie, but other than that, we’re fine.”

      She smiled as she resumed a chore Mike thought she very much enjoyed. Ralph came back out a few minutes later, beaming.

      “I realize we never really got off on solid footing. Part of that is my fault, I’m not very trusting, and I’m very possessive of this mountain and the well-being of the citizenry.”

      “I’m part of that citizenry.”

      “Don’t screw this up, I’m offering an apology.”

      “An apology? How many of these teas have you had?”

      Ralph scowled.

      “Sorry, sorry...if we’re handing out blame, I’ll take my fair share. I’m a pretty private person. I much prefer to be with my family than others.”

      “Enough of that. I’ve solved your problem.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I have a friend, the next mountain over, who owes me a favor. He’s a pilot.”

      “Okay.” Mike didn’t know where this was going.

      “A pilot with his own plane and an airfield.”

      Mike sat up, not quite ready for the headrush from the influx of “sweet tea.” He noticed the glass in his hand was empty. “When the hell did I do that?”

      “He’ll take you, your family, and supplies up to Alaska.”

      “Fuck off.” It was the first thing Mike could think to say; Janice had just showed up carrying a refill for Mike. She gave him a scowl.

      “More of an exclamation than an imperative,” Ralph told her. “Mine’s empty too, dear.” He shook his glass.

      “You’ve had three already, and this is the last of it,” she told him.

      “I’ll split it with you,” Mike replied.

      Janice shushed Ralph before he could speak. “You just drink that up and enjoy, honey.” She laid a hand upon his forearm. “Two minutes after you leave, Ralph will be telling me he’s going to lay down for a nap.”

      “She’s probably right. Let me get you his contact info and directions.”

      Mike stayed five minutes longer only to make sure he finished off the tea. He thanked Janice and Ralph profusely before making the twenty-minute drive to Walker’s Charters. A glowing buzz tingled in his head as he cranked the music and sang along horribly to “Dear Prudence.” He was halfway into an eardrum-rupturing rendition of “We Will Rock You” when he pulled onto the airfield.

      “Damn,” was all Mike could think to say. He’d been expecting a hangar not much bigger than a three-car garage with a plane not much bigger than a Cessna. He’d not been expecting the three jets parked on the tarmac, in front of a hangar large enough to service a Boeing 737. A man with oil-covered overalls stepped onto the tarmac as Mike parked.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked, taking a defensive posture. Mike thought it sounded more like a challenge rather than a desire to assist.

      “Ralph gave me your number. I’m Michael Talbot.”

      The man’s entire demeanor relaxed. “Sorry, thought you might be the feds. They send a person sniffing around here from time to time. Name’s Jack Walker.” He extended a hand that wasn’t much cleaner than his overalls; Mike reluctantly took it then made a mental note to sterilize it before he touched anything else. He also wanted to ask what the feds would be sniffing around for, then thought better of it. It was none of his business, and he didn’t want to piss off his best chance of getting to Alaska.

      Jack turned and started off towards a small office and Mike followed, not sure what else to do.

      “Sit,” Jack offered up a chair that looked like it had held every part ever pulled off a plane for maintenance. Dripping oil had accumulated beneath it.

      “Thanks. Been sitting all day.”

      “Suit yourself,” Jack said as he fell heavily into an only slightly cleaner chair behind a large metal desk. He poured himself a glass of scotch and rocked back, placing his booted feet atop the papers strewn across the surface. “Shit, sorry. Should have offered you a drink. Do you want one? Mugs are in the cabinet over there.”

      “I’m good, I just left Ralph’s…”

      “You lucky bastard. Did Janice send any pie with you?”

      Mike shook his head.

      “So Ralph says you’re looking for a one-way trip to Alaska?”

      Mike had to pause. He’d never thought it out that far, but he supposed that it would indeed be a one-way trip. What would be the benefit of coming back? Would they want to return to the mountain? His hideout was compromised and coveted; all that remained there was a battle he could not win.

      Mike nodded. “That’s right.”

      Jack took a deep drink. “Smart move. The populated world is moving quickly to an untenable position. Being as remote as possible may be the only way to survive. When are you thinking of leaving?”

      “Was thinking maybe a few days. My son is sick with strep, and we just got him on meds, I was hoping to wait until he was feeling better.”

      “As far as I know antibiotics should make him not contagious in three. Might be less, but I don’t want to take any chances. I think that’s when we should leave. I have some distasteful matters that could arise as soon as next week, and I’d like to be long gone before then.”

      Jack said no more, and Mike had the distinct impression that asking for details would not be looked upon favorably.

      “How many people?” Jack asked.

      “Two adults, three kids, and two dogs, plus supplies.”

      Jack was doing some figuring. “Just so you know, this isn’t a moving van. Besides your family and the dogs, I’ll allot you five hundred pounds of cargo. Not an ounce more. I’m pulling up roots and have my own supplies to take. Can you live with that?”

      “The missus is going to be mad about not taking the armoire, but we’ll make do.”

      “Are you being serious or are you one of those funny fucks?” he asked. His blue eyes stared intently at Mike.

      “Funny fuck, though my wife doesn’t agree most of the time.”

      Jack nodded in agreement.

      “I’m planning on bringing guns and ammunition. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “You have five hundred pounds, do with it what you will. I don’t care if it’s a brick of cocaine, personal use only, of course. I don’t like drug dealers.”

      “If I had five hundred pounds of cocaine, odds are I’d have my own plane.”

      Jack held his glass up in acknowledgment before draining the contents.

      “Are you going to need to see IDs or anything?”

      “You see a TSA checkpoint around here? I’d have thought the cocaine would have clued you in that I’m not much into cargo restrictions.”

      “Sorry, I’ve never been on a private charter.”

      Jack grunted his acknowledgement. “How do you know Ralph?”

      “Uh,” Mike wasn’t sure how to answer this question. “Neighbors? I suppose you’d say heading towards enemies, now maybe something bordering on frenemies? But if I hung around, possibly friendship.”

      “Sounds like Ralph, alright. Gruff on the outside, asshole on the inside. He must like you if he’s using up his favor on you.”

      “I think it has more to do with getting rid of me than actually helping.”

      “That might be part of it. Just keep in mind Ralph’s not averse to getting rid of people in, let’s say, less friendly ways. Not murder, mind you, but other ways. Good man. Pulled my ass out of some trouble a few years back, and I owe him. This flight hardly seems a proper payback, but since I don’t plan on being around after this either, at least I’m doing something for the guy. Three days, Mike, and five hundred pounds. Don’t be late, and don’t be over.”

      Mike understood he was being dismissed as Jack poured himself another drink and looked away.
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        * * *

      

      “Everything okay?” Tracy asked as she came out of the cabin. “I thought you’d be home an hour ago.”

      “Good, they’re good—better than I could have hoped for.” Mike spent the next few minutes relating all that had happened.

      “Can we trust this Jack?” she asked.

      “I don’t know if I’m sad or proud that you’re thinking like me.”

      “Our family is getting on a plane with a man who thinks nothing of carrying a five-hundred-pound brick of cocaine.”

      “I don’t think that’s something he normally does. I got the impression he wasn’t planning on doing much flying anytime soon. He’s of the same mind as we are, and that fuel, along with everything else, is going to be impossible to come by. Come on, let’s tell the kids what’s going on.”
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      “Shit.” Mike was looking at his pile. They’d decided to be as fair as possible. Each person got a hundred pounds to take clothes and whatever else they cherished. Now he was ruing that decision and wondering how he could take a little from everyone except Tracy. There was no way he was going to tell her he needed some of her sweater allotment for more guns. It was killing him inside that he was going to have to leave guns and ammunition behind, and that didn’t account for any clothes or food. He was interrupted as the phone rang, something that hadn’t happened in nearly three weeks, and that had been a misdial.

      “Mike,” the caller said before Mike could say hello. “Jack Walker.”

      Mike got wary. “Yeah, Jack.”

      “Change of plans.”

      This is where Mike figured Jack was going to tell him he’d already left and he was going to need to find alternate transportation.

      “Seems favors are being called in all over the place, and I’d been sitting on a doozy for a while. I called in the marker.”

      “Okay,” Mike answered hesitantly having no clue where this was going.

      “I just took possession of a C-17.”

      “Is that so.”

      There was silence before Jack spoke. “Right, you were a ground pounder. No reason for you to know plane designations. C-17 is a transport plane. I’ve got plenty of room and little in the way of weight restrictions—for this trip, anyway. Bring what you want, just remember you’re going to need to move it off the airfield with you. I might be able to help you secure a ride, but I’m burning through all of my favors.”

      “So no weight limit?”

      “For the most part.”

      “I can bring my Jeep?”

      “I said for the most part.”

      “That a no?”

      “You’re quick for a Marine. How’s your son?”

      “Doing better. I appreciate this, Jack. Looks like I’m going to owe you one myself.”

      “If the world wasn’t going to be on its ear soon, I’d have you make me a character in one of your books.”

      “You know about that?”

      “I make it my business to know everyone within a certain radius.”

      “Do I want to know why?”

      “Fuck no, Talbot. I’ll see you in two days.” Jack hung up.

      “New plan!” Mike called out happily.
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        * * *

      

      The night before they were scheduled to leave, Mike was outside with his white English Bulldog, Chloe. She had to make a final pitstop before she could get her beauty sleep in.

      “And that’s why you’re so beautiful,” he said, grabbing the folds on her face and pulling her close for a kiss. “Because you get so much sleep.”

      Everyone else had gone to bed a couple of hours earlier, and he would have as well, but he was pretty amped up about the logistics of the move and anxious to help his friend. He always went out with the dogs after dark; you never knew what predator might be lurking. So when Chloe perked up, Mike took notice. The dog was deaf, but that made her nose doubly keen, and there was little she missed. Mike reached back into the doorway for his rifle, which was leaning against the wall just inside. Chloe was curious to a fault, but this time she bristled and backed away, a deep growl rumbling through her broad chest.

      Mike made sure to get her into the cabin, and she was none too thrilled when he didn’t join her. He was thankful she did not bark and warn whatever or, more likely, whoever was out there. It was no secret that Mike was leaving. Anyone with a decent pair of binoculars could have watched them pack up the trailer, and any greedy bastard looking to steal more than he’d already brought to Ralph’s for distribution would think that would be easy pickings. Knowing this, Mike had backed the covered trailer up against the cabin. It would be impossible to get inside without moving the Jeep forward, which could easily be accomplished by breaking out a window and putting the clutch in neutral.

      “Someone breaks a fucking window before I go to Alaska and I’m going to be pretty pissed,” Mike muttered moving away from the cabin and into the murky night, wishing he’d had the foresight to leave his Night Vision Goggles out. He stayed close to the Jeep. He knew he would be nearly invisible, especially since he also knew that those nearby didn’t have their own goggles, or so he hoped. He could see the light from a small flashlight pointing at the ground and heard the murmured voices of two, possibly three, people. He was just coming around the front of the Jeep, tracking the movement of the flashlight, when he saw something out of the corner of his eye. By then it was too late. The metal bar slammed against his lead hand with a loud clang. Two of his fingers were broken and he lost his grip on the rifle, dropping it to the ground. He backed up as he heard a whoosh, the bar cutting through the air as it was going for the side of his head.

      He tried to use his mangled right hand to pull his knife free but couldn’t get his fingers to work properly. It was too awkward to reach across his body as he struggled to keep his brains located within his skull. Whoever had hit him wasn’t just trying to subdue him, those were killing swings, and they were getting dangerously close.

      “Murph?” one of the men with the flashlight called out. They could hear the scuffle but hadn’t located the source.

      Mike knew he was screwed if it became three on one, especially since he was now effectively one-handed.

      “Here,” presumably Murph, called out. He couldn’t be sure because he couldn’t see well enough, but he had the impression the man had turned his head slightly. Mike got low and barreled his head into the man’s midsection, wrapping his arms around the other’s torso before lifting slightly then driving him into the ground. Mike let out a heavy grunt when his broken fingers crunched into the gravel. Murph said nothing as all the air was forced from his lungs, but he was groaning. Mike moved quickly, placing his knee against Murph’s midsection as the man struggled to breathe. He reached across his body, undid the clasp then pulled his knife free. The wicked-looking Ka-Bar barely visible in the muted light. Murph’s eyes grew wide as Mike leaned in.

      “I should kill you.” Mike clamped a hand over the man’s mouth.

      Murph whimpered as he was roughly rolled over. With his free hand Mike felt for the man’s lower leg, then pulled the blade across his Achilles tendon. There was some resistance before the knife cut through the tough fabric of the blue jeans and into the fibrous tendon. That was one combatant out of the mix. Another beam bounced a few yards away; the flashlight wielders were close, right on the other side of the Jeep-close. Mike moved toward the front fender, staying low, just as the first of the men came around. He buried the knife nearly hilt deep into the man’s thigh, twisted the blade then pulled it free with a wet sucking sound. The man cried out and fell to the ground, writhing in agony.

      The third man was frozen in front of the Jeep, a pistol in his shaking hand. Mike stood up. If the man decided to shoot him there was little he could do about it.

      “He’s going to bleed out if you don’t get him help soon,” Mike said.

      “You…you stabbed him.”

      “Bad things happen to people who do bad things.”

      “Where’s Murph?”

      “Other side of the Jeep. He’s not in as critical condition as this one, but he can’t walk, and he’s going to need some medical attention quickly if he’s ever going to walk again.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Less than I should have, of that I can assure you. So, either shoot me or help your friends, your choice.”

      The man’s voice waivered, “Why…why don’t I just shoot you then help my friends?”

      “Jackson?” Mike asked. Jackson was the short-order cook at the only diner within twenty miles. “What the fuck man! We talk all the time. Fine, whatever, let me put it this way. If you shoot me, everyone in that cabin wakes up and every one of them is armed and proficient. So maybe I die, but it’s likely that your two friends, and probably you as well, join me.”

      “Brother. He’s my brother.”

      “That’s Grady?” Grady owned the diner. “What the hell, man? Grady, tell your idiot brother you’re bleeding out. If you don’t get some help within the next few minutes, it won’t matter.”

      Through gritted teeth, Grady spoke. “It’s pretty bad, Jackson. There’s blood everywhere.”

      “We just wanted the supplies,” Jackson pleaded. “No one was supposed to get hurt.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think everyone was on the same page as Murph. He tried to cave my skull in, and you’re pointing a gun at me, so call me crazy if I don’t believe your intentions were peaceful.”

      Jackson’s hand was shaking harder, but he had yet to lower the weapon. Mike did not feel good about where this was headed.

      “I can’t go to jail,” Jackson stated.

      “You’re going to let your brother die?”

      “Shut up! I need to think!” Each word was punctuated by the thrusting forward of the gun. “I’ve been to jail, I can’t go back. I have...I have claustrophobia.” Terror was infused in his voice.

      “I’m out of here tomorrow. I’m not pressing charges.”

      “You think I’m dumb? The sheriff sees these injuries, he’s going to figure out what happened.”

      “Jackson, help me,” Grady pleaded.

      “Shut up!” Jackson barked. “It’s always, Jackson do this, Jackson do that!”

      Mike wanted to tell the man that was usually the case in any employee-employer relationship, but wisely decided to keep out of it.

      “I should just shoot you then run away!”

      Mike didn’t understand that logic, but if the bullet intended for him struck Grady, he wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it.

      “Put the gun down, Jackson. Let’s get a tourniquet on your brother’s leg.”

      “He’s an asshole. You know that, right?” Jackson asked. “This was his idea. We don’t even need any of this shit. The diner has enough food to last months. He wanted your guns. Well? Where’s that got you?” he shouted at Grady, who flinched or twitched, Mike couldn’t be sure. Blood was spreading, pooling at his feet. Grady had grown quiet, he wasn’t long for this world. And if he did die, Mike figured Jackson wouldn’t have anything else to lose and would put one in his forehead. He was adamant about not wanting that to happen.

      “Please, Jackson.” Grady’s voice was soft and rattling. Mike was pretty sure that Jackson was waiting for nature to take its course, and even if he pulled a surprise one-eighty, it was likely too late for his brother. He knew, much like Grady did, that he was running out of time as well. Jackson’s gun hand had stopped wavering; he’d made up his mind. Mike dove backward as a gunshot split the night. Chloe was barking, lights were coming on in the cabin.

      Too little, too late, Mike thought. He was on the ground; there was no way he’d be able to run far enough away before Jackson swung around and shot him. It was Grady that saved his life. He reached up to grab at his brother, doing just enough to tangle the cook’s legs. Another shot rang as Jackson tripped over his brother, his knees hitting the ground. Grady was gurgling; the bullet had pierced his throat.

      “Mike?” Tracy called out as she opened the door.

      Jackson’s attention and gun swung that way. Mike lunged, knowing full well he was going to come up short. A shot splintered the door frame, not six inches from his wife’s head. She ducked down and returned fire, three quick shots from the Beretta M9 Mike had been teaching her with. The first ricocheted and whined out into the dark, the next two punched into Jackson’s chest and he slumped over his brother.

      “You got him,” Mike called out. Tracy’s hand was shaking, much like Jackson’s had been. “You saved my life,” he said, quickly hoping the words would head off the shock that would likely settle in once she realized she’d killed a person. “Don’t come out here. Call the cops and tell them we have three down.”

      “That including you?” she asked.

      “I’ve got two broken fingers, other than that…” Hard to say, good to go after he’d drained the life out of a man, but it was him or them. There was no debate.

      “Help me,” the third man cried out.

      In all the confusion, Mike had nearly forgotten about his hamstrung victim. He grabbed the discarded flashlight and shone it down on the man.

      “Shit.” He was looking at Ralphie Junior, the thirty-four-year-old basement dweller to the self-proclaimed mayor of the mountain. Ralph senior doted on the man-child; Mike had no illusions that the injury he’d given the boy would countermand their newfound friendship.

      “Hold off on the police.”

      “What?” Tracy asked.

      “One of the dipshits is Ralphie.”

      “Is…is he dead?”

      “No, but Janice is going to be running up and down their stairs a lot for him. I cut through his Achilles heel.”

      “Jesus, Mike.”

      He was fine with her focusing on what he’d done, maybe that would get her through what she’d done. Ralphie was crying, sobbing, actually, begging for his mommy.

      “Shit,” Mike said again before heading in and grabbing his phone. “Ralph, there’s been a situation with Junior. You’re going to want to come to my cabin.”

      “You’re lucky; these are only dislocated,” Tracy said as she looked at his twisted digits.

      “Can’t tell you how lucky I feel right now.”

      “Don’t be an ass, Talbot.”

      “Goddammit!” Mike yelled as she pulled first his pointer finger then his middle finger back into alignment before splinting them. She then went to wrap Ralphie’s injury, the man was blubbering so much that snot and drool were running down his face and pooling in his lap. Five minutes later Mike watched as Ralph’s truck barreled up the side of the mountain toward the cabin.

      “How do you think this is going to go?” Tracy asked.

      “I figure bad, or not good.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      Ralph had hopped out of the truck before he’d come to a complete stop.

      “Where is he? What’s the matter?” Ralph shouted as he came closer. Mike noticed the large revolver strapped to the man’s hip. “What did you do to him?!” Ralph demanded as he saw his son sitting up against the Jeep.

      “He’s got an injury to his lower leg that’s going to require surgery,” Mike explained.

      “Why? Why would you hurt my boy?” Ralph’s hand was resting on the handle of his gun.

      “Look around, Ralph,” Mike said.

      “Grady? Jackson? Are they…?”

      “About as dead as they’re going to get, yeah,” Mike had no sooner said the words when he heard Tracy retching. That was pretty much his reaction the first time he’d killed a person.

      “What were they doing here?”

      They weren’t selling magazine subscriptions,” Mike replied.

      “This a joke to you? You fucking asshole, I’m calling the cops!”

      “You call the cops, Ralph, and I’m going to tell them how Ralphie here tried to take my head off with a tire iron and those other two were going for attempted murder. Ralph Junior will be doing some serious time as an accomplice. Something tells me he won’t do too well on the inside.”

      “Dad, I want to go home,” Ralphie wailed.

      “I called you first to see what you wanted to do. If you want to take your boy out of here and get him some help, I won’t say a word. I’ll call the cops when you’re clear.”

      “What do you want?” Ralph eyed him suspiciously.

      “Fuck, Ralph, I don’t want anything other than to get the fuck off of this clusterfuck of a mountain. I thought city dwellers were assholes, but holy shit if you all don’t take that cake and shove it through the slots of a box fan.”

      “It’s just supplies, you could have let them have them.”

      “Three armed men were skulking around my place after midnight. How could I possibly know what their intentions were? Any chance at a conversation ended the moment your shining star there broke my hand.” Mike held up his damaged appendage. “Oh, and just so we’re clear, what would you have done if they were coming for your supplies?”

      Ralph said nothing. Mike figured that was all the answer he was going to get.

      “Get him out of here or don’t. I’m calling the cops.”

      Ralph had loaded his kid up and was pulling away before Mike hung up.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Sarge, it’s Grady and Jackson!” Officer McKenna shouted over, the woman was five foot nothing and a hundred pounds soaking wet, and Mike knew her to be meaner than a pit viper on steroids. He’d personally seen her break up two fights at the local watering hole. The first time had involved a head butt on a man more than double her size and the second she’d used a pool cue to sweep his legs. She’d slapped that thing so hard against the man’s thighs it snapped in two, and poor Derrick Bellends hadn’t been able to sit correctly for a month. “Just these two dipwads?” she asked, pulling out a chunk of used chewing tobacco from her mouth and tossing it aside. Before Mike could answer, she spoke again. “They’re usually with Ralphie Junior. That’s the only kid I know who can have five dollars and still be a nickel short.”

      Mike had no idea what she meant. “Nope, just these two.”

      “Funny,” she made sure to shine her light into his eyes. “Because there’s this blood spot over here that doesn’t have anything to do with the other two.”

      “Don’t know what to tell you.” Mike shrugged.

      “I wonder what made them revert back to a life of crime?” Officer McKenna asked.

      “Revert?”

      “They used to cook meth. Spent ten years in a federal penitentiary before they got out and started the Gooseneck Diner. Best damned apple fritters I’ve ever had. I guess cooking translates well into whatever you use as a medium. This just doesn’t make much sense.”

      “Don’t know what to tell you.”

      “It looks like you’re planning on leaving, Mr. Talbot. No can do. I’m going to need you to stick around.”

      “Not happening,” Mike told her.

      “I’m not sure you understand, Talbot. We just hauled away two corpses from your property and we’re going to need to do a thorough investigation.”

      “Myself and my family are heading to Alaska tomorrow. Everything has been arranged. I’m not letting Heckle and Jeckle change that. They tried to rob and kill me, they chose their target poorly.”

      “I’m sensing that,” she said. “Fact remains you’re—”

      “Listen, Officer, I feel like I should be getting an award for getting rid of these two pillars of society, but barring that, I will not be harassed for defending my life and the lives of my family. If you need to charge me with something, feel free to do so, just note that I will have a contingent of lawyers set down upon your station house like locusts, to the point it will be difficult for you to get to your less-than-adequate coffee pot. I’m going to Alaska, not Brazil. I’m pretty sure you could still extradite me from there if you discover that I’m secretly a meth kingpin who writes books on the side as a cover.”

      Officer McKenna was reaching for her handcuffs when Sergeant Sanders came over. The man was nearly as wide as he was tall, which, given he was north of six feet, made him a large man indeed.

      “Put those away,” Sanders said.

      “He’s planning on fleeing our jurisdiction.”

      “Looks like he was all ready to go, I wouldn’t call that fleeing, I’d call that moving.”

      “There are two dead men, Sarge,” McKenna protested.

      “Yes, and I’m going to miss those fritters, but this looks to be an open and shut case of self-defense.”

      “How do we know he didn’t lure them here and then kill them?”

      “Lure them here? What the hell would I do that for? I’ve eaten in the diner a handful of times and have maybe said a dozen words previously to either man.”

      The sergeant held up his hand. “I believe you, Mr. Talbot. If I could offer a piece of advice, leave as early as you can tomorrow and don’t look back. I realize Ralphie Junior looks to be a suit short of a deck, and maybe that’s the truth, but those three were thick as thieves and Junior will want to seek revenge. He acts all innocent, but that’s exactly what it is, an act. His father coddled him to the point he made a monster.”

      “Trust me, Sergeant, I can’t wait to leave this place. Let’s just say it wasn’t at all what I’d envisioned.”

      Sanders grunted in acknowledgment. “Officer McKenna, let’s go.”

      Mike involuntarily stepped back, McKenna gave him a stare like she wanted to grab her baton and beat him into submission.

      “I can’t believe they’re going to let us go.” Tracy was sitting at the small kitchen table, her hands clasped together to keep them from shaking.

      “How are you holding up?” Mike asked.

      “A part of me is scared by how easy that was, while another part is wracked with guilt.”

      “You saved my life.” Mike sat next to her and grabbed her hands. “I hope you don’t feel guilty about that.”

      “I couldn’t let you die, you’re supposed to be cooking dinner for the next week.” She smiled a sad little thing that barely pulled up the corners of her lips.
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        * * *

      

      “Wasn’t sure if you’d be here,” Jack said as he walked up to the Jeep. “Considering what happened.”

      “It went down less than five hours ago, how do you know about it?” Mike asked, wondering if maybe Jack had been in on it. And why not? He knew Mike was packing up to leave.

      “I flew Ralph and his son into Denver for surgery. He told me everything.”

      “Everything?” Mike asked.

      “I’m assuming so. Ralph Junior, Grady, and Jackson went up to your place looking to score a cache of weapons. Grady and Jackson are dead and Ralph Junior has a fairly unique injury.”

      “Yep, that’s about the gist of it, I suppose.”

      “The cops aren’t making you stick around?”

      “I told them they’d have lawyers draped over their shoulders if they tried. They couldn’t wait for me to leave. Surprised they didn’t escort me down here.”

      “You sure about that? It’s not like I haven’t flown fugitives around, but normally I know them better.”

      “Not going to hurt my feelings if you call them.”

      “Be right back.”

      Mike was genuinely surprised Jack was making the call, but it made sense. They didn’t know each other; why should he stick his neck out for him?

      Jack timed it right to come back outside just as the last of the trailer was being offloaded. He gave a thumbs up to Mike.

      “Officer McKenna doesn’t like you.”

      “I tend to get that from anyone of the female persuasion, no matter the profession.”

      “He’s not lying,” Justin said as he passed by.

      “More child labor and less speaking, and maybe you’d get extra gruel!” Mike called out.

      “Your wife okay?” Jack sat next to Mike and handed him a beer.

      “It was her first.”

      “Never an easy thing.” He twisted the top off his own beer and took a large swallow.

      “You supposed to be drinking before a flight?” Mike joined him.

      “Nope.” He smacked his lips as he finished the bottle. “I assume we’re probably going to talk during the flight. At no time do I want you to tell me exactly where you’re going.”

      “Cops want you to keep an eye on me?”

      “McKenna wants me to plant a GPS on you. I’ll show you where it is, you can get rid of it when you want.”

      “I appreciate all of this, Jack.”

      “No worries, Mike. I don’t know what it is, but I feel like I know you. Another life perhaps?” He laughed. “Wheels up in fifteen.” He smacked Mike’s thigh then sighed as he stood.

      “No security checkpoints, airport traffic, or rude airport employees. How come we didn’t always fly like this, Dad?” Nicole asked.

      “Jack, you want to tell her?” Mike called out.

      “This flight would cost your dad over a hundred grand.”

      Mike whistled. Even he’d not been expecting a number that high.

      “Got transportation set up for when we land?” Jack asked.

      Mike was sitting in the co-pilot seat, a large set of headphones atop his head. He’d been warned more than three times not to touch anything; in the end, he’d had to sit on his hands, the temptation too great.

      “Figured I’d get something when we got there.”

      “You didn’t plan ahead too well.”

      “Kind of difficult to prepare for psychotic murdering thieve-neighbors and your friend calling you out of the blue that he may need something from the sea floor.”

      “What?”

      “Inside joke—if it could be called that. The phone cut out and...never mind. I thought I was going to be able to ride out what is looking more and more like a total economic collapse there on the safety of the mountain. I can’t remember being more wrong about a thing.”

      “Probably got the collapse part right. But believe it or not, you’ll be safer in the wilds of Alaska than on that mountain. Ralph’s a good guy, but he tends to turn his cheek when Junior gets up to no good, which has been frequent lately, and the transgressions have been getting worse. Might have done the world a favor if he’d not made it through the night.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind if I ever run across him again.”

      “I might be able to hook you up with something when we get there. The man that I’m delivering most of these goods to is going to owe me.”

      “I’m already in debt to you, Jack. Why would you let me go further in the hole?”

      “Like I said, I feel like I know you, and the fact that you’re uprooting your family to help a friend tells me everything else.”
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        PROLOGUE TWO

      

      

      

      “Did you hear that?” Deirdre sat up straight, the room was dark, and the only light source was the shimmering of the Aurora Borealis through a slot in the heavy curtains. Her husband of twenty-five years was snoring softly next to her. “Jim, get up!” she pushed on his side until he snorted awake.

      “I told you before, woman—that’s no way to romance a man.”

      “I’m serious, Jim. I heard something downstairs.”

      “You sure it wasn’t that stupid moose running into the side of the house again?”

      They laughed about it now, but that moose had scared a couple of years off their lives when it had run headlong into the house and shook the place worse than the 5.0 earthquake the previous year. A heavy thud and the tinkle of shattering glass had Jim up in a hurry.

      “Are you expecting the boys home?” he said, referring to their sons, Dennis and Jerry, as he grabbed his Colt 45 from the top of the dresser. It was unlikely, as Dennis was in Massachusetts at MIT, and Jerry had begun a fishing charter service in the much warmer waters off Maui.

      “No, and either way, they know better than to come in unannounced,” Deirdre said.

      Jim had lost a beloved cousin back in his youth when the boy had snuck out of his parents’ house and, after spending the night with his girlfriend, had tried to sneak back in. His father had thought he was a burglar and put two bullets in his chest. Since that time, Jim had made his thoughts on sneaking out abundantly clear to his kids. Dennis, always the conscientious one, on the rare occasions he had snuck out, had remained out until the following morning, coming back in when the family dog, Astro, did his morning routine. Jerry, on the other hand, would ring the doorbell all hours of the night until he could safely be let back in, feeling that the dressing down and punishment he would receive were worth sleeping in his own bed for the evening. (His brother got in the same trouble, plus had slept outside.)

      Jim flinched when they heard another crash.

      “Is it a bear?” Deirdre asked.

      Jim looked at his gun. The 45 was a good-sized round, but if that were a Grizzly rearranging his furniture downstairs, it could take the entire cylinder to stop the animal, who would be extremely pissed off by then, and still might have enough left in him to make a killing swipe. He liked his house just fine, grew up here, watched his kids grow up here, but he wasn’t prepared to die over some destroyed possessions.

      “Never much liked that hutch anyway,” he grumbled as he walked across the room and threw the bolt on the door.

      “Not going out there?” Dierdre asked.

      “That’s no burglar unless he’s the Hulk and he has advanced Parkinson’s. Call the sheriff. I think we’ll just wait this one out.”

      “And my mama said you weren’t smart.”

      Jim harrumphed.

      “Phone’s dead.” She gave him a questioning look as she placed it back down in its cradle.

      Jim knew that didn’t necessarily mean anything; the cord was near one of the downstairs windows, so if the bear had broken through that particular weak spot, it could have easily severed the cord. He went over to the window and threw the curtain open. The sky was brightly lit, making the ground glow softly. Jim could feel the blood flush from his face. “Jesus, Joseph and Mary,” he mumbled. He wanted to step away from the window before he was seen, but he couldn’t move, his legs had locked in place. His eyes were riveted on the five figures, the five enormous figures standing in his backyard. Two of them swiveled massive heads in his direction. One of them pointed and let go of a high-pitched squeal that was incongruously reedy with the size of the thing making the noise.

      “We…um we need to push the bed up against the door.” Jim still hadn’t moved.

      “You’re scaring me,” Deirdre said.

      “I mean to be.”

      She gasped when she came up alongside. “What are they?”

      “I thought that author fellow Talbot was full of shit, making stories up for free publicity. Maybe a way to help his friend escape prosecution for murdering his wife. Never did I believe the yeti were real.”

      “Shoot them, Jim.”

      “I have five bullets and there’s at least six of them. The only way we’re making it through the night is if they leave us alone.” He didn’t feel overly confident in that particular scenario playing out. Talbot had said the yeti were bloodthirsty murdering flesh eaters. At the time, Jim had thought that a pretty salacious headline, now he could only hope that was exactly the case. But the yeti that had screeched had turned cold, angry eyes on him, and he’d seen nothing that resembled pity within them. He got moving when they both heard heavy thudding coming up the stairs.

      “Help me,” he told his wife as he pushed on the edge of their king-sized bed. It moved easily enough on the hardwood flooring. If they could move it, there was no reason to think the yeti couldn’t, but when your boat is sinking you don’t stop trying to bail it out. They were halfway there when they heard thunderous footsteps pounding down the hallway. Jim stood up and placed his arm out to move his wife behind him as he aimed at the door. He could see the light being blocked underneath as the yeti stood there.

      “What are you waiting for?” he asked. His pistol-holding outstretched arm was shaking in fear. It was his screaming wife that answered the question. While they’d been preparing for the frontal assault, one of the yetis had climbed up and reached through the window. Deirdre’s arms were outstretched, trying to reach her husband, her face a mask of pure terror as she was being pulled backward toward the window. Jim swung the gun around but could see nothing else except his wife. The yeti, which was three times her size, had somehow shielded itself completely behind her. He pulled the trigger, hopeful that the noise alone would be enough for the beast to let her go.

      Deirdre’s head crashed into the windowsill, and she lost consciousness just as she was wrenched out of the house. Jim headed for the door, hoping to run around and help her. He’d no sooner opened it when he realized his mistake. A hand larger than his head wrapped around his throat and lifted him from the floor. The gun fell away as the bones in his neck were crushed into sharp fragments.
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        PROLOGUE THREE

      

      

      

      BT had been tracking this family unit for the last hundred miles inland. There were seven members. The matriarch and patriarch, then there was a much older adult female, whom he presumed was the mother of the alpha female, as she continually berated the matriarch’s mate. There were four juveniles, and BT assumed they were all siblings, but did not know for sure, although they did fight a lot amongst themselves. He’d originally thought it funny that even the yeti, as horrific as they were, followed some human tropes, but that was until he’d come upon one of their slaughtering’s. They’d killed an entire Inuit community. Best BT could tell, there had been six adults and five children, although identification was nearly impossible as they had been ripped apart like what an overzealous dog might do to a chew toy made for a much smaller animal. Instead of felt and stuffing, however, this was flesh, bone, viscera, and so much blood. Plus, they’d not even eaten any of it, as near as he could tell. The hatred appeared to be primal. They’d killed the humans simply because they’d wanted to.

      They moved so fast he was having a difficult time matching pace. The only thing that allowed him to stay close was that they slept for most of the day, which meant he could make up ground if he forewent some sleep. Every time he was on the brink of breaking off contact, he would come across another of their killing fields and would be motivated to move faster. He knew he was too late when he came upon the modest cabin home—too late for the inhabitants, but not for the exacting of revenge. He’d done his research and some upgrading of his weaponry before he’d set off on this vengeance tour. He unshouldered his Weatherby Mark V DGR; the DGR was short for dangerous game rifle, it was two-thirds correct, as it was a rifle, and the yeti were dangerous, but this wasn’t a game and he had no intention of eating them. The bullet it fired was a 460 Weatherby Magnum, considered to be the world’s largest and most powerful shoulder-fired cartridge. The 500-grain bullet traveled at 2600 feet per second and slammed into the miserable beasts with an incredible 7500 foot-pounds of muzzle energy. It was a devastating round.

      Yeti were large and ferocious, but even they could not survive that kind of stopping power. If the bullet hit a vital area there would be little doubt as to the outcome. Even if he were to strike a limb, the outcome would be the same, it would just take longer. He’d shot a small female as she had been darting behind a tree, and the bullet had neatly severed her arm above the elbow. He’d caught up to her four miles later; she’d lost so much blood she’d collapsed. Her eyes watched BT intently as he approached. He would have shot her again, but he was running low on the special ammunition. Rarely did he randomly run across a town large enough to have a gun store, and even then, there weren’t many that carried it. His backup rifle was a Remington 30-30, which had a punching power almost seventy-five percent less than the Weatherby. He had plenty of ammo for it, but he wasn’t looking forward to the downgrade.

      “Gawd damn, you stink,” BT said as he cautiously approached, his eyes tearing up from the stench, something like moldy earth and rotting wood mixed in with feces. Death had a less foreign odor to it, and it lay just beneath. She’d made a halfhearted swipe at him with her one good arm, and BT gave her a wide berth before continuing. He felt not one stab of guilt for having left a wounded creature in his wake. That kill had been eight days ago. The family unit had moved relentlessly to outdistance their pursuer. BT wasn’t sure why they hadn’t turned to attack him outright, to remove the threat. What he did know, was that all the yetis were different, their personalities as varied as any group of humans. The only thing the Yeti shared was their absolute hatred for Man.

      BT moved in as close as he dared. At a hundred yards he placed the barrel of the rifle in the crux of a tree. He would have loved to halve that distance, especially with the low light of dawn making sighting more difficult, but with a bolt action rifle and a three-round magazine, he didn’t dare to. Just because this family seemed more inclined to run than fight, didn’t mean they wouldn’t. He could hear the house being destroyed, then silence for a long while. Sometimes a shape would flit past a window, then nothing for long minutes. The sun was beginning to rise in earnest; it was likely the yeti were going to sleep here for the day. This presented a problem for BT, one he’d yet to encounter. Six of the animals were all in one place, but he did not have the ways and means to dispatch of them, not all at once. And once he started, he could not stop, as they would surely attack.

      He pulled out his phone and called the one person he figured could help. He left a short message before beginning the grim business of the day.
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      “What in the hell is going on?” Mike asked. The airfield was awash with activity, planes in cue were circling above to land, others in line to take off. Crews were offloading or onloading at a frenetic pace.

      “Stay tight” Jack yelled. “Just got some news. Yellowstone erupted.”

      “Not like just Old Faithful erupted?” Mike asked.

      Jack ignored Mike’s hopeful statement. “It seems the earthquakes along the San Andreas broke something loose in the caldera. It’s not the end of the world, but, actually, it is the end as we know it. Supply chains aren’t going to just be broken, they’ll be gone completely. What you’re going to be able to get ahold of in the next few weeks may be all you’re going to get for a year or more. You seem like a nice family. My suggestion would be to find a remote cabin, ride out the worst of this. Maybe come up for air in a couple of years and see how the world is doing.”

      “You don’t know us at all,” Justin said, apparently taking offense to being called nice.

      “If I can, I’ll check in on you from time to time. No guarantees, but if you need something, maybe I’ll be able to get a hold of it,” Jack continued.

      Mike looked to Tracy. They were both worried; it was one thing to be concerned about a potential thing happening, and a whole other to have actually have it happen. Helping BT was a priority, but not one that superseded the safety of their family.

      “I’m going to put you in touch with a person who may be able to help with most of your needs. He’s a little eccentric, but generally means well.”

      “Ponch!” Mike knew the voice long before he turned to visually confirm.

      “Trip?”

      “I heard you were coming!”

      “How could you possibly know that?” Mike asked, but Trip didn’t hear him as he already had Tracy in a bear hug and was twirling her around.

      “Umm, Dad, do you want me to punch him in the head?” Justin asked.

      “No, this is umm, just Jonathan the Tripper,” Mike answered.

      “Is that like a stage name?” Nicole asked.

      “Jonathan the Stripper?” Travis covered his eyes. “Nobody wants to see that!”

      “You can put me down now,” Tracy said politely as she patted his head. Trip continued to twirl.

      “You smell like those delicious Biscoff cookies. Any chance you have some on you?” He kept twirling. “They always have those on planes.”

      “I do not and they did not, and Trip, I’m getting dizzy.”

      “I get that way too when my blood sugar is a little low, you know what helps? Biscoff cookies. You should check your pockets.”

      “I can’t while you have me wrapped up like this. Mike, are you going to help me out here?” she pleaded.

      “I would, but he seems to be way stronger than I would have imagined, and I’m not sure I want to get involved.”

      “It gets cold up here, Mike. Do you seriously want to sleep alone every night?”

      “Gross,” Nicole sighed.

      “What’s gross? I don’t get it?” Travis asked.

      “Don’t worry about it, I don’t get it either,” Mike responded.

      “Doesn’t look like you’ll be getting ‘it’ at all, if you don’t help her down,” Trip said as he continued to turn like he was cooking a chicken on a carousel.

      “Gross,” Nicole echoed.

      “Okay Trip, maybe put her down.” Mike laid a hand on the man’s shoulder, he was taken aback at the hardness of muscle he felt.

      Trip gently placed Tracy down before turning his grin on Mike and expanding his arms.

      “No!” Mike admonished, but the man was quicker than he had a right to be as he snatched him up, lifted, and began the rotisserie setting again. “You have got to be kidding me,” Mike said as he rotated.

      “Not so fun now is it?” Tracy asked.

      “I mean it’s not so bad,” Mike told her honestly. “At least I get to feel what Debra Winger did.”

      “Gross,” Nicole said for the third time.

      Jack had been standing off to the side during the bizarre encounter. “You know each other?” It was phrased as a question even if he already knew the answer.

      “We go way back. I can’t even remember how many different ways I know the Talbots. Oof, you’ve put on a few pounds,” Trip finished, finally putting Mike down before rubbing his arms. “Didn’t know you were going to go all Mike Myers on me,” he muttered.

      “What?” Mike asked.

      “From his spy spoof movies.”

      “Trip, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Fat Bastard! That’s it!”

      “I, uh, I’ve got a lot of things to do and not much time,” Jack murmured, attempting to excuse himself.

      “Thank you,” Mike told him, extending a hand. With the contact, both men received a jolt and a quick image of something so vastly alien that neither could put a name to it.

      “Did you just…?”

      “Nope,” Mike said, quickly pulling his hand away and wiping it on the side of his leg.

      “Yeah, me neither.” Jack shook his head for a second. “Here’s my card. If phones are still working and I can help in any way, I will.” Jack made sure there was no direct contact as he handed the card off. Mike was just as careful to avoid him as he grabbed it.

      “I’ll buy you a drink later tonight,” Trip said to Jack.

      “Doubtful, I’m heading farther upstate.”

      “Right, right, different place. I get confused sometimes. You’d think it’d be fun having access to this many realities, then you realize you’ve eaten dinner in twelve of them and now your wife is mad at you for not being hungry after she prepared a special meal.”

      “Trip.” Mike tried to snap the man out of his tangent. “How did you hear we were coming?”

      Trip turned, his eyes appeared to be spinning. When they stopped the man grinned. “Because I set the whole thing up is why.”

      “What whole thing?”

      “You hairless monkeys are hilarious. You’ll do just about anything for paper as long as the right symbols are painted on it.”

      “Hairless monkeys? Does he mean humans?” Justin asked. “Is he not human?”

      “Hairless? Apparently, he’s never seen our parents’ shower, the thing is coated,” Nicole said.

      “We know…gross,” Travis finished.

      “Do you mean the shower, or what she was going to say next?” Mike asked.

      “Yes,” was all Travis said.

      “Your friend Lawrence is being ridiculous. He is single-handedly waging war on the yetis, and needlessly putting himself in danger. There are much more important things that must be prepared for, battles to be fought that could determine the outcome of this world.”

      “Trip, none of what you’re saying is making any sense.”

      “It should, but it’s always a struggle. First I have to know where the doomsday clock is on the world I’m visiting, and then I have to somehow ascertain how up to speed the players are without giving too much away. It’s exhausting. I just saw a version of you less than two hours ago. That Mike was on top of it.” Trip lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “I wonder if I could bring that guy here, and swap you two out for a few days. Although,” he tsked, “I’m not sure this soft, fat version of you would make it in that harsh reality.”

      “I may not be as hard as my Marine Corps days, but I’m not soft, nor am I fat.” Mike patted his stomach, not thrilled that he had a little more padding than he wished. “Mountain living,” he sheepishly told his wife.

      “Yeah, mom! Dad has to eat like a bear for hibernation purposes!” Travis defended his father in a roundabout way.

      “You’re the best,” Mike told him.

      “I’ve got your chins,” Travis told him.

      “It’s back, I’ve got your back,” Justin said.

      Travis pursed his lips and looked at him flatly.

      “Joke, okay, it was a joke. I get it now.”

      “Lawrence called me looking for help, wanted some of my drones loaded with...” Trip cupped his mouth as though telling Mike a secret, “grenades.”

      “That sounds safe,” Tracy responded.

      “Very safe, until you drop them,” Trip told her.

      “BT called me looking for help too,” Mike said.

      “He expressly told me he was not calling you for help.”

      “I have a message from him.” Mike was reaching for his phone.

      “You have a highly edited message that I had a friend over at Apple forward through his number.”

      “That sounds pretty illegal,” Justin said.

      “Oh, very much so, but the technology is easy enough,” Trip explained.

      “Why the hell are we here then?” Mike was beside himself. He’d uprooted his family on a lie.

      “You’re here, Ponch, because the super volcano under Yellowstone just flipped its lid, and things in the lower 48 are about to go from bad to super bad.”

      “You couldn’t know that,” Mike said.

      Trip clicked his tongue. “Might be wrong on that point, but I doubt it. When an event has already happened across ninety-eight percent of your coverage area, it’s with a high degree of certainty you can expect it to happen on the remaining realms.”

      “He’s giving me a headache,” Travis said.

      “Maybe step back, he could be radioactive.” Mike gently nudged his son back. “And why in the hell does BT not want my help?”

      “That’s what you took away from all that?” Tracy asked.

      “He’s my best friend, I’m supposed to be who he turns to for help.”

      “That was exactly why he didn’t,” Trip said. “He didn’t want you endangering your family or yourself.”

      “Fucker,” Mike muttered.

      “Oh, so now you’re mad at him for looking out for all our well-being?” Tracy wondered.

      “Just makes me look even worse,” Mike told her.

      “Yeah, Mom, because he doesn’t need any help in that department.”

      “Seriously, Travis, there’s no need for you to keep rushing to my defense.”

      “At this point, Dad, I’m not sure I can stop myself.”

      “And I wasn’t talking about him looking out for us; I’m not entirely sure why I’m pissed. Now what, Trip?”

      “Now? We get off this airfield. We’ll go to my cabin north of Valdez, BT isn’t too far from there. Fifty-two miles, as of this morning.”

      “How do you know exactly where he is?” Mike asked.

      “The drones have GPS. I have a plane waiting.”

      “Our stuff?” Mike asked.

      “It’s a small plane; I’ll have the rest delivered by truck.”

      “That’s our lives right there, Trip. I’m not sure if I trust it to be brought to us.”

      “Correction, Mike, that is just stuff. Is it important to you? I’m sure it is, but life is a much more precious commodity than anything you could possibly possess.”

      “My rifles, ammo, and there’s food in there.”

      “It’ll make it. Besides, my cabin has more of all of those things than you could wish for.”

      “I don’t know about that, my dad once wished for an entire Cabela’s,” Justin said.

      “You’re getting in on this too?” Mike asked.

      He protested one last time as they taxied down the runway in a sleek black jet branded with Trip’s company logo. Mike figured the machine must have cost millions. Trip had no sooner sat in his chair than he’d fallen asleep. The flight attendant had served them dinner; Mike had eaten what was arguably the best steak of his life. He slipped small pieces to the dogs.

      “You realize that’s Wagyu, right?” Tracy asked. She was enjoying her meal as much as he was.

      “That’s beef, right? Not some weird harbor seal shit or something, right?” Mike asked. “I’m going to be real upset if I ate something like that.”

      “It’s beef, Mike, three hundred dollars a pound, beef.”

      “What!?” he exclaimed, standing up quickly. “I just ate three hundred a pound beef?”

      “I’m sure it costs even more, imported and prepared.”

      “He’s not going to bill us for this, is he?”

      “He might if he sees you feeding Chloe and Holly.”

      The former had draped her considerable maw over Mike’s thighs, coating them in a thick layer of slobber as she waited for another piece of the buttery beef.

      “So this cabin,” Travis started, “are we talking like the size we just left, or Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous-sized?”

      “How do you know about Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous?” Mike asked.

      “YouTube,” Travis answered.

      “With Trip, honestly, it could go either way,” Tracy answered.

      “In about thirty seconds, look out to the left,” Trip pointed out the window.

      “Have you been awake this entire time?”

      “Enough to hear about your dog feeding habits. No wonder you didn’t get the extra security package in your shelter.”

      “You knew about that, too?”

      “I own the company.”

      “You could have maybe cut me a break.”

      “Rich hippies need to eat too.” Trip sat up.

      “That’s your place?” Nicole asked as the plane banked around to get a better view. The cabin, if it could be called that, was a sprawling, ten thousand square foot, mammoth wooden sculpture, molded with eight-inch-thick logs to create a classic Alpine ski lodge look.

      “That? No, that’s the guest house. That’s my home.”

      “I’ve seen smaller cities, Trip,” Mike was trying to take in the manicured gardens, the multiple barns, the enormous structure that appeared to have been pulled from the pages of a fairy tale. It should have been an eyesore, but the softly colored stone architecture blended in well with the slopes of the hills it was nestled in, the thousands of trees that surrounded the property, the mountain peaks in the distance, and even the river that ran through the western part of the property all added to the overall design. A team of architects had been paid royally to make everything look like it had been there since the origin of the land.

      “It’s beautiful.” Tracy had a hand up to her chest.

      “It’s my third favorite in Alaska,” Trip was beaming.

      “Third?” Mike mouthed to Tracy.

      Trip didn’t elaborate. “It’s a five-minute drive, once we land.”

      “Is Stephanie there?” Tracy asked. “I’d really like to see her.”

      “Later tonight. She had to get a second job.”

      “What?” Mike asked.

      Trip appeared flustered. “She’ll tell you when she gets in. Please close your trays and put your seats in the upright position. Cabin personnel, please prepare for landing,” Trip said, right before he fell back asleep.

      “Hon, maybe keep the kids away from him. I feel like they could get a contact high just from proximity,” Mike said. Tracy didn’t disagree.

      A sign on the hangar proclaimed the airfield as Tripper International Airfield.

      “How much money does this guy have?” Travis asked as Trip changed into chauffeur clothes, and they all piled into a VW bus.

      “Enough to do however he pleases,” was Tracy’s response.

      Mike’s mouth fell open as they approached Casa de Trip. It had appeared immense from the sky, and he thought he had a good idea of its size, but up close he had to swivel his head to take it in in its entirety. Besides being enormous, it was also aesthetically pleasing, which he found mutually exclusive, in general.

      “This isn’t a hotel or something?” Nicole asked.

      A large woman wearing overalls was standing at the bottom of the entry stairs. She had a trowel in one hand and a fistful of carrots in the other.

      Trip threw the van into park and hopped out the door. “I see you’ve murdered more vegetables. Look at them! They’re screaming! So much pain! Vegetables are victims!” He held a fist to the sky.

      “What is going on?” Mike asked as Tracy passed him and headed over to the other woman and hugged her.

      Stephanie reciprocated the hug. Trip stormed up the stairs across the deck and into the house. “Every single time I harvest the garden this happens.”

      “Is he going to be all right?” Mike asked.

      “By tonight he will have completely forgotten where his salad came from. Won’t say a word as he douses everything in ranch dressing.”

      “Um, okay,” was all Mike could think to say.

      “I usually gather everything at night while he’s sleeping. I thought I was going to have more time today. Come on inside, I’ll get you settled.”

      The Talbots followed the lady of the house inside. Mike didn’t think he could be any more awestruck; he was mistaken as he entered the foyer and could see straight to the other side, to the floor-to-ceiling windows that gazed upon snowcapped peaks.

      “God, that’s gorgeous. I don’t know if I could get anything done here; I’d be stuck at those windows,” Mike said as he felt himself being drawn to the view.

      “Well, these vegetables aren’t going to murder themselves.” Stephanie smiled as she held them up.

      “Did they suffer much?” Travis asked.

      “Sorry,” Tracy said, “This smart ass is Travis, then we have Justin and Nicole.”

      Stephanie greeted each in turn. “I’d hug you all, but I need to get out of my crime scene clothing. Head on up the stairs, take any room that you like. Each of them has its own bath, so feel free to freshen up. We’ll meet back down here in say, an hour for some lunch?”

      “Please tell me we’re related, Mom,” Travis said. “Or do they maybe have a son we could marry Nicole off to?”

      “Hey!” Nicole shouted.

      Justin was already bounding up the stairs to lay claim to whichever he felt was the best room. An hour later they did indeed meet downstairs. Stephanie had prepared a salad with all the fixings and a plate of meats, cheeses and various breads and toppings.

      The meal was pleasant enough, but Mike was itching to extract his friend from his self-imposed exile and one-man war.

      As if Trip knew what Mike was thinking, he spoke, “So what’s the plan?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” Mike replied.

      “It might help if I knew what we were talking about.” Trip had leaned in. “Because if we’re talking about the two and a half tons of hallucinogenic mushrooms, that’s already taken care of.”

      Mike seemed none too pleased when his daughter took an interest in that part of the conversation. “We’re talking about getting BT out of the woods.”

      “What?” Trip leaned back and placed his hands against the sides of his face. “What is he doing there? Doesn’t he know how dangerous that is?”

      “Has my husband told you about the breach?” Stephanie asked.

      Mike shook his head.

      “We haven’t been able to prove it definitively, but the crack that the United Mining Company opened leads to another world, or, well, dimension. It somehow pierced the curtain between our realms. In that world, it would appear that yetis are in control.”

      “Like a Planet of the Apes deal? Jesus. How many yeti are we talking about?” Mike asked.

      “That’s something we haven’t been able to confirm. We’ve lost two search parties already, and aren’t willing to try a third,” she replied.

      “What about the government? I would think they’d be all over it.”

      “That’s what we figured too. They had people overseeing our first attempt to chart the area, then without a word, they pulled back before we could launch a second search and rescue team. They said something about ‘needing the resources elsewhere.’ What we’ve learned from some of our contacts in the Pentagon is that the original fissure has spread, creating other ‘openings,’ a word we’re using in place of a better one.” Stephanie said.

      “You have sources in the Pentagon?” Mike asked. “Just how much money do you have?”

      “Let’s just say if Bill Gates needed to borrow money he’d come knocking.”

      “I don’t even know what that means, but it sounds like a lot,” Justin said as his dad nodded in agreement.

      “So, there are yeti emerging from different places on the Western Seaboard? I feel like we would have heard something.”

      “Most of the biggest fissures are in remote spots, but we’re pretty certain we’ll see a lot more soon enough, especially after the Yellowstone caldera disaster. Most of the world will likely begin to have earthquakes, big ones. And then they will have the same problem as Devils Desk.”

      “These yeti...so we somehow inadvertently rent a hole into their world? Why would they come through?” Tracy asked.

      “Exploration, resources, conquest,” Mike shrugged. “Same as people would do is my best guess. But seriously, Stephanie, how many of them can there be? Seems to me if we kill enough of them, the rest will get the message and stay on their side.”

      “That’s presuming they understand there’s another side to stay on,” Stephanie said. “It’s just as likely that they don’t know about the rifts; wherever they are standing they consider their own space. They will stand their ground, no matter where that ground is.”

      “Okay, but it still goes back to how many are there? A couple hundred? Even a thousand people should be able to take care of those numbers, fewer, with the right tools.”

      “And what if there’s a million? Ten million? The world is about to be thrown into an upheaval like it has never experienced. Not only will nations be at war soon, but it will travel all the way down to the neighborhood level as people fight for dwindling resources. What do you think happens when the yetis add themselves into that chaos?”

      Mike abruptly stood. “I…I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “You’d better believe it, buddy.” Trip followed suit and stood, sticking his hand in the salad bowl. “Just hours ago, these little fellers were laughing and playing with their brothers and sisters before they were mercilessly unrooted, diced up and slathered in delicious ranch! If you listen closely you can still hear them begging!” Trip ended up coating his left ear in dressing. Chloe was trying to convince him to bend over and pat her, but Mike saw the ulterior motive. “It’s not too late.” He gave his wife pleading eyes.

      Stephanie bowed her head. “Yes, dear. I’ll put them back tonight.”

      “Oh good,” he beamed as he placed the handful of carrots in his mouth and chewed. “Delicious. Wait...don’t think I was supposed to do that. Oh well.” He shrugged. His gaze moved to Mike. “Ever skydive?”

      “A couple of times in the Corps, but that was ages ago. Why?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Lawrence must be on the move. He’s about sixty miles from here, and there’s nowhere to land, too many trees.”

      “So, you think parachuting into the forest is a good idea?” Mike asked nervously.

      Stephanie grabbed her laptop, pressed a button, and wooden panels moved to the side to reveal a 150-inch screen. At the press of another button, the picture windows behind them instantly tinted, making it seem more like midnight than midday.

      “Oh, you are definitely marrying into this family,” Travis told his sister.

      “This is an aerial view of where BT is,” Stephanie said as she mirrored the image on the laptop to the screen. It was dominated by pine trees and occasionally broken up with a homestead, and in the center was a red blip. “That’s our drone.”

      “And you’re sure he’s with it?” Mike asked.

      “It’s moving slowly, which would indicate it is being carried, as opposed to flying,” she told him.

      “And how can you be sure it’s him doing the carrying?”

      “Cameras,” Justin piped up.

      “Where?” Trip dropped the lighter he was about to use to light his joint.

      “Trip, there are children here,” Stephanie said.

      “It’s all right, I wasn’t planning on sharing,” he told her.

      “Trip, you can’t do drugs in front of kids.”

      “I don’t mind,” Nicole said.

      Tracy frowned at her daughter.

      “I’m not loving that,” Mike told her.

      “It’s not drugs, it’s medicine.”

      “I’m feeling a little sick.” Travis coughed and touched his throat.

      “See? This is what happens when you set a poor example!” Tracy said to Nicole.

      “Me? What did I do?” she protested. “I’m not the one that ripped me away from my friends to go live in a hole in the ground. Who does that? Who buries their neck in the sand like that?”

      Mike had harbored a fair amount of guilt for doing what he had, uprooting his family the way he had. To anyone watching, the cracks in society were widening; one didn’t need the benefit of a time traveler to see the breakdown of civilization was right around the corner. But kids were short-sighted and, for the most part, only saw what was right in front of their faces. And even if that wasn’t always the case, they were so self-absorbed they didn’t care about anything else other than their small sphere of friends and what was for lunch. It did not matter that everything he’d done, he had done with the express desire to keep all of them safe. He knew Nicole, and maybe Justin to a degree, wouldn’t see it that way. Travis was young enough to still trust his parents explicitly; to him this might even seem like a game or an adventure, but for the older two, all they could see was that the people most important in their lives right now were no longer around. They had lost contact with their entire world, and their dad was to blame for that. And their mom even more so, for allowing him to do it. Mike had walked into the house more times than he cared to remember to the sounds of battle: yelling, cursing, doors slamming. The last couple of months had been among some of the most difficult for the Talbot clan. He had stepped in each time to play peacemaker, with mixed results, at best. And every time he’d tried to tell her that he was doing it for the good of their family, Nicole would invariably tell him that she hadn’t asked for any of this and to just leave her out of it. She didn’t need saving.

      One more year and she would be able to make that decision on her own. And though he couldn’t simply turn her loose, Mike had no idea what he was going to do at that point. As it was, if Nicole had the means, he was sure she would be filing for emancipation. The way things were currently tracking, it didn’t seem like she’d need to bother.

      “Excuse me if I’m overstepping my boundaries, but I don’t believe that your father’s desire to keep all of you safe should be considered burying one’s neck in the sand,” Stephanie said.

      “Of course you’d say that! You own the box-in-the-ground company,” Nicole retorted. “Isn’t that your motto? When the world needs your help the most, become a ghost. Disappear under ten feet of dirt for low monthly costs.”

      “Nicole,” Tracy warned.

      “No, Mom. As if that wasn’t bad enough, now we’re in Hicksville Alaska! Who moves to Alaska? I’ll tell you who...hermits or criminals. Or gold miners, but I don’t see any sluicing pans. I can’t believe you let him take us away from our lives to come here!”

      “First off, I didn’t let him take me anywhere. We came to this decision together.”

      “Do you think maybe you should have included the rest of us in that discussion?” Nicole’s face was red.

      “We had many family discussions, Nicole. You just always seemed to have other more important things to do.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered if I was there or not! As I remember, there was no voting. Those meetings were all about damage control. Since we were definitely leaving, I was going to spend as much time with my friends as I could first.”

      This was something that had troubled Mike and Tracy regarding their daughter. Nicole had always been a friends-over-family person. The first time they remembered it happening, she was eight years old. They’d been in the middle of decorating the tree for Christmas when her friend Chastity knocked on the door. Mike had thought for sure that Nicole would tell Chastity she’d go out to play after she was done, but she hadn’t hesitated a moment before leaving them in the middle of it. A tiny piece of his heart broke that day. After that, nothing they did could dissuade her from this path. Family game night, special dinners, if there was anything better to do, she did it. Even on vacations, she would stay in constant contact with her friends as if she might miss the most important thing, like, ever, if she wasn’t permanently tethered to the teenager network.

      But this wasn’t about her missing a party or some juicy gossip about Paul Derringer. This was about survival, and what Mike found most troubling was that his daughter couldn’t make the distinction.

      Nicole looked down at her plate, but her voice was loud and clear. “Seems kind of screwed up that we had to leave my friends so Dad could meet up with his.”

      “That’s enough,” Mike said. “I realize you have a difficult time extending your world to include anything other than your friends, but this is bigger than who is dating who or who slammed who in the locker room. None of that shit matters.”

      “Says you,” she shot back.

      “You just said I was sticking my head in the sand, but yours is so far up your friends’ collective asses you can’t see what is right in front of you.”

      Travis started to laugh at his dad’s comment then clammed up quickly as Nicole shot him a glare that promised pain.

      “We are on the brink of a crisis the likes of which the world has never seen, people. In the coming months, maybe years, we are going to be tested in ways we couldn’t have prepared for. We are going to need each other if we’re going to survive.”

      “And what about my friends?”

      “What about them?” Tracy answered while Mike was trying to figure out how she could even ask the question.

      “When am I going to be able to see them?”

      “Are you serious right now? I just told you the world is on the brink of disaster, and you want to know when you can go and hang at Britney’s?”

      “They’re the only people who get me!”

      “Yes, because teenage girls are so deep and unfathomable. Let’s see, you’re self-conscious about your weight, height, eye or hair color, maybe the clothes you’re wearing, probably all of it. One of your friends, most likely Charlotte, is a grade-A bitch, because she’s been talking shit about you behind your back. Let me let you in on a little secret, Nicole. You know how you talk crap about all of them behind their backs? Well, sweetie, they’re all doing that about you, too.”

      Nicole seemed genuinely shocked at this revelation.

      “Oh, and then there’s that guy you like, what’s his name, Brendon? Brandon? Thad? Whatever. You’re mad because he likes another girl—no matter that you and him would be perfect together, and you could make him sooo happy. Gonna let you in on another secret. The only thing that’s going to make him happy is to get into your—”

      “Mike!” Tracy interjected.

      “What? Travis asked. “What’s going to make him so happy?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Justin replied.

      “You will do no such thing!” Tracy spun, pointing her finger at the boy.

      “How am I doing so far? Have I cracked the teenage girl code?” Mike asked.

      Nicole spun and headed upstairs.

      “Are you done?” Tracy asked Mike, who was seething.

      “She doesn’t get it.”

      “It might take years before she can look back on this objectively. It’s going to have to be enough that she’s here, and for now, she’s safe.”

      “If I’d known that raising a girl was going to be so difficult I would have changed my requisition form to ask for a boy.”

      “You can do that?” Travis asked his brother. “Why would anyone want a girl?”

      “Are you ready to get back to BT, or do you need some time to deal with um, other issues?” Stephanie asked.

      “Pretty sure that problem is still going to be here when I get back. Let’s get to BT.”

      “You’re not going to like this part,” Trip interjected.

      “I think we’ve already established that parachuting isn’t an option.” Mike was smiling nervously, hoping Trip had been kidding. He’d not liked the training the Corps had offered, and nothing in the subsequent years had given him any reason why he would want to do such a thing ever again.

      “Well, we’ve established that dropping in where BT is would be impossible, but there’s a field two miles south of him that would be perfect,” Stephanie said.

      “Can’t we just drive?” Mike asked. The map of the area BT was in showed a lot of features, but roads were not among them.

      “The closest we could get by car would be fifteen miles. ATVs could bring you nearly all the way in, but we are attempting stealth. And in terms of time, if you left on the plane now, you could be by his side in less than an hour. On wheels, you’d be looking at five hours of tailbone crushing terrain.”

      “And how are you planning on getting him out of there?” Tracy asked.

      “We could leave a car at the top of the ATV trail, but you would both have to hike out to it.”

      “I don’t like that,” Mike said. “That would put you both out in the thick of it, leaving the kids alone.” He was studying the map. “Sixty plus miles through the Alaskan wilderness, potentially with Yeti dogging our every step? Sign me up.”

      “It’s a good thing you want to be signed up...we don’t exactly have a line of people volunteering to do this,” Trip said softly.

      Stephanie had brought Mike down to what she’d called the “storage room.” He’d seen grocery distribution warehouses less well-stocked. There were rows of shelves stacked high with rations that would have made the world’s most hardcore preppers envious, but those aisles had nothing on the walk-in vault Mike was standing in.

      “Fuck me, this is like my Mecca,” he said as he walked down a line of rifles. “I had Trip pegged as a pacifist.”

      “This is my room,” Stephanie replied. “My dear John is a peaceful man, but he’s also much too much of an optimist. He wants to believe that at their core, people are good. I, on the other hand, am a realist. Perhaps most people are as my husband believes, but that won’t stop the ones that aren’t. This will, though,” she pulled out a Ghalil, an AK variant dubbed the “Israeli Hammer,” and handed it over to a reverent Mike.

      Several minutes later, Mike was hefting a stuffed rucksack, checking the weight distribution as he placed it on his back. “That should be enough. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Michael, I need to tell you something,” Stephanie had laid a hand on his arm, “and you’re not going to like it.”

      “Okay,” he replied hesitantly.

      She took a breath. “Going to rip this off like a band-aid. Tripisyourpilot,” she spat out what was essentially a very long single word. It took Mike a few moments to figure out what she’d said, and then another moment to let the implication of that understanding sink down into the folds of his mind. A millisecond after that, came his response. “Fuck that.”

      “He is a great pilot.”

      Mike wanted to tell her that being able to get high as a plane wasn’t an appropriate qualification, but kept that to himself. “What about the pilot that brought us in?”

      “He had to get home.”

      “Then we’re driving in. Listen, Stephanie, I owe you and Trip both more than I could ever hope to repay, but it makes no sense trying to help BT if I don’t live through the journey.”

      “You’re underestimating my husband’s abilities.”

      Mike bit back his next words, closing his mouth tight. He was dangerously close to angering Stephanie and insulting Trip, neither of which he wished to do. For good or bad, his hand was forced without him having to say another word.

      “Dad! Dad!” Travis came running down into the storeroom-slash-gun warehouse. “Whoa,” was all he could manage as he laid eyes on the arsenal. “I’ve played video games with less.”

      Mike stopped him before he could reach anything. “What’s going on?”

      “Mom wanted me to tell you that the Tripper guy just talked to BT and he’s in trouble.”

      “Shit.” The trio made their way back upstairs. Mike tried to pry more information out of Trip, but there was nothing else to it. Then he grew suspicious. The call was well-timed, but what would be the purpose of the duplicity? The only thing that even made a modicum of sense was that Trip needed to log so many hours flying with passengers, and Stephanie had opted out.

      “Mike, I was right next to him. He didn’t say anything else.” Tracy stopped her husband before he could ask a third time.

      “Call him back,” Mike said.

      “We tried that, it keeps going to voice mail,” Tracy told him. “Mike, he sounded frantic.”

      “Let’s go.” Mike tugged on Trip’s arm.

      “Where we going?” the man asked.

      “You’re flying me to that field.”

      “I’m flying? I mean, I’ve got a little buzz, but I’d hardly call it flying.”

      “John, don’t you remember?” Stephanie asked. “All that hard work you put in to get your pilot’s license?”

      “I have a pilot’s license? Who the hell did I bribe for that?”

      “Hon, you have over a thousand hours flying.”

      He winked at his wife. “I’ve got more than that.”

      “Really? Trip, can you fly or not?” Mike asked.

      “I can fly, I can fly, Amelia Earhart has nothing on me.”

      “She crashed and no one ever found her,” Mike replied.

      “Fine, just like Lincoln J. Beachey then,” Trip said.

      “I…I don’t know who that is.”

      “Says here,” Justin was looking at his phone. “He was a stunt pilot back in the early nineteen hundreds. His plane fell apart during a show.”

      “Hell of a stunt. Trip, is there any chance you can fly a plane and we survive?” Mike asked.

      “Steph?” Trip asked unsure of the answer.

      “Of course you can fly,” she told him.

      “Can he land?” Tracy asked.

      “I’ll have a parachute.”

      “Cool,” Travis said.

      “Not really. I’m not a big fan of heights, and jumping from a plane three thousand feet in the air isn’t my idea of a picnic. Let’s go, we’re wasting time.”

      “Are you sure about this, Mike? Not once in all the time we’ve been married have you ever mentioned the desire to go skydiving.”

      “Never wanted to hang curtain rods either, but I’ve done that a bunch of times. I’ve never known anyone who likes to change up those stupid rods as much as you do, woman. And why do they all use different hardware?”

      Ten minutes later Mike was sitting next to Trip in the tight cockpit of a single-prop Cessna. The consummate stoner actually appeared cool, calm, collected, and in control with his headphones and mouthpiece on as he went through his preflight checklist with Stephanie, who was in the small airfield tower.

      When it was done, Trip smiled over at Mike. “Whoa, man, I didn’t know you could fly.”

      “Screw this,” Mike said, scrambling to undo his seatbelt.

      “Relax, man, just a preflight joke. I have twenty minutes to get us there.”

      “What happens in twenty minutes?” Mike asked as the plane began to taxi down the runway.

      “The handful of mushrooms I ate will begin to take hold.”

      “What kind of mushrooms?” Mike was frantic.

      “The only kind that matters.” Trip was smiling as they sped down the runway, the nose rising and then they were airborne.

      Mike had a death grip on his seat. “The flight out is fifteen minutes, Trip. How are you going to make it back? A handful? What’s that? Like, five grams? I mean, you’re going to be tripping balls. Full-on hallucinations, man. You can’t be flying a plane. Turn around, put this thing down, we’ll figure out another way.”

      “You didn’t hear him, Ponch. The man needs help. I’m just hoping we’re not too late.”

      “Why the hell did you eat the fucking ‘shrooms then? Trip, it doesn’t make any sense to save one person while endangering another.”

      “I’ve got this. You’re going to have to trust me.”

      “Goddammit.” Mike ran his hand through his hair. “Go faster.” He hoped Trip could shave off enough time that he could turn around and land before the hallucinogens took effect. He watched for any signs that Trip was beginning to, well, trip. He appeared fine, continually scanning his gauges, keeping an eye on the sky ahead and staying in constant contact with the tower, his wife.

      “Your field is coming up, head to the hold. When you hear me throttle back the engine, that’s your cue to open the door and jump.” Trip gave a nervous Mike the thumbs up. Mike smiled back weakly, unwilling to open his mouth wider for fear of throwing up. He’d been barely able to jump back in the corps when he was surrounded by others, he’d been much younger, and insanely more gung ho.

      “Two minutes!” Trip called back,. Mike could hear and feel the steady thrum of the engine as it began to calm. “One minute! Open the door!”

      There was a moment where Mike thought, fuck this. But what was the alternative, head back with a severely impaired Trip at the controls and leave his friend twisting in the wind? He reached out and pulled the red handle. His ears popped slightly as the seal was broken and the door moved out of the way. He looked down at the footpad marked in yellow; the idea was to step out of a perfectly good plane and hold onto the wing strut while one leg dangled in the breeze. Once one felt sufficiently brave or foolhardy enough, the idea was to let go. Mike’s chute was tethered to the plane so that when he jumped, his life-saving device would be automatically deployed. He said a short prayer to Saint Julian of Emesa, who, for lack of a better term, was the patron saint of idiots.

      “Five seconds!” Trip shouted as he pushed past Mike. “No time to explain… ‘shrooms kicked in a bit quicker than expected!” And with that, Trip jumped free of the plane.

      Mike panicked as he looked to the cockpit, somehow convinced that what had just happened, indeed, had not. It was one thing for a passenger to jump, but a whole different thing when the pilot leapt, and first, no less. He could only watch helplessly as Trip free fell then finally reached up and back and pulled the rip cord on a parachute Mike hadn’t noticed before.

      “Going to miss your landing zone if you keep standing here.” He stepped out, briefly held onto the strut then let go and arched backward. There were a few dizzying seconds as he fell at terminal velocity and his mind frantically tried to keep up with the steady stream of terrifying information racing past his field of vision, but came up short. Mike was pretty sure if the chute didn’t open, he would pass out from sensory overload and fright long before he slammed into the ground. Less than five seconds later (which had somehow aged him five years), he was floating to the ground at a much more subdued pace. He reached up and pulled down on his control lines; these would help him steer, and when the time came, would help him to land softly. If done correctly, he should hit the ground no harder than if he had jumped from a chair. Even from that height, Mike knew he had to be careful. His joints weren’t what they used to be, and he could ill afford to roll an ankle or hyper-extend a knee. Certainly not under these circumstances.

      Mike watched Trip execute a perfect running landing, hit the parachute release, roll up the material before it could drag the ground then fall onto his back and stare up into the sky.

      “Icarus?” Trip asked as Mike floated past. If Trip had landed a perfect ten, Mike figured he’d come in at a solid nine, after the Russian judge screwed him on a technicality.

      “Probably be knocked out of the medal round with that,” Mike joked, ecstatic to be on the ground. Jumping and flying/floating through the air was exhilarating, being safe on the ground, much more so. His attention was pulled away when he heard a thunderous crash not that far in the distance, where the Cessna went down. He looked around at the tall pines that encircled the entire area they found themselves in. He had a rough idea of which way he had to go, but without the GPS tracker, they could wander for months trying to find BT. Mike flipped the device on and was happy to see the signal, then he looked over to Trip. He was still lying on the ground, but his hands were in the air, and he was sweeping them back and forth like they were algae in a gently rocking sea.

      “He is going to slow me down...can’t leave him here though. Can I?” Mike asked as he headed over toward the man.

      “Trip, can you walk?”

      “God? Is that you?”

      “Oh Christ,” Mike spat. He very much disliked using the Lord’s name in vain, but thought in this particular instance the deity would be all right with it. “Trip, it’s me—” Before he could finish, an ear-piercing screech filled the air.

      “Itsmee? I don’t remember anyone named Itsmee. I’m Trip, nice to meet you.” The man was now standing, although he was wavering slightly. He had initially extended his hand for a shake but had pulled it in closer so that he could examine it.

      “Trip, I need you to follow me, can you manage that?”

      “Damn, you do look familiar.” He was still peering at his hand. “Where are we?”

      “Look, I don’t have eight hours to babysit you. We need to find BT, remember? To help him if we can.”

      Trip began to smack his lips. “What are the chances you have some beer on you, Itsmee? My mouth tastes like dirt.”

      Mike got an idea. “See the red dot on this device?”

      Trip struggled to focus, turning his head from side to side and wedging his tongue firmly between his teeth before finally answering. “Yup.”

      “Big party going on there. Whatever your favorite type of beer is, there’s sure to be kegs of it.”

      “More of a mead man myself.” Then he started laughing hysterically. “So many ems!”

      “Beer, mead, gin, quaaludes—”

      “Ludes?”

      “Sure! That’s what I was told, anyway.” Mike didn’t want to be on the hook once they found BT and there was no beer, mead, or ludes. He could now blame it on his unreliable source. Trip had an unreasonably long memory when it came to drugs.

      Twice Mike had to stop and tell Trip to not walk so closely. Initially, he’d been fearful he wouldn’t be able to get the man to follow. But with the promise of pills, Trip was deliberately putting his foot down on the same piece of ground as he, and unfortunately almost before Mike had lifted his foot from it.

      “Trip, dude, you have got to stop crawling up my ass. If I stop short we’re going to have some serious explaining to do with our wives.”

      “Can you imagine crawling up someone’s ass? It’d be so dark.”

      “Wouldn’t be my first concern, but I suppose it would be dark.”

      When Mike figured they were halfway there, the forest around them grew still. It was eerie the way the birds had stopped chirping and the insect trilling had ceased. A pungent odor drifted past; Mike’s eyes involuntarily watered.

      “No way I’d crawl up that ass,” Trip said as he backed up.

      Mike was going to protest and say that didn’t come from him, but the musty scent had done what two “talks” hadn’t been able to. Trip was now a respectable three paces away, and there was no fear that they would become married under certain tribal laws should Mike stop moving abruptly. He checked the chamber on his rifle for the twentieth time, then thumbed his safety off. He’d spent a fair amount of time in the woods; he didn’t consider himself a woodsman, but he’d been in enough forests, glades, thickets and copses to feel comfortable surrounded by trees. This place, however, was different. Almost pristine, if he had to use a word, primordial, came to mind. The trees weren’t just tall, they were majestic, and the canopy was dense enough that there wasn’t much in the way of undergrowth, which he appreciated immensely, having traversed through the thick, thorny brush in the deciduous woodlands of the East Coast on numerous occasions. Not having your clothes snag on briars and brambles every ten paces was amazing. But the all-encompassing silence of this place, that was what he found unsettling.

      The trees he was used to would hide a yeti about as well as a street sign would hide BT. But nearly every tree in this wood was large enough to conceal any manner of worrisome creature, and being that this was Alaska, it didn’t necessarily have to be a yeti. Mike stopped moving. He gave a glance behind him; Trip was on his haunches, investigating a pile of scat.

      “Um, Itsmee? You know the old saying, does a bear shit in the woods? I’d have to say yes. And it’s still steaming.”

      To Mike, it seemed reasonable that the thought of being mauled by a Kodiak bear would be enough to sober the man up, until he began to giggle.

      “Better hide the pic-a-nic basket,” he whispered. “Itsmee...is that Inuit, by the way? Would you rather run into Yogi or Smokey? I’d prolly go with Smokey, meself.”

      “I’d prefer Winnie,” Mike told him, slowly turning, looking for any signs of movement. The bear could be as close as thirty feet and he’d have no idea until the thing started charging, and as powerful as the 7.62 round was, he didn’t think he could drop a Kodiak bear in that distance. It’d probably eventually die from its injuries, but not before Mike’s skull had been cracked open like a pistachio, or his innards left to cool on the forest floor. In a twist that Mike knew without a doubt would happen, Trip would skip away completely unharmed.

      “Do you think he’d share his honey? I once read about this Nepalese honey that’s infused with hallucinogens; the bees apparently feed off a rhododendron plant and create this stuff called Mad Honey. I could go for some of that.”

      “Right now, Trip? You really think that’s a good idea?” Mike began to speak louder. It was likely the bear already knew they were there, Mike was pretty sure he could feel its eyes upon them. Their best chance was to scare it off.

      “Why are you yelling at me?!” Trip went a few decibels louder.

      “I’m trying to scare the bear away!”

      “Want to know what’s louder than two men yelling in the woods?” Trip asked.

      “What?” Mike was curious.

      “And I’m the one supposedly impaired. You’re holding it, Itsmee!”

      “Should have maybe thought of that.” Mike raised the barrel and sent a round booming away. This was it, the biggest Man sound he could make. The bear was either going to haul ass away or charge toward them. He spun quickly, looking for any signs of retreat or attack. What he’d not been expecting was a brown nose chuffing from behind a tree. It was big, but not enormous, and it was sniffing the air, Mike thought sampling, perhaps. The bear moved a step, now its entire head was showing. He had a perfect shot but held off. It had not threatened them, and he hated the thought of needlessly shooting the animal.

      “Rabies? Do bears get rabies, Trip?”

      “Itsmee, that’s not Winnie.”

      “Well aware.”

      The bear, while keeping its gaze fixed on Mike, stepped completely out from behind its cover.

      “Go away bear, please,” Mike begged off. “I don’t want to shoot you.” It wasn’t a cub, but it wasn’t fully grown either. Mike figured under all that bulking fur, the animal was somewhere in the hundred-and-fifty-pound range, definitely big enough to ruin his day, should it decide they were on the menu. The bear lowered its head, Mike figured this was the precursor to a charge, then it did something completely unexpected, rising on two legs then pouncing back down.

      “Trip, what the fuck is it doing?”

      “I have no idea. I’m just trying to figure out why rainbows are shooting out of my fingertips.”

      The bear took a few steps closer then began to pounce again.

      “Is it playing?” Mike asked, but Trip was fixated on the ends of his fingers. “Are you playing?” he asked the bear, still sighting his rifle in on its head, his finger resting on the trigger. The bear snorted and bobbed its head up and down in what Mike could only assume was an answer to his question. “Trip, how many stupid things have I done today?”

      “Well, you did get in a plane flown by a well-dosed pilot. I’d consider that one for the blunder department.”

      “I don’t count that, as the information wasn’t presented to me before I’d made my decision.”

      “I’ll allow your argument,” Trip told him. “Then what are you planning…oh,” he said as he watched Itsmee shoulder his weapon.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Mike repeated as the bear moved closer. Then it charged. Mike froze, stuck between wondering if he should run or grab for his rifle, the two independent actions cancelling each other out to the point he did nothing as the bear planted its shoulder into Mike’s thigh, sending him spinning five feet away.

      “Forest Rangers frown upon interacting with the animals, Itsmee!”

      “Fuck,” Mike groaned, his leg ached as he scurried backward, but the bear wasn’t done not by a long shot. It grabbed Mike’s boot in his jaws and pulled him close before standing on its two legs. Mike closed his eyes as the bear landed, a claw on each side of his head. A rough tongue slathered his face from his neck to the top of his head. Mike turned his head and opened his eyes.

      “Friend of yours?” Trip was watching impassively, eating a meat stick.

      “Gus?” Mike asked, referring to his brief encounter with a bear cub the last time he was up in Alaska. “How can that be?”

      “I might have found her and had her brought back to my home.”

      “You knew about this?” Mike tried to sit up, but Gus was having none of it as she laid her considerable bulk on top of him.

      “She was an orphan, I wanted to make sure she’d be all right. The old ball gag and whips and chains mistress said I couldn’t keep her in the house. Plus, she didn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “The mistress or the bear?” Mike tried to push up on the immovable object.

      Trip started laughing uncontrollably. “Reverse bear rug! About time don’t you think?”

      “Stop laughing and help me up.”

      Gus grumbled and rumbled, but finally let Trip topple her over.

      “How’d she get here?”

      “When she got big enough that I figured she’d be okay on her own, I brought her up here. No people, big lake, figured she could do all the fishing she wanted to.”

      It all sounded a bit too far-fetched and coincidental in Mike’s cynical mind, but here it was. Hard to deny facts.

      “It’s good to see you, Gus,” And he meant it, even if she did scare him a bit. Even though they had what appeared to be a friendly relationship, she was still a wild animal, an apex predator. She could do some serious damage in a matter of seconds, even just horsing around. He scratched behind her ears. “We need to go now; I don’t suppose I can convince you to stay here?”

      Gus looked at him as if she understood, in any case she planned on doing what every other female on the planet did, and that was her own thing. She was nearly joined at his hip as they began moving again. Mike could only hope the delay hadn’t been detrimental to BT. Although, it had been an hour since that call; if his situation had been dire then, it had likely already resolved itself, and odds were, not in any favorable way.

      Gus was quiet. It was Trip that alternated between bouts of stifled laughter, and enigmatic introspection, seeing magic in nearly everything he viewed. Mike didn’t doubt that the man was having a religious experience of some sort. He had to admit, there was a large part of him that wished he could join him in some transcendental realm, away from whatever this quest was. Mike had stopped to look at the GPS, they were close, a quarter mile maybe. It didn’t appear that the drone had moved at all. It was likely that BT was no longer with the drone, and if so, he had no idea what he was going to do at that point.

      “Trip, can you keep an eye on Gus? I want to scout up ahead, see what I can find.”

      “Not sure if you noticed, Itsmee, but the bear is all about you.”

      “Share some snacks with her.”

      Gus swiveled her head toward the man then moved closer, sniffing intently at his pockets.

      “Not cool,” Trip told her as he tried to swat the animal away. She was having none of it.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “Oh, that’s perfect. Leave me with the hungry bear. I hope you tell my wife how this went down.” Trip was quickly emptying his pockets as Gus got more insistent that he share the wealth.

      “I’ll tell her you were brave.”

      “And hungry,” Trip added.

      How is any of this possible? Mike thought as he moved away from the duo. Am I being punked? As if being in Alaska wasn’t weird enough, my pilot bailed on his own plane because he was too drugged out to fly, there’s a bear that thinks we’re besties, and I’m trying to find my best friend, who is either hunting or being hunted by yetis. They don’t make movies this insane. Not unless it ends in “nado.” Yetinado? Towering Yeti? Focus, Talbot, this might be bizarro land, but you can be killed here easily enough.

      The forest sounds had returned. Mike took note that the wildlife didn’t care about his passing, he was not seen as a predatory threat. That was sobering in its own right. A human with a rifle was not a threat. He knew it would behoove him to remember that.

      “Where the fuck are you?” Mike whispered, he was hiding behind a tree, looking at the GPS which, according to the red dot, said he was less than a hundred yards from his friend, but there was no sign of the man. A slight musk wafted through the air, bringing with it all the bad memories he had of his previous encounters. Could the smell be all that was left of BT? What then? Would he snap like his friend had and go on a Kamikaze mission to eradicate the world of yeti? Mike braced himself for the worst as he came out from behind the tree and moved closer to where the GPS said BT was, or more accurately, the drone. Twenty feet later he saw the multi-propped silver and red drone, it was big, like, almost smart car big.

      Flying it through the trees would be no small feat, but carrying it didn’t seem practical either. “How did you get here?” Mike asked as he reached out and touched the frame, maybe to make sure it was real, more likely basic human curiosity drove him to it.

      “Drop it,” a gruff voice said from behind. Mike had been so fixated on the drone he’d let his senses slip in regard to the rest of the area. It was a mistake like that that could be your last. The voice was deep and could be BT’s, but it had a gravelly quality, surreal, like the muscles in his diaphragm and cords in his voice box weren’t accustomed to producing speech. And to top it off, it sounded murderous, like if he didn’t obey the command, the voice wielder would drop him without a second warning.

      “Putting it down.” Mike made a great show of slowly bending over, placing the rifle on the ground, and standing with his hands raised. He heard the sound of a safety selector being switched. He hoped the weapon was being placed on safe, but he had a sneaking suspicion that was not the case. “I’m turning around.”

      “Who told you to do that?” The voice was so cold and indifferent, it could have been uttered by a machine, an alien, or a psychotic killer. And yet there was something in the tone that had his heart skipping beats.

      “BT?” Mike asked, attempting to break through to some higher brain function. The man speaking had been in survival mode for so long that every meeting was to be contested, to be settled by a life-or-death decision. “Buddy?” Mike needed to access the man he lived on the end of the cul-de-sac with, the man he’d come to find, if that man still existed.

      “Mike...?” There was confusion in the response, but still no warmth.

      Mike turned completely around, his hands still in the air. To lower them would have been summarily requesting a bullet. The rifle was aimed at his abdomen. BT’s finger was on the trigger, his knuckle displaying white as he held pressure on the device.

      “Are you real?” BT whispered, blinking his eyes but not moving his hand to wipe at them.

      “It’s me.”

      “How did you find me? Did they send you?”

      “They? Who’s they?” Mike thought about injecting humor and asking if the Yeti had the ability to send in a hit squad, but something told him the man before him would not appreciate the joke, or even understand it.

      “Don’t fuck with me.” The words were said quietly, but the malice was evident.

      “You called for help, I came.”

      “I didn’t call you.” His meaning was clear. Mike would have been the last person he would ever call, as if all of this were somehow his fault.

      “Nevertheless, here I am.”

      “Here you are.”

      “BT, man, it’s me.” For a brief second, he wondered if BT might begin to call him the new nickname Trip had given him.

      BT’s furrowed eyebrows separated, and his face relaxed somewhat, although Mike took note that the damned trigger finger had yet to move away from the kill switch.

      “Why are you here?”

      “My best friend needed help. Why do you think I’m here?”

      “Best friend?” BT asked, seeming to let the word roll around on his tongue to see how it tasted. If his expression was any indication, it was a bit sour. “I don’t have any friends.”

      “If it makes any difference, I never stopped loving you.”

      BT scoffed. “I loved once. I don’t remember what that felt like anymore.”

      “Come back with me.”

      “To Colorado? I’d rather stay here, in Hell.”

      “Not Colorado, come back to Trip’s. He said we can stay with him.” Mike wondered if Trip would have an issue with that offer. Probably not, but it’s the type of thing you should run by a person before making assumptions. One problem at a time, he thought.

      “Trip sent you?”

      Mike nodded tentatively; he was having a tough time discerning if that was a bad thing or not.

      Suspicion returned to his face. “How’d you find me?”

      Mike looked over at the drone.

      “GPS?”

      Mike nodded. “BT, I don’t know what’s going on here. Just come back to Trip’s, and we’ll talk.”

      “How’d you get here?”

      “Flew in.”

      “You have a plane?” he asked.

      “Not anymore.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Trip was the pilot.”

      For long seconds not another word was spoken. Finally, BT took his finger off the trigger and shouldered his weapon. “You got in a plane Trip was flying?”

      “I did.”

      “You got in a plane Trip was flying to come and help me?”

      “I did,” Mike answered again.

      “Tough to say which of us has more screws loose.”

      Mike could only shrug at the truth in that statement. “I did it because of you.”

      “I didn’t ask you to.”

      “That’s the thing about friends, BT, they don’t always have to ask for help. Sometimes you just give it because you think they need it.”

      “Sounds pretty presumptuous. And intrusive.”

      “We were neighbors for years. You already knew that about me.”

      BT let out an involuntary short laugh. “I suppose I did. Go home, Mike. I have work to do here.”

      “Getting killed is not work, BT.”

      “I’m killing them, and I’m close to the finish line.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Bud, there is no killing them. There’s thousands, maybe millions.”

      “You’re full of shit. How could there be millions of them and they go undiscovered for centuries?”

      “The miners—I don’t know the specifics or understand it really—but they opened up something. To, like, another world or dimension or who knows just some lost valley or something, but that world was inhabited by these things, and now they’re venturing into this world. Our world. It’s unlikely you could get ahold of enough ammo to eradicate them.”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying come back with me.”

      “Mike, you just told me there are thousands maybe millions of those murdering monsters, and you want me to what? To give up? To spit in the face of Linda’s memory?”

      “I’m not saying that at all. But doesn’t this seem like something that the military should be taking care of?”

      “Where are they then? I can guarantee you I haven’t seen any fighter jets firing from on high.”

      “I, uh, that’s a good question. The world’s sort of circling the drain right now; they could be busy.”

      “Too busy to stop an invasion?”

      “I’m not sure, I think any news being reported about the yetis is coming from either the far right or left, and no one believes it. Pretty sure folks are getting sick of conspiracy theories, no matter who is spewing them.”

      “Have you personally seen thousands of yetis?”

      “I…nope. I haven’t,” Mike stammered.

      “Then I choose not to believe it.”

      “But…” Mike started then realized he had zero argument to counter BT. He was merely taking Trip’s word, and that was the same person who jumped from the plane he was piloting. (He didn’t want to keep harping on the fact, but first off, it was recent, and secondly, who does that shit?)

      “How exactly is the world circling the drain?” BT asked. “I haven’t seen much news lately.”

      Mike went through the highlights of all that had happened since they’d parted, concluding with the Yellowstone super-volcano blowing.

      “Sounds pretty bad. Now go home.”

      “Sounds pretty bad? That’s it? We’re days away from anarchy, and that’s all you’ve got to say?”

      “Pretty sure none of that’s going to touch this place.”

      “So, you’re just going to say fuck it?”

      “What could I possibly do out there that could help? At least here, I can kill these monsters, and save people from becoming their victims. One monster at a time, Mike. You haven’t seen what I have. They just kill to kill, couldn’t give two shits about the people’s lives they’re destroying.”

      Mike thought that sounded suspiciously like what some humans did.

      “I don’t think I’m doing God’s work, but I’m doing good work, work that needs to be done, and I will not abandon that.”

      “I can’t leave you out here, man.”

      “You going to knock me out and carry me back?”

      “How many of me do you think there are? BT, no matter what you think about me or how you feel about me, you have always been my friend. I’ve been worrying about you since the day you moved out and told me you were coming back up here.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me, I can take care of myself. Go home.”

      “Have you not been listening to anything I’ve said? I can’t go home, there is no home to go back to. Tracy and the kids are up here with me.”

      “Travis too?”

      “Of course.”

      BT and Travis had bonded almost instantly the moment they’d met, and no matter what BT was doing, he always had time for the boy. Mike couldn’t even recall how often he’d seen them out in the backyard, tossing a ball, playing frisbee, horsing around together. Travis had even convinced BT to play Pokemon with him. And although the big man had zero understanding of how the game worked, he loved the boy so much that he bought dozens of card packs to trade and play with.

      “I miss that boy.”

      “He misses you, too.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Again, you lived next to me for years, not like that was ever a secret.”

      “How far is Trip’s place from here?”

      Mike breathed a sigh of relief; it appeared he’d made some headway. Then the reality hit him. “Shit. I guess about sixty miles.”

      “And what are we taking back?”

      “I, uh…”

      “Mike?”

      “Trip bailed from the plane, BT. He was tripping his balls off and jumped.”

      “He let a plane crash? Whatever, not completely out of character. Is there a Jeep or something stashed? Four wheelers? Snowmobiles? Mules?”

      Mike kept shaking his head. “There might be a car, though I argued against it.”

      “You argued against it?”

      “It would have been Stephanie or Tracy driving it in and hiking out.”

      “If there is a car it would be what? South, southwest of here?”

      “I don’t know, I’m pretty turned around. So, maybe? Trip’s about a quarter mile back, we can ask him. Plus, I have this; I’m sure we can home in on something at his place.” Mike handed over the GPS.

      “Did you happen to look outside the plane while you were traveling?”

      “Sure. Whole bunch of green trees and blue water, some white mountains.”

      “That’s some pretty helpful stuff right there.”

      Mike beamed.

      “I’m kidding. You basically described ninety-nine percent of this state. The terrain heading back is untamed wilderness, and there’s a mountain we’ll have to traverse. And Mike,”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m doing this to get you and Trip back and to say hi to your family. After some rest and restocking I’m coming back out here to finish what I started…or die trying.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Don’t ‘whatever’ me. I can see those faulty gears in your head spinning. I can hear them squeaking from disuse.”

      “What are you talking about?” Mike asked.

      “You’re thinking if you get me back there you’ll be able to convince me to stay.”

      Mike remained quiet.

      “What? You’re not going to protest?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry man. I didn’t realize you wanted me to lie and tell you I think what you’re doing out here is a great idea and that I hope you can successfully sacrifice yourself for an unwinnable task? Not going to happen. Of course, I’m going to try and convince you to stay, to rebuild your life.”

      “There is no rebuilding, Mike, not without Linda. She was the reason I got up in the morning. Without her, I’m an untethered soul.”

      Mike shivered. Something about that statement resonated within him, though he did not know why. “Brother, it’s hard for me to even imagine what you’re going through. It’s one of the things I actively try not to think about. But there are people that love you, who miss you and would travel thousands of miles to check on your well-being. I mean, not necessarily me, but some people.”

      BT snorted. “When I was growing up, I knew a lot of crackers. Some of them were good people, but I never wanted to be friends with any of them. Then your spindly ass moves in next door, and you just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      “To be fair, everyone is spindly next to you. And if you didn’t want me as a friend, you should have made sure the smoke from your barbecue was heading in the other direction when you were grilling. I’m never going to feel bad I wormed my way into eating your Southern cooking. I’d punch a nun for some of that cornbread right now. And collard greens...I can’t believe that I fell for something with the word greens in it. I blame you for that.”

      “Punch a nun?”

      “She had it coming. Do you even know how many knuckles she made bleed with her ruler?”

      “You mean how many times she made your knuckles bleed? We should get going.”

      A thick low-level fog was beginning to roll in from the west, dampening sound and giving the already unnerving forest a surreal and eerie feeling.

      “They move in the darkness, at night, before dawn, or even when it’s dark out from storms. I don’t know about fog, but I’d rather not find out.”

      “Are they close?” Mike asked, having forgotten for a moment about the animals.

      “Not much more than a half mile. I’ve been tailing what I think is a family unit.”

      “How many?”

      “Six now.”

      Mike eyed BT’s equipment. “How many rounds do you have?”

      BT said nothing.

      “Dynamite? Hand grenades? Rockets?”

      His lips remained pursed.

      “BT?”

      “I have thirty-two bullets left.”

      Mike involuntarily choked, swallowing a gasp. “And if I hadn’t shown up just now?”

      Again, BT clammed up.

      “Fuck me. This was your last stand, wasn’t it? You were saying your prayers or psyching yourself up to head in into the abyss. How close were you?”

      “Twenty-four seconds.”

      Mike felt the lump in his throat form the exact moment his heart lurched downward.

      “I was going at one,” BT continued.

      Mike had received the distress call, found a way to leave Colorado, got to Trip’s, took an ill-fated plane ride, and then hiked through the woods with a frying companion, was somehow discovered by his bear, and through it all, he’d found his friend with twenty-four fucking seconds to spare. “Twenty-four seconds,” Mike said reverently.

      “I was going to go at noon but figured I was due a final meal.”

      “Twenty-four seconds,” Mike repeated. “I was meant to be here.”

      “You’re going to use fate on me now?”

      “You tell me?”

      BT was about to protest when they heard a loud call echoing throughout the woods. It was impossible to tell from which direction, as the fog diffused the sound.

      “Is that what I’m thinking it is?” Mike asked.

      “Yeah. A hunting call.”

      “A what?”

      “You pick up their language when you’re around them enough.”

      “What are they hunting?” Mike knew the answer, asked it anyway.

      “Me, I would imagine, though I’m not sure what’s changed.”

      “What do you mean?” Mike asked, studying BT’s pensive face.

      “I’ve been dogging this group for fifty miles or more, not once have they ever turned to come after me.”

      “Are you sure they’re doing that now? I mean, couldn’t they be hunting a deer or something?”

      “It’s a different sound for game hunting and sport hunting.”

      “Are you kidding me? You can tell the difference?”

      They froze at the sound of a loud whooping. Mike thought it was to their left, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. He had an inkling why the yeti may have decided to try and turn the tables; they had the advantage here. BT couldn’t shoot what he couldn’t see.

      “My pack, I have a FLIR camera.”

      “It’ll work in the fog?” Mike moved quickly toward the bag.

      “Don’t see why not.” BT had his rifle up by his shoulder.

      “I swear to God, if I see a ghost I’m going to lose my shit.”

      “A ghost? You’re worried about seeing a ghost right now?”

      Mike shrugged, though BT did not see it as he was trying to peer through the thickening fog. Visibility had been reduced to less than twenty feet and didn’t look to be letting up anytime soon. He wasn’t sure what their plan of action should be if it got much worse; it was almost to the point they could barely see their hands in front of their faces.

      “What happened to the grenades on the drone?” Mike asked, hoping the big man had forgotten about that piece of his arsenal.

      “About that, I’m going to have a little talk with Trip when I see him. Damn near blew myself up when I tried to use them. He had the ‘reverse’ and ‘drop ordnance’ controls mislabeled. Four grenades, Mike. Four grenades came down less than ten feet from where I’d been standing. He’s lucky I’m fast.”

      “You’re lucky. But how lucky is he because you can still make him pay for the oversight.”

      BT grunted.

      “Can they track us in this?” Mike asked as he fumbled about, looking for the on switch.

      “They’re hunting, aren’t they?”

      “Good point.” Mike heard the hum as the camera turned on, the screen flashed white before stabilizing. He jumped when he saw the bear-like figure dominating the entire screen, then relaxed somewhat when he realized it was BT.

      “Anything?” BT was tense.

      Mike had stood and was spinning slowly. Something the size of a baseball, colored bright red and yellow on the screen, scurried up the side of a tree some thirty feet away.

      “Squirrel.”

      “I was thinking in terms of something a little bigger.”

      “I promise if a missing link stumbles past, you’ll be the second to know.”

      “Now’s not dick time,” BT said.

      “Not being a dick, just trying to cover up how frightened I am. That fog is closing in, we know the yetis are out there, and we can’t see shit.”

      “Fair enough,” BT told him.

      “Should we climb a tree?”

      “That would be a great idea, if the lowest branches weren’t twenty feet off the ground. I’ve scoped out potential escape routes.”

      “Why this time?”

      “Force of habit. I don’t want to die, Mike; I’m just not sure I want to live. Does that make sense? I’d made peace with what I was going to do. Now that we’re facing it, I’m not so sure. The anxiety racing through my body right now is convinced I’m not going to make it through the day, and my stomach’s one big knot. I haven’t given a shit about my life for months, suddenly I’m worried.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I wasn’t planning on thanking you.”

      Another whooping and a response, both seemed closer, though still impossible to tell exactly from where the sound originated.

      “Got something,” Mike hissed. He’d been panning and caught part of a shoulder as it moved behind a tree. As best he could estimate, it appeared to have been eight feet high.

      “What?” BT asked.

      “An arm and shoulder went behind a tree, to your three o’clock.”

      BT pivoted, but there was no way he could see anything unaided.

      “Fuck, another one. Your six. I think they know we’re here, getting ready to surround us.”

      “We need to get out of this depression, maybe we can get high enough to be above the fog. Grab my bag, let’s go.”

      Mike put the pack on. He had his rifle in one hand and the camera in the other, constantly looking around for threats. He continually caught movement, but it was always brief as the yetis would conceal themselves immediately. They were being exceedingly cautious. BT had done that to them; being bloodied would do that. Didn’t mean they wouldn’t chance killing him at the first opportunity presented, but they would bide their time, waiting for the opportune moment. They were going to make sure they didn’t suffer any casualties or injuries when they made their move. This was a new strategy, springing from experience with armed humans. Much different from their first encounters, when the yeti seemed willing, even eager, to engage.

      “How do you know which way to go?” Mike asked, doing his best to stay close while watching their six.

      “If I can keep my bearings, this will be the quickest way up.”

      “Are we heading toward Trip?”

      “Sort of.”

      “What if they catch a whiff of him? The guy broadcasts a weed and patchouli scent ring fifty feet around him.”

      “Can’t help him if we don’t make it out of this.”

      “They’ve fanned out behind us, I count four.” Mike gripped the camera so tightly he was afraid of snapping it in two. They were so big. “Will shooting scare them off?”

      “You never know. Sometimes they run from the sound, and sometimes they head toward it like a dinner bell.”

      “Didn’t have a better analogy?” Mike asked as he stumbled. He’d been so busy watching what was following he’d not thought to keep an eye on his footing. BT shot a hand out and steadied him. “Thanks.”

      “Any sign of the other two?”

      “Nothing.” Mike couldn’t see them, but that didn’t mean his body hadn’t sensed something. Subtle noises he wasn’t cognizant of hearing, smells his conscious mind hadn’t cataloged, vibrations under his feet that didn’t quite register. What his higher functioning brain missed, his primordial reptilian brain, keyed to survive, had picked up, and it sent signals the only way it knew how, primarily by making his mouth dry up and his stomach flutter in alarm. The snapping of a branch not more than ten feet away had BT firing off a burst of shots.

      “Run!” he shouted.

      Mike needed no further prodding. He did not like the fact that by holding onto the camera, he was not in an immediate position to use his rifle. He would have discarded, but it had already proven a valuable asset, and if they had to make it sixty miles on foot, they were going to need every advantage they could garner. The yetis had given up on any pretense of stealth and were thundering through the woods, breaking limbs, crashing over brush, then came the whistling of large rocks as they were hurled. Trees broke apart from the heavy impacts. A slab of bark smacked Mike on the side of the head, drawing blood. Their running slowed as they had to lean into the climb. Mike’s chest was burning for breath, and his legs were aching from exertion. He was unsure what was going to take him down first, shortness of breath, muscle cramps, his heart—or a raking claw across his back.

      “BT,” Mike said breathlessly. The scrabble had become intense. He needed to use his hands to help him, but that would mean stopping to put stuff away. Mike had not been ready for what happened next.

      “Hold this,” BT growled, handing over his rifle. He hefted Mike up and tossed him over his shoulder.

      Mike wanted to know how the man was doing this. With his pack and that which he was carrying, BT was humping some three hundred plus pounds up the side of a mountain and had barely slowed. He would have asked, but he was still struggling to catch his breath and with his diaphragm compressed across BT’s shoulder, the struggle was real. The whooping was close, and the rock tossing had slowed, but not stopped. Clods of earth were being blown into the air, pelting the duo. Nothing could slow their pursuers. Branches were pummeled, obstacles kicked aside or thrown at them. Mike was sure this battle was as loud as any he had gone through overseas.

      “Fight,” Mike pushed out. “Need…to.”

      BT grunted, Mike had no way of telling whether this was an acknowledgment or merely from the effort of the climb.

      “Too…close,” Mike said between bounces. BT was beginning to flag; soon he would be plodding.

      “Little…further,” the big man struggled to say.

      From Mike’s limited visibility vantage point, he could tell that the thick mist was beginning to release its grip. He could see shadows of giant creatures coming up behind, gaining ground. Stooping occasionally to pick up objects, when boulders and rocks became scarce, the yetis would uproot small trees and hurl them like spears. They made loud whooshing noises as they cut through the air. Impacts to trees nearby caused all manner of debris to rain down upon them. A wooden shaft as thick as Mike’s torso blew past sideswiping close enough that he lost some layers of skin on his thigh from the rough bark. A burning pain flashed up his back and broke upon his head.

      “Fuck.” He noticed he had plenty of air for that. “Down, BT!” He would not be skewered like a shish kebab on the back of his friend. If he was going to die, it was going to be on his own two feet, rifle in hand. A warrior’s death.

      Mike was lifted and heaved forward.

      “Top!” BT rumbled, stumbling forward and falling over just as another tree flew past. Had he remained standing, he would have been decapitated or his skull crushed in. As Mike was rolling, he fumbled to get his rifle in position. He began shooting before he’d even come to rest, and out of the three bullets he fired, two had found soft tissue. That wasn’t a testament to his aim or luck, but rather how close the lead yeti had been. Both bullets had hit the left leg, one in the shin, the other in the knee, slamming it into an awkward backward position. The yeti howled as it fell over. Thick arms beat at the ground as it raged, then its eyes locked on Mike and it began to pull itself closer with purpose. Mike was on his ass and didn’t have enough time to stand, scooting back and firing. The first bullet tore a channel on the left side of the yeti’s face, but did nothing to deter the rabid enraged animal. The next struck dead center between its eyes, snapping the head back, but still the arms reached. An outstretched hand clasped Mike’s ankle and began to pull him closer. He dropped five more bullets into the yeti’s head before it surrendered, and still Mike had to struggle to pull his leg free from the animal’s grip.

      Howling ensued all around. Mike had a guess it was them checking in, gathering each other’s location. It continued for a few moments, and when they realized one of their own wasn’t returning a call, a low mournful wail began further down the mountain. Then came rhythmic drumming on the ground, as some of them beat their fists. A hollow thudding followed as others beat on the sides of trees. The sound was so disturbing and so loud, Mike couldn’t think. He had finally stood and was looking for targets. His gaze fell upon BT, who had not moved, and from this distance, he was unsure if the downed man was even breathing. His chest should have been heaving from the exertion. Mike’s heart lurched, but there was little he could do for him in an active warzone, and without a medivac, there would also be little he could do once the battle was over. If BT was mortally wounded, there was no way they could make the sixty miles to Trip’s. Help was days away.

      He moved quickly over to his friend, then spent as much time glancing down at BT as he did looking for threats. There were no visible wounds, no blood that he could see, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t suffered a bone-crunching impact. For all Mike knew, BT’s heart could have exploded from the immense energy expended under load. Mike could see movement; the yetis had stopped howling, had stopped making any excessive noise, for that matter. They were approaching, moving from tree to tree. He switched out his magazine, making sure he had a fresh one for when they launched their attack.

      “BT, get up.” He pushed the toe of his boot into the man’s side. “Please.” Mike didn’t like how scared his voice sounded. If he’d come to save his friend only to be the reason for his demise, he didn’t think he’d be able to live with himself.

      “What, what!” BT moved so quickly and violently that Mike had to jump out of the way. BT’s eyes were clouded over as he tried to figure out what was going on. His hand reached for his rifle, then his gaze settled on Mike. It took some time until he recognized the man. “What happened?” He stood quickly.

      Mike bent and grabbed BT’s rifle and handed it to him. “I killed one, and now they’re making their way up.”

      “We need to go.”

      “Can you run?”

      “Even if I couldn’t we need to go. If we’re still here when they get to the top, we’ll be in a fight. But if we’re gone, they’ll take the dead one and mourn until tomorrow, when they’ll come back, seeking revenge.”

      “You don’t think standing and fighting is the better option?” Mike asked.

      “Close quarters give them the advantage. We need to be out in the open.”

      That went against everything Mike had learned about warfare, but BT knew this enemy better than anyone, and this wasn’t the time to argue. They traversed the peak, and once BT worked out a cramping muscle in his leg, they were able to move at a brisk pace. The only thing that followed them were mournful cries. The sound was alien and unsettling, primeval. If it had ever belonged in this world, its time had long passed. A prehistoric relic, perhaps.

      “I have to rest,” BT said as they looked at the downslope.

      “Are you sure? Are you hurt?” Mike remained vigilant. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust what BT had to say about the yetis stopping, but they were dealing with a group of six-hundred-pound, intelligent wild animals intent on killing them. Vigilance was the smart move. BT, for his part, hadn’t turned once.

      “Yeah, I’m sure I need to rest, and no, I’m not hurt.”

      “Thank you,” Mike told him.

      “For what?”

      “For saving my ass.”

      “You know if you weren’t here, I wouldn’t have had to do that.”

      “You’re welcome, too,” Mike said.

      “Again, I wouldn’t have needed saving if you weren’t here. Do you see the circular argument?”

      “I thought you were in trouble, brother. I had to come.”

      “And you don’t need to thank me. Besides Linda, I’ve never been closer to anyone else in my life. Carrying you up that mountain was never a debate. Plus, I get to use that against you for the rest of our lives. I’ll never have to fetch another beer, I’ll just feign a nagging injury from the whole thing. It’s beautiful really.”

      “Forever?”

      “Fuck, my back is killing me. I think my knee is twisted.”

      “Ah, I see how it’s going to work.”

      “You catch on fast for a cracker.”

      “Nice. You know Tracy’s going to blame me for your fake injuries, right?”

      After a much too brief break, they began to pick their way down the steep mountainside, moving nearly as slowly as they had going up. Both men were dinged up and tired, the uneven terrain making every step a peril. If footing was lost, they could only hope that they would accumulate more bumps and bruises and not a rolled ankle or broken leg. By the time they reached the valley floor, the sun was far past its zenith and was making plans for the night.

      “How are you holding up?” Mike asked as BT limped along. It wasn’t overly pronounced, but it was there.

      “I could go for a deep tissue massage.”

      “Did the massage parlor need to shut down when you came in?”

      BT sighed. “Where are you going with this, Mike?”

      “Come on, man, there’s no way poor Sven was able to work on your body all by himself. He would have needed help from Ingrid, Lars, Alma, Anders, his kids, maybe the family pet, too.”

      “Linnea was more than capable, although, she had been an Olympic athlete, a weightlifter. She could crush walnuts with her fingers.”

      Mike winced and covered his crotch.

      “Walnuts, Mike.”

      They were making their way to where Mike was somewhat certain he’d left Trip. BT’s limp became more pronounced; at first, he’d thought the man was hamming it up in preparation for a life of receiving beer servitude, but he’d kept it up for far too long to be anything other than an actual painful injury.

      “This looks familiar,” Mike said as he looked around. “I can’t be sure, though. It’s all fucking trees, and I was paying more attention to the GPS than anything around me. Maybe we should go back for the drone. We could fly it around and look for them.”

      “Them?”

      “I didn’t tell you about Gus?”

      BT grunted as he rested his back against a tree then slid down, keeping his right leg extended. “It’s fine,” he said before Mike could ask. “Just tight. I’m trying to keep it from cramping. The last thing I need is a charley horse. And who the fuck is Gus, and does he have a truck?”

      “First off, he’s a she, and if she could ever drive, it’s likely it would have only been a tricycle.”

      BT was rubbing his thigh. “Don’t dance around with idiot-speak, just tell me who Gus is.”

      “Idiot-speak?”

      “You’re bleeding. What happened to you?” BT’s attention focused on Mike’s leg.

      “I got sanded by a tree. Hurts like a bastard. The blood keeps drying to my jeans and every time I take a step I keep ripping the fledgling scab off.”

      “Need a knife? You could cut the pants leg off.”

      “Fuck no. When they make a made-for-tv movie about this, I will not have my character running around in half a jort.”

      “It’s going to get infected.”

      Mike debated. It was when he went to sit and winced as the material gripped his wound, laying it bare for the tenth time, that he’d changed his mind.

      BT held out his Bowie knife. “It’s sharp. Don’t make it any worse.”

      “I don’t like this,” Mike said as he began to cut around his leg. “It’s real close to my balls.”

      “Jesus. Did you come out to the Alaskan wilderness commando?”

      “I seriously can’t think of a better place to do it,” Mike told him as he gingerly moved some equipment around before continuing to cut.

      “How high up are you planning on cutting? Daisy Duke was wearing capris compared to where you’re going.”

      “That’s how high up the scrape goes.”

      “I swear to God, Mike, if your balls start dangling around in full view we’re going to have a problem. I mean, they’ll be hard to see, little shriveled raisin-looking things, but still.”

      Mike grimaced as he pulled the loose material down; BT crinkled his face in empathy when he saw the basketball-sized abrasion.

      “Hand me my pack and sit next to me. I’m going to get the wound dressed. I have first aid supplies in there.”

      “Wait, you have bandages and shit?”

      “Yeah, Neosporin, too. Rubber gloves, needle, thread...all a fighting boy needs to survive in the wild.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that? I wouldn’t have cut my pants up.”

      “Well, now I feel bad. I didn’t think it was that bad, and I thought it would be hilarious to see you running around with one lily white leg shining in the sun. God, you look ridiculous.”

      “Such a dick.” Mike grimaced as BT slathered the gel onto the wound. “You got any painkillers in there?”

      “Yeah, because you need a shot of morphine right now.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You have morphine in there?”

      “Stay out of my shit, that’s a last-ditch effort, a one bullet left shot. I’m serious, Mike, it isn’t a medical dose.”

      The reality of the statement struck Mike. “How many times have you stared at it?”

      BT said nothing.

      “Now, I’m serious about this, do you want me to hold it? Or should we just toss it?”

      “I’d rather give a toddler a sparkler in a fireworks factory.”

      “A little mean, but certainly a fair statement.”

      “Pull up the pants leg.” BT motioned once he was done taping the gauze into place. “I’ll throw in a couple of stitches, might keep it in place until you can change.

      “You’re just afraid of your animal instincts if I flash you.”

      “Yeah, you’ve got me all figured out. I always did like my raisin bran. Don’t make this weird,” BT said as Mike thrust his leg forward and shook it.

      “I don’t know if I know any other way.”

      “I’ll punch you in the nuts.” He said this matter-of-factly as he threaded the needle. “You ready to get moving?” he asked once he was done. He stood and pressed against the tree, stretching out the tightness in his legs. “Gus, the bear?”

      Mike nodded. “Yeah? What about her?”

      “How the hell did that happen?” BT asked as he pushed off, flexed his leg, and began to walk.

      “Fuck if I know. Trip says he took her in because she was an orphan, then relocated her up here because, you know, she’s a bear. Seems a bit coincidental, but I can’t deny what’s in front of my face.”

      “How big is she?”

      “Full grown Saint Bernard.”

      “How good of friends are you with her?”

      “Seems pretty friendly right now, but it’s a female, so I would suspect at some point she’s going to try and rip my spine out. Why?”

      “Grizzly bear, maybe a Kodiak, brown bear. Are all those the same? Anyway, she’ll be somewhere in the four-to-seven-hundred-pound range, wouldn’t be the worst thing to have watching your back.”

      “She was cuter than hell as a cub. She’s still pretty cute, but she’s getting to the size where she could ruin someone’s day fairly quickly. And just because I know her doesn’t mean she won’t try to eat me at some point, and the thought that she’d fight a yeti seems ludicrous.”

      “Ludicrous?”

      “My editor said I needed to sprinkle more vocabulary into my stories. I told my brother, and he sent me his word of the day calendar. That was the last entry before we moved to the mountains.”

      “Seems fitting. We’re going to need to find shelter soon.” BT was looking up. “We should be okay from yetis tonight, but who knows what else is out here.”

      “What else is out here?”

      “Bears, for one, and not the friendly type. Mountain lions, hell, a moose will fuck you up if you’re in its way.”

      “How come the plural of moose isn’t meese? I mean there’s the goose / geese, comparison.”

      “Do you want to know, or are you talking just to hear your own voice?”

      “I mean I wouldn’t say I overly care…”

      “Sure. Why would a wordsmith be concerned with the etymology, morphology or phenoms of the words he uses.”

      “That sarcasm? There’s a reason I was assigned an editor. I don’t even know what those words mean.”

      “I feel sorry for that person. Bet they never realized how difficult their job could get until your manuscript got dropped on their desk,” BT said.

      “You done?”

      “They were probably trying to get the person to quit. Figured that would push them over the edge.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I heard there’s a red ink shortage every time you submit a manuscript.”

      “Your words are starting to hurt.”

      “At least they’re intelligible.”

      “Fuck me.”

      “The word ‘goose’ dates back up to a thousand years before ‘moose,’ when Old English was the only form of English. Back then, pluralization was different. Accompanying verbs and articles, along with sound changes were used to denote whether a word was singular or plural. So, goose became geese. Moose, however, is only traced back as far as the Algonquian and Narragansett languages, which did not use the sound changes or the standard modern pluralization with an ess.”

      “I, um, thanks, I guess,” Mike said as they trudged along. “Why do you know all that?”

      “I lost a high stakes game of Trivial Pursuit because of a question revolving around that. Looked it up.”

      “Trivial Pursuit? That doesn’t sound very brotherish of you.”

      “Brotherish?”

      “I have a hard time picturing you sitting around a table with Jenny and Kenny McJohnson, sipping white wine while playing a rousing board game.”

      “What if I told you we were drinking forties?”

      “Better. Were you?”

      BT’s lips compressed. “No. But the wine wasn’t a white, it was a Pinot Grigio.”

      “Way worse that you know what kind. Mad Dog might have been acceptable.”

      “You’re treading dangerously close to a stereotype.”

      “Close? I feel like I’m stomping all over it.”

      “I was bored shitless that night. Jenny and Kenny were actually Becky and Dan.”

      “Johannssen? You were hanging out with the Johannsens?”

      “We had just moved in. They cornered us.”

      “Talk about stereotypes, that couple couldn’t have been any more white if they walked around in khakis, collared shirts and wool socks under their Jesus sandals.” Mike shuddered.

      “They talked about religion and politics all night—oh, and investment opportunities. I just wanted to go home and finish unpacking. We tried to leave for three hours after the game, but they just kept talking. And they never wanted any interaction, only the opportunity to talk incessantly to a captive audience. I finally had to pretend I was drunk, I spilled my wine on their rug. I didn’t know it was an actual Persian. They sent me a cleaning bill the following week, seven hundred and fifty bucks.”

      “Did you pay it?”

      “I told them to pound sand. Said maybe if they hadn’t been insufferable bores I wouldn’t have had to drink myself into oblivion.”

      “No way, there’s no way you said that.”

      “Hand to God, exact words.”

      “BT, you’re my fucking hero.”

      “Linda was mortified, the night of the accident. She tried to apologize. She made a big show of being upset.” BT shook his head, looking at his feet, smiling. “I thought we were going to have a hell of a fight when we got home, but we walked in and she closed the door and turned to me, a big shit-eating grin on her face. We laughed for a half hour straight. God, I miss her.”

      “I know man, I’m sorry.”

      He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “I never knew how she felt about you. I heard her say those hurtful things the same time you did. I had no idea, man. I couldn’t even believe it. I’ve had a lot of time to think about that exchange. I know that the stress of the situation brought all of that out—I’m not using it as an excuse—but it got me wondering what else had she been covering up so masterfully? Did she even love me?”

      “Buddy, I don’t think that was ever in doubt. She loved you so much that she hid her true feelings for me because of our friendship. Not sure she could have proved how deep the love went any better. Shit, as much as I love Tracy, I’d never be able to pull off that kind of deception. In fairness, she has some shitty relatives.”

      BT turned away, his pain still fresh. Mike waited a few moments before speaking.

      “I don’t think I ever thanked you for giving me a heads up about Becky and Dan.”

      “You never did tell me how you avoided game night with them. You know, they were always the first to meet new neighbors; I figure they were trying to beat any conversations about them.”

      “You want to know?” Mike asked a gleam in his eyes at the memory.

      “I don’t know, I suppose we could keep walking in silence.”

      “Allow me to regale you then. Travis was either still in diapers or just getting out of them, either way, we had some around. No one was at the house, I was about to make some lunch, when I caught a glimpse out the living room window and spotted them heading down the sidewalk right for the house. They were not how I wanted to spend my afternoon. I panicked, grabbed a diaper, I was going to tell them Travis had just exploded and I needed to change him. I’m not sure exactly what I was thinking— a blast of inspiration—and I went to the cabinet and grabbed the peanut butter...then switched it out for Nutella.”

      “Oh no.” BT had a good idea of where this was going. “You didn’t.”

      “Oh, I can assure you I did. I smeared that foul concoction all over the diaper, even got some on my face.”

      “Foul concoction?”

      “Hazelnut is an aberration that should have been legislated out of existence.”

      “I’m sure it’s on the Senate floor.”

      “Should be. So anyway, they rang the bell; for a second I thought if I didn’t answer maybe they’d just go away, but no. They kept ringing the bell, like, incessantly. Ding, ding, ding. Pissed me off, I mean, what if I was cranking one out?”

      “I mean, what if?” BT echoed.

      “You get it. So, I said, fuck it. I opened that door. I cannot tell you how much I wish I’d had one of those doorbell cameras. Becky’s face turned Kermit green when she took in the scene. Dan never reacted, like, he was on auto-stupid. I think he started talking about homeowners’ insurance after he introduced himself and his wife, then he grabbed the storm door like he was going to come in.”

      “I know they didn’t make it in because you’d still be trying to get them out.”

      “Kind of what I was thinking. So, I dipped my finger into that diaper goo and shoved it into my mouth. Becky began to gag, I joined her.”

      “What?”

      “Of course, I knew what was in that diaper, but visually it looked exactly like what a toddler’s mess might be if they had the stomach flu and had just eaten an entire can of SpaghettiOs.”

      “Fuck, Mike.”

      “And you know, gagging is like yawning, it’s contagious. Plus, well, it was hazelnut, and I can’t stand the crap. I’m holding a diaper that for anyone looking appears to be coated in shit, and I’m taste-testing it. As soon as that Devil’s diarrhea hit my tongue, I couldn’t help myself. Thought I was going to unload breakfast on my front porch. Fucking Dan was still oblivious, trying to push past me, but Becky had a hand on his shoulder and was pulling him back. I’m retching, she’s retching, and Dan had moved on to talk about the local church and his congregation.”

      “I always wondered how a person could be so socially unaware,” BT said. “That has to be a new level of narcissism. They left?”

      “Not until they got into a disagreement. She wouldn’t look at me, kept telling Dan that they came at a bad time and would have to revisit. I was already in for a dime, I was moving onto the dollar, and I needed to make sure that never happened. I scooped up another dollop and ate it. So fucking gross. I made a great show of smacking my lips, even looked off to the side like I was thinking before I said that I tasted some tater tots and maybe the beef stew from last night. Becky had pulled Dan down a step so fast, he almost slipped, guarantee the fucker would have sued the insurance he was trying to sell me, had he hurt something. Finally, they left. I waved, making sure it was the coated hand. Becky never looked back, Dan waved over his shoulder before giving his wife some strong words about embarrassing him.”

      “That’s just like you. I have this perfect story and you need to go and blow it out of the water.”

      “I don’t think you understand, without you paving the way I never would have had the chance to pull it off. They would have ruined my rare alone time. Back then the idea of having a few hours without the cacophony of a full house was something to be savored. The bastards still screwed up my lunch, though. Completely lost my appetite, couldn’t get the taste of hazelnut out of my mouth for hours.”

      “I would have paid good money to see that. What about here?” BT asked. He had stopped in front of two fallen old growth trees that had made a V on the forest floor.

      “What about it?”

      “We close off the opening and stack some branches on top, we could maybe get some sleep.”

      “Doesn’t look very shelter-y. I was hoping we’d come across an inn, maybe a quaint bed and breakfast.”

      “Any bed and breakfast in here would be something out of a fairytale, and not a good one.”

      “This isn’t going to stop a determined predator.” Mike was peering over the four-foot, mossy log wall.

      “Would you rather sleep under the stars?”

      They spent the next forty-five minutes shoring up their shelter. BT seemed content, Mike wasn’t quite so convinced. The sun had just set.

      “Guard duty?” Mike asked.

      “Gonna be honest, Mike, I don’t have much in the tank, I need to sleep. My nose is tuned to the yeti stench; if they come I’ll wake up long before they become a threat.”

      “That sounds suspect, but I’ll trust you. Get some sleep. I’m going to stay up for a bit, my legs are twitching and my scrape is bothering the crap out of me. I wish I knew where the hell Trip was.”

      “We’ll find him tomorrow.” And with that, BT adjusted his pack for a pillow, and within a few minutes was breathing regularly.

      A full moon was low on the horizon, lighting up the woods. Mike was outside the narrow opening to the shelter, every once in a while glancing completely around. The woods were quiet, and not the still of expectation or the calm before the storm, just the quiet of nature, which would have been great, except Mike knew it was an illusion. He knew there were probably a thousand tiny battles for life and death happening all around him. Mice hiding from owls, spiders trapping prey, bats diving at mosquitoes. People would find it all so peaceful, but beyond their sight would be wars for territory, battles to the death for the right to mate, and animals and bugs being eaten alive by the droves. He shuddered, thinking about it. He was tired, bone weary, in fact, but found he could not sleep. The woods lit up with a ghostly hue as the moon climbed the night sky; he wondered when the forest spirits would come...and what he could possibly do about it.

      A movement to his side caught his attention. It was right at the range of his vision, and for a fleeting moment, he was half convinced he’d imagined it. He focused all his attention on that spot only to pick something up in his extreme peripheral.

      “It can’t be the same thing, it would be moving too fast. More than one?” He gripped his rifle. He ducked his head into the shelter, he couldn’t see BT but could hear his soft snores. If the man’s sniffer detection worked at all, it hadn’t picked up a threat yet.

      “What’s going on?”

      If jumping out of your skin could be accomplished, Mike was sure he would have shed his like an instantly molting snake.

      “Something’s out there.”

      There was no hesitation from BT as he grabbed his rifle. Mike moved out of the way to let him out.

      “How the hell do you go from deep asleep to immediately awake?”

      “Learned pretty quick you can’t dive too deeply in. Makes getting meaningful rest difficult, but it beats the alternative. Where?” BT had powered on the FLIR.

      “First one over there, the other one there.” Mike pointed.

      “More than one?”

      “Maybe, or one thing moving fast. And the only reason why something would be running that fast was because something is chasing it.”

      “Nothing,” BT said after his second complete revolution. “You sure you saw something?”

      “I mean, I’m pretty prone to histrionics.”

      “I’m just checking to see if maybe you fell asleep and dreamed it.”

      “Pretty sure that wasn’t the case.”

      “Got something.” BT turned quickly, trying to keep the figure displayed on the monitor. “You weren’t lying. Whatever that thing is, it’s hauling ass.”

      “How far away?”

      “Sixty, seventy yards, tough to say. Shit!” BT jolted.

      “What?” Mike was looking over the man’s shoulder.

      “I just saw what was making the first thing run.”

      “Yeti?”

      “Bear.”

      “Goddammit.”

      “What?” Mike asked.

      “I’d tell you not to look but you’re going to anyway.” BT handed over the device.

      “Is that...?”

      “Yup, I’d say that’s Trip, and that’s his twig and berries flopping around.”

      “Why’s he naked?” Mike was alarmed. “And does the FLIR add inches? Looks like he’s running around with a turkey neck.”

      “Maybe he’s just happy to see you.”

      “Not fucking funny.” Mike put the camera down as Trip ran closer.

      “We all tap on the purple tambourine,” Trip sang to the tune of the more well-known Yellow Submarine song. “The purple tambourine, the purple tambourine! Incoming!”

      Mike wasn’t sure if Trip meant the bear or other things, but it didn't matter; he didn’t want to be in the way when the man came crashing through.

      “Whoa.” Trip pulled up short. “Are you real?” He reached out and touched Mike’s face. Gus came barreling in, tongue lolling to the side. She appeared to be having a grand old time.

      “Where are your clothes?” BT asked.

      “That’s exactly what an authority figure would ask.” Trip turned his attention to the other man. “Want to see a helicopter?” Trip began to swivel his hips in a way that made his manhood look more or less like a propeller.

      Mike was thankful that Gus had pressed her nose up against his wound to smell it; this gave him something else to concentrate on as he pulled his gaze away from the Puppetry of the Penis performance.

      “Put some damn clothes on!” BT was none too pleased.

      “I…” Trip paused. “I don’t know what happened to them. I went somewhere. You were in the Queen’s Guard, and Mike was a disgraced stable boy.”

      BT began to laugh.

      “Wait, so not only am I a lowly stable boy, I’m a disgraced one? What did I do wrong, not shovel the shit correctly?”

      Trip shrugged. BT fumbled around in his pack, tossing clothes at him. The only thing the man was going to be able to wear was one of the shirts; it was large enough that it nearly came down to his knees.

      “No shoes?” Mike asked.

      “Shit,” was all BT said. The forest floor wasn’t particularly hazardous, no two-inch thorns were littering the trail, but anything worse than carpet was going to be murder on feet, and they had many miles to traverse.

      “Trip, is there any chance we can backtrack? Find out where you left your stuff?” Mike asked.

      Trip shook his head. “Burned it.”

      Mike walked a small circle, trying to figure out how they were going to remedy the problem. “Maybe we could cut up your pants and wrap them around his feet?”

      “Why’s it got to be my pants?”

      “Fine, we can use mine, just remember, I went commando, and my shirt isn’t as long as his.”

      “No.” BT put his hands up. “I don’t know why crackers are always so eager to have their junk flopping about. You don’t see brothers gallivanting down the road like that. Cops would have a field day, probably get charged with wielding a weapon.” He laughed at his own joke.

      “He’s not wrong,” Trip replied.

      “Going to be a bad day if I’m the only serious one.” Mike took the pants and knife BT offered. After fifteen minutes Trip was wearing some footwear that was loosely based on the word.

      Mike yawned. “I think I could use some sleep now.”

      “What about the bear? Is it safe with her here?” BT asked.

      “First off, her name is Gus, and Trip has been with her all day. There’s a chance she ate his clothes, but he seems to be intact.”

      Mike crawled into the enclosure, and Gus immediately followed.

      “I think when we get out of this I’m going to start a TV show. It’s going to be called ‘Things that Only White People Do,’” BT said as he followed the bear in. “You coming?” He turned to ask Trip.

      “I’m in the color-shifting phase of my mushroom experience. I’m not going to be able to sleep for another eight hours.”

      “Another eight?” Mike asked.

      “I had more.”

      “Great. Mid-hike, that’ll be perfect,” BT grunted.

      “Oof,” Mike said as Gus pushed up against him, forcing him into the tree. “Comfortable?”

      Gus sighed and was snoring in under a minute. While Mike might not be the most comfortable he’d ever been, he was warm and felt safer and soon followed the bear into the dreamworld.

      BT listened to Trip hum softly before he lay down and closed his eyes. It took him a little longer to fall asleep than he’d anticipated.
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      Mike sat up. Sunlight was filtering through the shelter’s canopy. Trip was looking in.

      “I might be hallucinating but—”

      “Okay,” Mike said, doing his best to move past Gus without disturbing her.

      “They’re out there.”

      Mike froze.

      “Maybe.”

      “BT, get up.”

      “Chainsaw is in the garage...and make damned sure you gas it up when you’re done,” he mumbled.

      “That happened once and I apologized. Yeti.”

      BT bolted up, almost popped his head through the roof. It took him a few seconds to piece together everything he was looking at before he grabbed his rifle and pushed past Trip to get outside.

      “I don’t see or smell anything,” BT said as Mike moved next to him. “What did you see?”

      “Me? I didn’t see anything, Trip did.” Mike flipped his thumb behind them, BT turned.

      “Where is he?”

      Mike poked his head into the shelter. “Son of a bitch. He’s all curled up with Gus. When did that happen?”

      “Jealous?”

      “Of Trip? Maybe a little.”

      “You need to wake him up. We can’t stay here today.”

      “He’s going to be pretty washed out and need to sleep for twenty-four hours after all the mushrooms he ate. We’ll be carrying him if we wake him now.”

      “Mike, I’m serious, better that than waiting for the yetis to catch up.”

      Mike poked his head back into the shelter. “Trip!” Gus was the first to be roused and she was none too pleased as she bowled him over on her way out. Mike had to physically open Trip’s eyes.

      “I don’t appreciate this,” Trip said without moving.

      “I’m sorry, I know what it’s like to need sleep after dosing. I’m not sure if this is the best idea, but do you have more?” Mike knew the futility of that question. Trip had come to them naked; if he’d had the shrooms hidden Mike had no desire to know where.

      “Gus has them.” Trip attempted to roll over.

      “What?”

      “She’s got my fanny pack.”

      “Are you still tripping?”

      “Go look. I’ll take them if you get them,” he groaned.

      “Where’s Gus?” Mike asked when he came back out.

      “I think she’s answering the age-old question. She should be back soon. Why?”

      “The only way we’re going to get Trip moving again is if he takes more mushrooms.”

      “Are you kidding me?” BT rubbed his face with his hand. “Wait, what’s the bear got to do with it?”

      “He says she has the shrooms in his fanny pack.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “This is Trip we’re talking about. The guy thinks nothing of losing every stitch of his clothing, but we both know how he feels about his drugs.”

      A rustling to their side signified Gus’s return. “Okay bear, where’s Trip’s stash?” Mike asked.

      Gus stood on her hind legs, a small black bag was sitting on her belly.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” BT asked. “Is Punk’D still on? Kutcher, get your ass out here!”

      Gus grumbled as Mike moved in. “Don’t you dare! He told me to get them.”

      “He has the bear protecting his drugs? This is insane, right?” BT asked.

      Gus watched Mike intently as he undid the strap and removed the pack. She then followed him into the enclosure, making sure he handed the pack over to Trip.

      “It’s gone!” Mike showed his hands to her, and she sniffed them to make sure he hadn’t palmed anything. “You’re being ridiculous,” he told her when she placed her paw upon his hand. “Oh, now you want to make up? Feel bad, do ya? Maybe I’m not ready.” Mike made for the door, Gus blocked his egress.

      Trip was in the process of sitting up. “She can be pretty adamant, Ponch. You might want to let bygones be bygones.”

      “She started it,” Mike told him.

      “She’s going to be five hundred pounds soon, she’ll be able to finish it, too.”

      “Maybe that would be for the best.” He sighed, “Maybe we should make up. I mean, we do have a lot of miles to travel together.” Mike pet behind her ears as she chuffed loudly.

      “And they say you’re not wise,” Trip said right before he shoved a handful of mushrooms into his mouth.

      “What?” Mike asked. “Who says that?”

      Trip pointed to his mouth as he chewed slowly and kept chewing and chewing.

      “Ah, stalling tactic, I get it.”

      Trip gave him a thumbs up.

      “Anything?” Mike asked as he watched BT scan the area.

      “Nothing yet, but I swear I can feel them in my bones. They’re going to be here soon. How’s Trip doing?”

      “He should have a burst of psychedelic energy in about twenty minutes.”

      “You realize the insanity of this right?” BT asked.

      “Well aware.”

      Gus had come out and nudged Mike in the leg before she began sniffing.

      “She smell something?”

      “We might be friends of a sort, but I don’t understand bear-speak,” Mike told him, “Although it sure looks that way. Would we be better off making a stand here? We have some protection.”

      “Two rotting trees and some thatching isn’t going to stop a barrage. See if you can get Trip moving.”

      “What the hell?” Mike was staring at Trip, who appeared to be sleeping.

      “Hurry up!” BT called out. “The bear is beginning to act squirrelly.”

      Mike didn’t think it was a good thing if a bear got nervous.

      “He’s sleeping!”

      “Get him up!”

      “Come on, Trip.” Mike shook the man.

      Trip sat up like he’d been shocked. “They’re here! I saw them!”

      “It was a dream, Trip. We think they’re on the way, but you couldn’t have seen them from in here.”

      “Ever hear of astral projection?”

      “I have,” Mike answered, although he was not sure what to believe in this instance. Had a fried out-of-his-mind stoner had an out-of-body experience where he spied incoming yetis? Wouldn’t be the strangest thing he’d seen. “How far?”

      “Distance is a difficult concept in a discorporate state.”

      “If you had to take a guess.”

      “Seven hundred and eighty-two meters, give or take seven meters.”

      “That’s a pretty specific number, Trip.”

      “Give or take seven meters!” Trip yelled, alarmed.

      “Seven hundred meters, that’s about what, a half mile?” Mike scurried out of the shelter. “Bud, don’t ask, but Trip says they’re here about a half mile away. Do we run?”

      “Too close. They’ll run us down in a mile, maybe two, depending on terrain and who knows what else.”

      Trip exited the shelter, buckled his fanny pack, and took off. “I suggest you follow!” he shouted over his shoulder.

      “Gus?” Mike asked as the bear took off after the man.

      BT shrugged. “You got a better plan?”

      “I mean, sure. Let’s follow the tripping hippie and the friendly bear. I feel like that could be a hell of a kid’s show.” They followed.

      Trip ran at a decent clip, somewhere in the neighborhood of an eight-minute mile. When he stopped to light a joint a half hour later, the trio had covered more than three miles.

      “I’m gassed,” Mike said bending over, hands on his knees. BT was breathing heavily, but still standing. Trip was barely sweating as he took a large toke, he sighed as he expelled smoke.

      “They should have caught us.” BT was looking back the way they came.

      “You sad about it?” Mike was doing his best to calm his roiling stomach, his system so unused to the cardio exertion it wanted to protest in the most expelling way possible. Once he got his breathing regulated he stood and stretched before the threatening stitch in his side could take hold.

      “We’re in a field.” BT had taken a moment to look around. “We should be able to see them coming, so where are they?”

      Gus had passed Trip some time previously and was no longer in sight.

      “Where’s your bear?” BT asked.

      “She knew shit was going down, probably took off,” Mike answered.

      “Tree line.” Trip pointed. Four possibly five yetis were picking their way through the woods, it was difficult to tell. They stopped fifty yards away then broke out into the open.

      Mike tried to quell the primal fear that was working to overwhelm his mind. He knew there was a phrase for this: “Uncanny Valley.” The Japanese had coined the term to explain a person’s unease when they saw something that imperfectly represented a human, like a robot, an automaton, or a doll, but this went deeper. Mike thought that maybe, there was an evolutionary reason for the fear. A survival instinct was somehow encoded into our DNA as early homo-sapiens were afraid of their rival Neanderthals, or possibly even Yeti—perhaps they once freely roamed the world, and any interaction with them was most likely a deadly affair. That was why the nugget of information was stored deeply in the primitive portion of the brain. It was survival based and it made perfect sense. If it looked human but wasn’t, odds were it was a threat.

      BT had lifted his rifle the yeti melted behind trees. “They’re going to wait until it's dark.”

      “Trip, any ideas?” Mike asked.

      “What’s that?” The man’s eyes blazed a cherry red. “I sure could go for a chicken parmigiana sandwich, a side of meatballs, some pesto raviolis. Do you have any?”

      “Yeah, sorry, fresh out,” Mike told him.

      “We need to keep moving,” BT said.

      “I can’t keep running.”

      “Doesn’t matter. For whatever reason, they’re matching pace. We walk, they’ll walk.”

      “I don’t like that,” Mike replied.

      “Not a fan myself.”

      “Think we can draw them out? You and Trip start walking, I’ll hang behind.”

      “Legs cramping up?” BT asked.

      “They will if we have to run. But no, my thinking is there’s five of them, we have two rifles, and we should have plenty of ammo. If we can shoot them, we won’t have to look over our shoulder for the next fifty-something miles.”

      “Mike, if that group rushes out they could be on you in three or four seconds. You won’t be able to stop them all.”

      Dammit,” Mike said as they began to walk. BT was doing so backward for a bit, until he felt there was a large enough cushion that, should the yeti begin to run, they would have enough time to react.

      Every second step, Mike checked his six, and every dozen or so he looked up, taking note of the sun’s location. What had already been a long day was also going to be a long night. They would have to assign guard duty, and although there were three of them, neither Mike nor BT were going to trust Trip with a shift. Mike had the feeling that even when it was his turn to sleep, he was going to have a difficult time doing so. Imagining there were threats out there and knowing absolutely there were, were vastly different frames of mind. With the former, you could maybe tell yourself to get over it and get some shuteye. Knowing with certainty that If BT inadvertently closed his eyes for ten seconds, the yetis could be upon them, ripping flesh and breaking bones... No, he was not going to be able to sleep.

      “They’re harrying us,” Mike said as he again looked up.

      “What’s the Duke of Sussex have to do with us?” Trip asked.

      “Harrying means relentlessly tormenting. But I know what you mean, harassing might be a better description. They’re waiting until we’re tired or make a mistake,” BT said.

      “Won’t they get tired too?” Mike asked hopefully.

      “I suppose it depends on what burns longer, fear or anger.”

      “Anger,” Trip said. “Fear is untenable; the both of you will eventually grow complacent, while their anger will smolder, never going out, just waiting for the opportune time to be fanned into flame.”

      “It was rhetorical, Trip. We didn’t want an answer,” BT said.

      “Who asks a question they don’t want to be answered? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “My mistake.”

      “Admitting your mistakes is the first step to correcting them,” Trip told BT.

      “You said our fear is untenable; what about you, aren’t you afraid?” Mike asked.

      “To be afraid you have to be present and aware,” Trip answered.

      Mike thought the man seemed more aware than any of them, then figured even if that was the case, it was likely Trip was not present, not in any useful way.

      They walked for another two hours. Mike’s legs were thrumming and his boots, which seemed to not be made for walking because they had not yet been thoroughly broken in, were giving him a fair amount of chaffing.

      “Let’s stop for a minute,” BT said, noticing that his friend was struggling. “Trip, why don’t you hand out some food. Mike, take your boots off.”

      “Not a chance, not with those things out there, and I can already tell you what you’re going to see. Broke in enough boots in the corps to tell you that my socks are going to be soaked through with pus and blood. My heel, sole, and the top of my big toe are going to be an angry red mass. The only thing that might help would be some moleskin, but it’s already too late for that. Although, the morphine could help.”

      Trip, in a flash, was less than an inch from Mike’s face. “Morphine?” he asked.

      “Just give me the protein bar.”

      Trip reluctantly handed it over. Mike sat on a large boulder, doing his best not to look at his aching feet as he unwrapped the rock-hard bar. They were in a narrow valley, lush flower-covered hills rose on either side.

      “We’re not going to want to stay in here much longer.” BT was looking up to the tops of the hills. Two yeti were on each side, with one more following. “We’re being driven like cattle, which begs the question: where are they driving us to?”

      “Could there be more of them? Do they have a way to communicate over distance?” Mike asked.

      “None that I know of, but I think one of them is missing.”

      “Messenger?” Mike asked.

      “Could be an injury.”

      “You don’t think that, though.” Mike had forgotten all about his impromptu meal.

      BT shook his head.

      “Do we try and fight? Go after one of the groups?”

      “We couldn’t catch them even if you weren’t gimpy. They’d simply stay out of reach, a moving bubble of death around us. Ten more of them, shit, even five and they’ll be able to overwhelm us, especially at night.”

      Mike heard a whistling sound long before he picked up what was causing it. “Incoming!” A grapefruit-sized rock smashed the ground less than twenty feet away. This was followed by another dozen. They had to hide behind the rock Mike had been sitting on, while the barrage crashed around them. Several of the rocks struck the boulder hard enough that they shattered and sent sharp shards flying through the air.

      “Coming from behind,” BT had poked his head around the side of the boulder.

      “Can you take a shot?” Mike asked.

      “Ground dips down behind us. They’re hiding in it; all I can see is the rocks flying up.”

      “What if we low-crawled so we could see them?”

      “Mike, they’re tossing rocks a hundred yards with fuck near pinpoint precision. The bastards up top will let the rock throwers know what you’re doing. What do you think is going to happen then?”

      Mike had been stuck outside in a pebble-sized hailstorm once, it had hurt like hell. He couldn’t imagine what this would be like. “I’ve had better ideas.”

      “That doesn’t mean much,” Trip said. “Licking a cattle prod would be a better idea.”

      BT couldn’t help himself and snorted.

      “How is any of this funny?” Mike asked.

      “Would you rather I cried?” BT asked.

      “Fair enough.”

      Trip stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “As good a place as any,” he said as he prepared to take a nap.

      “Trip, you just woke up,” Mike said quickly.

      “I did?” he asked.

      “Almost eighteen hours,” BT added.

      Trip eyed the man suspiciously. “That’s it? I usually doze for thirty-two hours after a good dose. I guess eighteen will have to do. When do we start drinking?”

      “As soon as we get back to your house,” Mike said.

      “I suppose we should get going then,” Trip stood and began to walk down the valley. Rocks had begun to pound around the boulder again, but none were anywhere near Trip. Either the yetis hadn’t gotten instructions to adjust their aim, or the boulder was the extent of their range. BT shrugged and got up to follow, Mike hobbled behind. The ground had begun to level just as the sun sat on the horizon. The trio had fifteen minutes to find someplace that was somewhat defendable, and it was not looking good.

      Mike could feel a welling of anxiety building in his chest. The initial plan had been to stay in the open so that the yetis could not sneak up on them, but now that they were using ranged weapons, that plan was out the window. In an instant, Mike and BT could go from a fighting duo, to nursing broken bones and deep lacerations or worse, without ever getting a defensive shot off.

      “Can they see good at night?” Mike asked, although he already knew the answer. Desperation comes with its own hopeful force.

      “Maybe not as good as cats, but much better than people. Like I said, they usually travel at night,” BT said.

      “Bud, we’re in a fuck ton of trouble,” Mike said.

      “Don’t I know it,” BT replied.

      “Wait, man, that’s not what I want to hear. You’re supposed to say something like: ‘don’t worry about it, I’ve been in worse situations, just last week there was thirty of them closing in on me and I did some ninja moves, fucked them up pretty bad.’”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Mike could see Trip practicing Tai Chi, his hands moving in slow circular motions as he gently took steps with his legs.

      “You two work out this routine?” BT asked.

      Mike shook his head. “So, you seriously have no idea how to get out of this? And no, we didn’t work this out.”

      “Up until you came into the mix I was always the one hunting. I don’t know what’s changed, why they’ve gone on the offensive.”

      Mike looked off into the distance. “There’s more of them. They’re bolstering their numbers. What?” Mike asked as BT eyed him. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. If they feel like they can overwhelm the enemy, they’re going to press the advantage. Stop looking at me like that. What’s the other explanation? I’m so damn tasty they can’t help themselves?”

      “Revenge?” There was heat in BT’s response. “They’re coming for you.”

      “Might want to back that attitude up, brother. We were both in on it the first go around, and correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re the one that’s been pressing the action ever since I’ve been away, unsuccessfully trying to navigate the apocalypse in my underground bunker in Colorado.”

      BT relaxed. “You’re right, you’re right, I’m just aligning myself with this new paradigm shift.”

      “Corporate-speak? Should we get Trip over here so we can have a conference call with all the voices in his head?”

      “They have no desire to waste two hours of their time discussing all the things that need to be done but instead are only being talked about,” Trip explained.

      “The both of you can fuck off,” BT muttered.

      “Does that mean I can get off the call?” Trip asked. “I mean, I’ve had it on mute the entire time while I worked on this thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle in my head anyway.”

      “Can they climb?” Mike asked, looking at a lone fifty-foot-tall pine not too far in the distance.

      “As far as we know, they’re the missing link or some sort of great ape. I think it’s a safe bet to assume they can climb.”

      “Where are we?” Trip asked. “Are we in Alaska?”

      “Definitely Alaska,” Mike told him.

      “There’s a safety cabin not too far from here!” Trip again took off.

      BT grabbed Mike’s shoulder before he could follow the man. “He just asked if we were in Alaska, and now you’re going to follow him to a ‘safety’ cabin he says is up ahead? Are you as insane as he is?”

      “I wish I were because he doesn’t seem to give two shits about our current predicament. And what’s the alternative? We stand here in open ground, pretending its biblical times?”

      “Not following.”

      “Stoning. I mean until we get stoned to death.”

      BT looked over his shoulder and began to follow the duo. Mike had a noticeable limp, but worked through it, even increasing his pace.

      After ten minutes BT pulled up alongside his friend. “You smell that?”

      “Would be hard to miss it,” Mike said as the sharp stench of the yetis assailed his nose. “You see anything?” he asked with his head down.

      “Are you all right?” BT asked Mike, who was wearing a perpetual grimace, his eyes not open much past slits and his mouth gritted tight.

      “My feet, brother, they’re torched. I’m slipping in the amount of fluid sloshing around in my boots.”

      “Want me to help you?”

      “Short of carrying me, nothing’s going to help. Just keep an eye out for our friends.”

      “Hurry up!” Trip called from ahead. He was standing in the doorway of a twelve by sixteen cabin. A wood-burning stove was at the far end, a small stack of split logs sitting next to it. There were two cots, one on each wall, and to the immediate left of the door were two cabinets, a countertop with two drinking glasses, and a roll of paper towels. Mike stepped in and noticed that in addition to the door, each side wall had a window. He didn’t believe the structure to be defendable, but there was no alternative; he would not be able to walk any further.

      “Please,” Mike said as he strode to the far wall upon which was mounted a large white box with a red cross painted on the front. He fully expected to open it and see it empty except for half a moldy aspirin sitting on the bottom. “Fuck me,” he ran a hand through his hair, trying to hold back tears as he saw a fully stocked box. Gauze, band-aids, aspirin, Motrin, various ointments, sunburn balm, alcohol and hydrogen peroxide, and countless other quick fixes including a needle and suture material. Mike looked up, “Would it have killed you to throw a couple of Percocets in here?”

      “Where?” Trip was immediately next to Mike.

      “Yeah, like you need something else to toss into your system.”

      “I’ll have you note that the Russian military trucks were designed after me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Mike asked as he grabbed the aspirin.

      “The ones that can run on used motor oil, vegetable oil, gas, diesel, ethanol, and garbage. I’m the same way.”

      Mike dry swallowed three of the aspirins before he sat on one of the cots and worked at his laces. BT was standing in the doorway looking out.

      “Smell is getting stronger,” he said without turning back to the other two.

      “There’s a lantern, should we light it?” Mike asked, wincing as he peeled a boot off. “Fuuuck.”

      Trip had got to his knees and was inspecting Mike’s foot. “Are you wearing red socks?” He was tentatively reaching out with a finger to touch it.

      “They were white earlier today.” Mike had gripped his calf, debating on whether or not to take his sock off. Even in the dim light, he could see his foot beginning to swell.

      “I’ve done my fair share of triage,” Trip said as he grabbed the top of the sock.

      Mike wasn’t sure he trusted the man, but he had no other options. His feet felt like he’d had them pressed up against a deli counter meat slicer.

      As if Trip had been privy to Mike’s internal thoughts, he grabbed a flap of skin. “Looks like Pepperoni.” He produced a pair of scissors and deftly cut away the circle of skin. “Put that pillow over your face.”

      “Why—” Mike began to howl until he did as Trip had directed. The pain was unlike anything he’d ever felt; he didn’t think an acetylene torch held to the bottom of his foot could have hurt any worse. His foot was crackling as the alcohol dried. Then instant relief as Trip slathered an aloe vera and antiseptic numbing agent over the open blisters and hot spots.

      “Normally, I’d leave these open to the air for a little bit to dry out, but we’re likely going to have to run at some point tonight. I’m going to wrap your foot tightly. It’s not going to feel good, Ponch, but it should keep you from further damaging them. You ready?”

      “Not really,” Mike told him as he moved the pillow to the side. “So, we’re done with the Itsmee thing now?”

      “What’s an itsmee?” Trip cocked his head.

      “Forget it.”

      “And I’m the crazy one,” Trip said under his breath.

      A pealing sound rang through the cabin as a rock struck the steel roof. Followed quickly by another, it mostly hid Mike’s yells and curses as Trip did his best to get the man quite literally back on his feet. BT had stepped into the cabin, closed the door, and barred it.

      “There are shutters,” Trip said as he tied Mike’s bootlaces.

      BT immediately moved to pull the heavy gauge steel closed behind the glass and pulled the crossbar into place. “This is a pretty stout cabin out in the middle of nowhere,” he said once he was done.

      “A lot of bear attacks out here,” Trip responded. “You’re all set.” He patted the top of Mike’s boots; he flinched, but the pain was negligible. “It’s going to be a while until they can get in here. In the meantime, I’m going to get some sleep.”

      “During this?” Mike had to shout over the bombardment.

      Trip waved his hand, grabbed a blanket and pillow, and crawled under the cot. A minute later it appeared to Mike, that the man was out cold.

      “How long are they going to keep this up?” Mike had his hands over his head.

      “Don’t know, but it’s when they stop that we’re going to have problems!” BT had mimicked his friend, doing his best to cover his ears.

      For a while BT had paced the shack, and Mike had long ago sat on the other cot. His feet felt much better, but they were far from pain free, and if Trip was to be believed, he was going to need them to be in as good a shape as possible when the inevitable came and the cabin was breached, and they were running for their lives. How in the hell they were going to be able to get away from the yetis, though, to even begin running, he had no idea.

      “I always thought I wanted a steel roofing system! I’ve changed my mind!” Mike shouted.

      “Can’t imagine why! I wish these shutters had portholes!”

      Mike jumped up when the glass shattered behind him. The shutter had held firm, but the window itself was gone. It wasn’t too much longer when the window on the other side of the hut was broken in, the rock pinging loudly off the shutter.

      “Won’t be long now!” BT said as he checked his magazine.

      Mike checked his magazine too, while also pulling his charging handle back a few inches to make sure there was a bullet in the chamber. Then he thumbed the safety off. It had been his pre-battle ritual ever since he’d placed boots upon foreign soil and was ordered to kill anything that stood in the way of his battle group’s advancement.

      The rocks on the roof eased up only to be replaced by the solid thunking of stone striking wood, it was somehow quieter while also more unsettling. The steel seemed as if it could hold out indefinitely, the wood sounded as if it could splinter at any time. Mike gripped his rifle tightly, hard enough that his fingers whitened, and the gun made a squelching noise.

      “Are they trying to drive us insane?” Mike asked.

      “For some of us, it’d be a short drive!” BT let out a laugh that teetered on mania. Mike couldn’t discern whether the man was losing it or if that was just the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

      Barely able to think past the thundering sound, Mike did the only thing he could think to do, and for the span of a minute he counted how many rocks pummeled their cabin.

      “Ninety-eight!” he yelled out.

      “Ninety-eight? What’s that? The last time you got laid?”

      “I’ll be sure to let Tracy know our kids were the byproduct of Immaculate Conception!”

      “Don’t tell them that! Travis is likely to start a cult! What’s ninety-eight?”

      “The number of rock strikes per minute. If I had to guess, BT, I’d say there must be ten of those fuckers out there, maybe a dozen.”

      It was on his lips, he wanted to say it was impossible, but it wasn’t. It was a very possible scenario. It was unlikely that five yetis could deliver that many rocks. As near as he could tell they were still far away, softening the enemy position with airstrikes before sending in the ground troops. A couple of seconds to secure a rock, a second or two to toss, and two for travel time.... With those figures, it would have to be ten or more. That’s not to say that the original six hadn’t stockpiled a cairn of boulders, stacking them like cannonballs of old, and were continually grabbing, tossing, and repeating the action, maybe even double-fisted. BT wanted to hold onto that more comforting thought, until he did his own count and got to a hundred and two, and that wasn’t even including the few dozen that he suspected he’d missed. Counting that fast, more than one hit per second, was taxing.

      BT expected the rocks to stop at any given moment, but Mike knew better. The yetis had ripped a page right out of the psychological warfare handbook. If they did this long enough it was quite possible Mike or BT, or both would throw the door open and give themselves up. Constant noise, stress, and the consequent inability to sleep would lead to psychosis, the desire to do anything to make it stop, including becoming dinner for a beast that had no valid claim to this world.

      “What are we going to do?” BT whined an hour later. His eyes had a wide wild look to them as he paced hurriedly back and forth, his arms folded in front of him.

      “Hey, they have Jenga!” Mike exclaimed as he opened one of the cabinet drawers. “Want to play?”

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Actually, doing my best to keep it. They’re not going to stop for hours, maybe days.”

      “Days?”

      Mike was convinced his friend was close to tears at the revelation he now wished he’d kept to himself. “I mean, probably not.” Mike attempted to backtrack.

      “I can’t do this for days, Mike.”

      “When the sun comes up we’ll be able to see them. We’ll take care of them then.” Mike tried to sound confident, but he wasn’t sure about that. Either the yetis would pull back, out of sight, or the attack would begin in earnest. And if they had the numbers, the rifles wouldn’t be enough to turn the tide.

      BT tried to play Jenga three times, but with each larger strike to the roof he would flinch and in a game that required a steady hand, this had resulted in immediate losses. “Yeah, this is a blast,” he said as the wooden pieces spilled onto the table and floor. He picked them up and shoved them back into the box.

      “You owe me twelve hundred dollars.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We were playing for four hundred dollars a game.”

      “We get out of here and I’ll pay it.”

      “Nice! Incentive!” Mike exclaimed.

      “Really? Your life wasn’t enough?”

      “Oh, my life was plenty of incentive, I was talking about yours.”

      “Good to know what my life is worth.”

      “In fairness, I would have done it for about five hundred.”

      “You seem pretty calm.”

      “Not at all, bud. I’m a bundle of raw nerves. The only thing keeping me from falling apart is it looks like you need me.”

      “Glad I could help,” BT said in a decidedly sarcastic tone. “How is he sleeping?” BT looked enviously over at Trip, who was curled up under the cot, a smile on his face.

      Mike and BT did the best they could to make it through the night. They played cards with a deck missing all of the clubs then BT began to read a coverless book. He lasted eight pages until he realized it was some strange sub-genre of erotica that involved dinosaurs.

      “What happens in a person’s life that sex with a T-Rex seems like a good idea?” he asked, his face had a washed-out look to it.

      Mike’s first inclination was to say he had no idea then expounded. “Maybe it’s not that weird.”

      “Do tell.” BT was genuinely interested in what his friend had to say.

      “Before we discovered that yetis are the pricks of the animal kingdom, people had a firm grasp on the mantle. So, you get some person that has been burned left, right, up and down maybe even a bit sideways by people, so he or she figures, fuck it, dinosaurs can’t be any worse. Safe bet, as well, because last I checked, the effin gold mining company didn’t open a portal to their world, so they have a relationship with a creature that hasn’t fucked them over before. Makes perfect sense.”

      “Don’t ever apply for your psychologist license.” BT was amused, it was only a half smile, but it was the first Mike had seen on his friend in what felt like days.

      “Can you imagine? Not only would I not be able to help anybody, but I’m sure I’d get worse listening to everyone else’s problems, which would suddenly become my own. And then oh man, having a script pad? I’m sure I’d pull a Trip.”

      “You’d be ordering those like people order checks.”

      “No lie there. Check that out.” Mike pointed to the steel shutters covering the window, and the sliver of sunlight bleeding through. The rock strikes had diminished but had not ceased completely.

      “Payback time bitches!” BT stood quickly and made for the door with a speed that belied his exhaustion.

      “Wait!” Mike had his arm outstretched as BT unbarred the door and pulled it open. To say Hell had been unleashed in that moment would be an understatement. BT had not even raised his rifle when a hairy, heavily muscled arm reached in and pulled him out. BT flew horizontally for some fifteen feet before he struck the ground face first, sliding another five. Mike was aiming his rifle as the yeti ducked down and strode to the threshold. The beast roared as he took two bullets to its midsection. A pungent smell struck Mike’s senses, making his eyes water instantly as the animal’s bowels were perforated. The yeti still ripped the door frame free as it pulled itself all the way in. Mike backed up as far as he could, firing continually.

      He aimed higher, shooting for more vital regions, landing two in the chest and one in the neck, and the one that finally felled the beast ripped through the side of its head. The creature bounced off the floor, making the cabin shudder.

      “Don’t like that, Ponch!” Trip stood fast, backing away from the blood pooling around the dead animal, sending the bunk clattering away.

      A blood-curdling scream got Mike moving toward the door. Two yetis were storming toward the cabin. BT was not moving, and from this distance Mike couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not. A squib round plunked from the front of Mike’s barrel as the lack of blowback gas failed to extract the casing, causing the rifle to jam. “Fuck me.” Mike’s training kicked in. The yetis were thundering toward him as he pulled the charging handle back. The brass was stuck in the barrel; given enough time, it was an easy jam to clear. He did not have that time.

      He could not believe he was going to die because a random bullet from an assembly line making thousands if not tens of thousands of perfect rounds a day, was going to fail because of negligence in the powder loading process. He jammed his finger into the breach, hoping against all odds he could pry the round loose with a fingernail. The idea flashed that he should wield the rifle as a club, then a hand larger than his head struck him in the arm. He felt the ball of the shoulder joint violently knocked from its resting place. The pain of the dislocation, as sharp as it was, paled in comparison to when he slammed into the ground. His eyes closed as his head absorbed most of the impact, and he blacked out for a moment. He then tried to stand, to do something to defend himself, or at the very least die on his feet. A bullet struck near his left ankle, the next was less than three inches from arguably his favorite body part. He’d not known where the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth went, until the sun, which was in his eyes, was eclipsed by a large terrestrial body. All the air was violently crushed from Mike’s lungs as the full weight of the dead yeti landed on top of him.

      He would have yelled out if it were even remotely possible, and he began to panic when he realized not only was he out of oxygen, but he also did not have the ability to pull any more in. He’d been forced onto his back, the yeti was draped across his diaphragm, his face was buried in the animal’s chest. Blood was pumping out of a massive wound in its chest, flooding directly into Mike’s throat; he was literally choking on the blood of another. One arm was useless and the other was pinned under his body—he couldn’t even turn his head far enough to get away from the torrent filling his throat and windpipe. He was drowning and suffocating simultaneously and decided he just didn’t care as his chest convulsed and his throat hitched. Darkness crept in on the edges of his vision and was moving quickly to the center, and he knew as soon as his vision blackened, the words Game Over would flash, emblazoned across his eyelids, and he would be racing toward his final destination. Possibly Heaven, more likely Hell, though there was always the off chance of eternal nothingness. (Not that the deceased would give a crap, but it sure would mess up a lot of things if proof of that outcome ever found its way out; a lot less offerings would be made at churches worldwide, not to mention a decided drop in Holy Wars.)

      Mike was dimly aware of his leg being tugged; he was just conscious enough to assume his shoulder should be singing a crescendo of pain, but all he knew was he couldn’t be bothered. His vision clouded over, blurred, then cleared, and he found himself staring up into a beautiful blue sky. His soul was leaving his body.

      I’m sorry I didn’t try harder, he thought as he tried to turn and take one last look at his body and found that he couldn’t. Then he was unceremoniously rolled onto his side and the fist of God struck him in the back. An explosion of pain rattled up from the base of his spine, amplifying as it traveled north. By the time it reached the top of his skull it was far more than his system could take.

      “Is that natural?” Trip had backed up as Mike threw up enough blood to float a paper boat straight down a storm drain.

      BT kept at it, not stopping until Mike appeared to be breathing easier.

      “He’s out,” BT said breathlessly as he pushed the dead yeti all the way off, they’d somehow dragged both bodies out.

      “Does that hurt?”

      BT had to keep slapping Trip’s finger away as the man tried to touch his scraped-up face.

      “Yeah, it hurts! Stop trying to touch it.”

      “It looks like someone took 120 grit sandpaper to it. Count yourself lucky it wasn’t 80 grit.”

      “Yeah, I’m feeling pretty lucky right now. Stay with him. I’m going to get a cot then we’ll lift him into the cabin.” They’d dragged him out quickly but BT thought better of returning him to the cabin that way. The yetis, after having suffered two losses, had withdrawn, there was no sign of them. Had they continued the attack, it would already be over, the yetis victorious and full.

      “Shit,” BT said as he inspected the damage to the doorframe. He wasn’t sure how any of them were going to make it through another night, especially with the Open-Door policy that had just been enacted. There was, however, no choice. Mike wasn’t going anywhere tonight, and tomorrow was also open for debate. For as wiry as Trip was, BT was amazed at how easily he’d lifted the other end of the cot; the trick was to keep reminding the man he was carrying precious cargo. Trip tended to talk with his hands, and BT was afraid he would completely let go of the makeshift stretcher while he explained why it was better to get lawn seats at a Grateful Dead concert.

      “Something doesn’t look right,” Trip said as he looked down at Mike’s left arm. “He’s starting to Smurf out.”

      “What?” BT was confused. He picked up Mike’s arm; it was cold to the touch. “Help me get his shirt off.”

      “We should ask for his consent.”

      “I’ll ask him when he wakes up.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Trip replied.

      “Okay, fine.” BT grabbed Mike’s face and pressed on the sides to make his friend’s lips move. “Oy conshent fer the wonerful nd magnifishent BT ta take off ma shert.”

      “Whoa!” Trip clapped. “BT, he sounds just like you! Great impression, Ponch!”

      BT ripped Mike’s shirt in front and pulled it apart. He could see the bulbous knot where the shoulder joint was pulled free from the socket and was restricting blood flow.

      “Trip, you hold him down, I’ll pull his arm back into place.” He grimaced as he could hear the grinding noise of tortured tendons shifting around.

      “You look a little green. Do you want me to do that?”

      “Have you ever done it before?”

      “Hundreds of times.”

      BT looked genuinely relieved to hand Mike’s arm over.

      “On my Stretch Armstrong dolls,” Trip grunted as he first lifted up and then let Mike’s body pull the joint back into place. “That should hold.” Trip looked down at Mike, his tongue firmly clenched between his teeth. “Or it will fall out at random times and flap around like a landed fish.”

      “What?” BT asked.

      “Hardly ever happens,” Trip told him.

      “Trip, I have an idea. It’s distasteful.”

      “Worse than the Coyote Trails incident?”

      “I’m a...I don’t know. I want to burn the yeti bodies.”

      “Why?”

      “Just a theory, but they have some sort of primitive death ritual. I’m pretty sure they bury their dead. If we burn them, I don’t know it could…”

      “Enrage them?” Trip asked.

      “Not like they’re all cuddly at the moment. There’s a chance they might rethink coming after us because we desecrate their dead. I realize that’s a lot of assumptions, really more of a guess on my part, but as soon as they clear those bodies away, they’re going to start their assault again, and in case you haven’t noticed, we no longer have a door.”

      Twenty minutes later after some heavy lifting and grunting they had the bodies in more or less of a pile.

      BT pinched his nose. “God, they stink.”

      Trip came out of the cabin with some kindling, wax fire cubes, and a few split logs.

      “You have a lighter?” BT asked.

      “Have you met me?” Trip cocked his head to the side, and pulled three different colored ones from the first pocket he reached into, studying them as if they each had a unique purpose. BT was pretty sure any of them would have had the same results. The fur caught much quicker than BT expected, and he couldn’t move back quickly enough. In addition to the smell of burning hair, there was an underlying stink of burning rubber covered with mold. The smoke was thick, brown, and caustic.

      “Come on.” BT grabbed Trip’s shoulders. While they’d been working, he was sure he’d felt eyes on them. Once the bodies began to burn, came howls of pain and rage. He’d been right about their anger, and it was fresh. If the yetis out there were going to do anything, now would be that time.

      “Not sure that was a good idea.” Trip was looking out the door.

      “Maybe not. I wish Mike would wake up.”

      “I’ve got uppers.”

      “Maybe let’s hold off on those for a minute.”

      “Sixty Mississippi, fifty-nine Mississippi…”

      “Trip!”

      “Fifty-eight,” he whispered.

      “Fuck me running! Who shit themselves?” Mike groaned.

      “Barbecued yeti,” Trip told him.

      “What? What happened? What’s happening?”

      BT did a quick recap. “Can you sit up?”

      “My body aches. Thanks for fixing my shoulder.”

      “Trip did.”

      “The fuck you say?” Mike asked as he slowly swung his legs off the cot.

      “He knew what he was doing.” BT offered as a defense. When Mike looked over at Trip, the man had fists up by his face and was pretending to pull something apart. His eyes screwed shut and his teeth gritted.

      “He learned on his Stretch Armstrong action figures,” BT sighed.

      “Are you kidding me? You let him do a medical procedure on me?”

      “You let him work on your feet.”

      “I…sure, but…” Mike sputtered. “I feel like I got hit by a truck. Any chance there’s Listerine in this place?” Mike stood, his hand on his injured shoulder.

      BT shook his head. “Are you going to be able to fire a rifle?”

      “I’ll make it work.”

      BT wasn’t so sure. Mike was cradling his injured arm, keeping it tight against his body.

      “Are we staying here?” he asked as he looked at the doorframe then stepped outside. “Not even noon, we could make some distance.”

      “You’re the new determining factor,” BT said, standing next to his friend.

      “I’m all for heading out. Don’t look at me like that, and don’t make me say it again. Doing my best to sound stalwart. Means pumped, learned that one from my editor.”

      “What can you carry?” BT asked.

      “Myself. Maybe an extra band-aid. Yeah, I should be able to pull that off.”

      “I meant weapons wise.”

      “How about I go for the pistol for now? See how the day progresses.”

      “Surprised you haven’t asked for the morphine.”

      “It’s only fun taking painkillers when you don’t need them.”

      “That’s right, that’s right, I forgot how screwed in the head you are.”

      Mike let go of his injured arm long enough to hold his fist out so BT could bump it. “Softly,” he mouthed.

      “Mike.”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine, we can’t stay here.”

      In less than five minutes they were underway, Trip in the lead, BT bringing up the rear. Mike’s head was hanging down as he tried to breathe through the constant pain. Each footfall enflamed his blistered feet, and each placement sent jolts of pain into his shoulder. He was fairly certain at least two ribs were cracked. It was an altogether unpleasant experience. All he wanted to do was lie down, but he had about fifty miles of walking before he could do that. He’d never been much of a poetry fan, but he was having a hard time getting some verses out of his head.

      I have been one acquainted with the night. I have walked out in rain –and back in rain. I have outwalked the furthest city light.

      “Where the fuck did that come from?” he muttered softly..

      “Frost,” Trip said.

      “You reading minds now?”

      “Looks like we’re going to get frost tonight.”

      “Nice cover-up, now get out of my head, Trip,” Mike growled.

      “With pleasure. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many titties in my life.”

      “It’s helping me not think about everything that’s wrong with me.”

      “Is it working?”

      “It was.”

      “You two be quiet, I think we’re being followed,” BT said.

      Mike wanted to be involved, instead the best thing he could do right now was try and not be a liability. He kept plodding on.

      “Gus?” BT questioned. Mike turned, true fear emblazoned on his face as the “small” bear was running straight for him.

      “Help me!” Mike begged, shuffling faster. If the bear crashed into him it was likely he’d be immobilized for days.

      BT got into a catcher’s position, arms held wide. He wasn’t so sure he could stop a charging bear, even if it wasn’t far removed from a cub, but he was going to give it a go. He knew that if his friend got hit they’d be carrying him, and their odds were already dismal. Gus picked up speed, believing this to be some sort of game that she was all too willing to play. She easily dodged BT’s attempt and made a straight line for Mike. When he turned to her, pain etched clearly across his features as he braced for impact, she pulled up short and studied him, squelching her momentum by padding back and forth. She moved closer cautiously, and sniffed furiously at his feet then lifted her head and more gently than seemed possible, pressed her nose against his shoulder. Mike groaned but held firm. He reasoned it made sense she could smell the blood oozing from his feet and maybe the blood right under the surface of the skin from the bruising on his shoulder. She nuzzled her head against his, though, and Mike petted the top of her head as she rubbed.

      “Missed you girl; glad you weren’t there for the battle. Next year though, when you’re full-sized, I expect you to pull your weight. Who’s gonna be a great big bear? Will you be huge next year?”

      “It takes them about eight years to become fully grown,” Trip said as he came over. “She could be close to seven hundred pounds when she’s all grown up.”

      BT and Mike said nothing, though they were thinking the same thing, it was unlikely they had eight years. Not like this.

      “Seven hundred pounds? You’ll be bigger than those stinky fuckers. We’re going to be besties, you and me, Gus,” Mike said as he stroked her fur.

      BT shook his head as they started anew. “Only you, Mike.”
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      A ring of twelve yetis stared at the fire, the reflections of gold, yellow, and red flickered off their cold black eyes. They hated the small hairless animals, memories of how they had been hunted to the edge of extinction were rooted deep within their psyches, passed down from generation to generation. The Yeti had lived in harmony with the world, using only what they needed. Then the angry naked ones had come with their long, sharp sticks and short ones they made fly, and slaughtered the yetis wherever they encountered them, females, offspring, it made no difference. At first, the yeti did not know how to respond, they’d never before encountered such unbridled brutality. By the time they’d learned to fight back their species as a whole was barely holding on to its right to exist. A powerful yeti shaman had found a gateway to another world, a world in which they would not be persecuted, nor hunted, not for sustenance, but merely because they’d dared to exist alongside the other two-leggers. For centuries untold they had passed down their story, making sure they would never forget, that they would never again be at the mercy of a merciless enemy.

      As the fire began to die down, the largest of their group, a male with a ribbon of brown down his back, walked to the cabin and strode in. He sniffed everything, cataloging the humans. One of them was injured, which was good. He could also smell the sharp tang of their loud spears. So much of what the wise ones had passed down was different from what this world looked like now. These two-leggers were taller, less stocky. They still died satisfactorily, though, as long as they were caught unawares; otherwise, they could be a dangerous adversary. The wise ones had foretold a time when they would be allowed to return to their ancestral world, a time of great upheaval leading to a revolution that would see them once again at the top of the predatory chain. Orchealis was looking forward to fighting that war, and in the meantime, he very much enjoyed killing the humans. He had assembled eleven others who were of like mind, relentless in their pursuit of fulfilling the destiny the wise ones had assured them was theirs by divine right. He, along with the others, waited impatiently for the funereal flames to go out so that he could help the devastated familial unit bury what remained of their dead. By the time this was finally accomplished, the sun had set, and the moon was on the horizon. He motioned for the group to follow as they set out for the trio once again.
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      By late afternoon BT was convinced Mike could have sat on his butt, scooting along like a dog with anal glands that needed popping, and still travel faster than the crawl he was moving at now.

      “Mike.”

      “I’m trying!”

      “I’m only asking if you want to call it a night. We’ll rest here.”

      Mike looked around; there wasn’t so much as a patch of tall saw grass to hide behind. “Sorry, man, I can’t think much past the misery.”

      “Fuck me if I don’t want to do this.” BT rooted around in his bag. “You! Look away!” BT was pointing a meaty finger at Trip, who had become increasingly curious. “I’m going to give you a little something to take the edge off,” BT told Mike as he popped the top off the syringe.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you said this was a lethal dose. I promise I’ll try and move faster.” Mike held his good arm out to hold him away.

      “Relax. If I kill you, it won’t be by wasting something valuable. Just don’t flinch; I’m only going to give you a little.” BT grabbed his arm.

      “While you have the needle in me try not to remember that time I borrowed your lawn mower.”

      “You mean the brand-new battery-powered one I’d spent a small fortune on that you somehow ran over with your car? That one?”

      “Yeah, that one.”

      “Do you remember that you put the three biggest pieces back in my garage? Did you think I wasn’t going to notice?”

      “I just needed to stall until the new one came in.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that maybe you should have just waited for the replacement?”

      “Not until you started yelling at me, no. Oh. Thats—” Mike nearly dropped as his eyes involuntarily rolled up and his breathing shallowed.

      “You should have maybe let me do that. How much did you give him?”

      “The recommended amount, .2 milligrams per kilogram of body weight, so about 32 milligrams.”

      “Uh oh,” Trip quickly put out the joint that was hanging from his lip and lightly smacked Mike’s face.

      “What? What is it!?” BT asked in alarm as he put the syringe away.

      “You used your body weight.”

      “Oh shit.” BT helped prop up the slumping Mike. “What have I done? I…I wasn’t thinking.”

      “You had morphine, any chance you have Narcan?”

      BT shook his head. “It was intended as a one-way journey, if all else failed.”

      Trip smirked and nodded. “He’s not in danger of overdosing, but he’s not going to be much help either for the next couple of hours.”

      “Freel pretty goof.” Mike was wearing a slanted grin. “Muuuch better.”

      “I bet. I’m sorry, bud. I gave you too much,” BT said.

      “Too munch frun? Heh heh.”

      “This is just shitastic. Trip, let’s sit him down. I want to gather some wood and see if I can build a travois.”

      “Want to play pattycake?” Trip asked.

      “Fuck yeah!” Mike shouted enthusiastically.

      “NO! Mike, your shoulder is screwed up.” BT gave Trip a withering look.

      “Fright, fright,” Mike touched his nose and pointed back at BT.

      “I could go for a beer,” Trip said, sitting next to Mike.

      “Mmmhmm. Me froo.”

      Forty-five minutes later BT had a decent facsimile of the ancient Native American apparatus used to transport goods and or sick, injured, or dead people. Instead of using rope to lash the inverted vee junction points, BT used duct tape.

      “Mike, I’m going to place you on this, okay?”

      “Sure, sure,” he said without opening his eyes.

      “You can’t move around. Although that doesn’t look like it’s going to be too much of a problem.” He rolled his friend onto the travois, grabbed the poles, and got an idea of the weight. “Not so bad.”

      “You say that now. Might want to put some of that moleskin on your palms,” Trip said.

      “You almost sound sober,” BT told him as he placed Mike down to do just that.

      “It’s a proven fact that a group can have no more than one member stoned beyond reason at any given time. I’ll wait until he comes down.” (This said while he toked continually on the joint.)

      Gus sniffed at Mike, the travois, then at BT. When she seemed satisfied, she chuffed loudly, looked around, inhaled deeply then padded off at a decent clip, off to the right, away from where they had been traveling.

      “Don’t like that,” BT said as he watched her go. They were making good time, better than they had all day, but he knew it was still too slow. At one point he’d had to travel a mile out of the way to go around some rocky terrain, the slope too steep to pull his friend up without fear of injuring him further. He wasn’t quite tired yet, but he was beginning to feel the strain on his arms and shoulders. He could keep this up until they stopped for the night, and that might be for the best. Even if Mike was up for walking, he was just moving far too slowly.

      “Hey, what’s your name again?” Trip asked.

      “Jesus.” BT would have swept a hand back on his head if they weren’t both full.

      “Seriously?” Trip asked. You don’t look like you would have had any issues with the weight of the—”

      “Stop. Just stop now. I’m not adding blasphemy onto our list of woes.”

      “Can Jesus be blasphemous?”

      “I’m not Jesus.”

      “You just said you were.”

      “We’re not having this discussion,” BT bellowed.

      “I can assure you, good sir, we are most indeed having this discussion.”

      “Could you two keep it down? I’m trying to sleep,” Mike said groggily.

      BT sighed as he let the travois down. “How you doing, man?” he asked.

      “I should be asking you.” Mike reached out with his good arm, BT helped him sit up.

      “Can I get stoned now?” Trip asked.

      BT pursed his lips at the man.

      “Oh, and before I spark this up, there’s a ridge a mile south of us that would make a good place to hole up for the night. There’s a small cave halfway up.”

      “Are you sure?” BT asked.

      Trip shrugged before exhaling a large plume of smoke.

      “He’s not usually wrong about the out-of-the-blue stuff,” Mike grunted as BT helped him stand.

      “I’m sorry,” BT told him.

      “You punched me a bit too hard didn’t you?” Mike asked.

      “A little.”

      “No worries. It was nice to be free of the pain.”

      “And now?”

      “If we start for that ridge now, I should be able to avoid the worst of it. Can I get some water?”

      “Of course man, of course.” BT handed over his canteen.

      Mike took a swig and spit it out. “What the hell man, this is water! I figured you could wave a finger over it and make some wine.”

      “Fuck you, Mike. Just fuck you.” BT snagged the canteen out of Mike’s hand.

      “That’s some funny shit,” Trip said as they began walking. “I don’t think he’s Jesus though, much too angry.”

      “Don’t forget there was that whole episode where he turned all the tables over at the market.”

      “Whoa!” Trip smiled.

      “You two better shut the hell up or I’ll stomp your joint out on the top of his foot!”

      “That’s some serious hostility.” Trip turned away so BT couldn’t reach him.

      They had rounded a bend in the trail, and less than a half mile up, BT was looking at a narrow ridgeline some thirty feet high. Smack dab in the center, he thought he could see a deeper blackness that might signify a cave, but if the slope was as sheer as it appeared from this angle, it was going to be difficult to get Mike up there, even with a rope and harness.

      “Not gonna happen,” Mike said.

      “So you’re seeing what I am?” BT asked.

      “Well will you look at that,” Trip said, grinning. “I wasn’t completely sure I knew where we were.” He began down the trail towards their destination.

      “Which part of ‘are you fucking kidding me’ should I emphasize?” Mike asked as he stared up at the opening.

      “It’s either pull you up or lower you down. Which do you think will be easier?” BT asked.

      Mike looked up and down the path; there was no obvious way to get to the top, nothing easy anyway, not without having to travel a lot farther along the valley one way or the other, and with the sun rapidly setting, they’d be attempting the climb in the dark.

      “Are you going to have enough leverage to pull me up?” Mike had his neck craned. As near as he could tell there was nowhere for BT to anchor himself, and there was no way to know if the ground he would be on was loose or gravel strewn. They’d both be screwed if Mike was halfway up, and BT lost his footing.

      “Running out of time.” BT handed the end of the rope to Trip. “Help him fashion a harness.”

      “Does he need a bridle?” Trip asked.

      BT ignored the question and began the climb, grabbing at rocks and vegetation to assist in the ascent.

      “No bridle,” Mike said as Trip was looking at his mouth.

      “Lift your arms, I’ll wrap the rope under your shoulders.”

      Mike sighed. “It’s going to have to go around my waist and crotch, Trip.”

      “Ooooh,” Trip said. “Like Stephanie’s special equipage.”

      Mike was about to ask about the special equipment, then got the inspiration that it was not likely something he wanted to know.

      “This isn’t that, right?” Trip asked, hesitating before moving closer.

      “I have an idea what you’re talking about, and I can a hundred percent assure you this isn’t that.”

      “Whew,” Trip replied. “I’d need more white wine for that kind of evening,” he raised his eyebrows at Mike, “helps loosen everything up, if you know what I mean.”

      “Stop talking.”

      “How very Puritan of you,” Trip huffed.

      “What you do in your bedroom, Trip, is none of my business. None of anyone’s business.”

      “Oh, well, that’s not a problem. We generally have happy time in the living room.”

      “Fuck me.” Mike covered his face with his hand.

      “See, you get it now!” Trip clapped Mike’s shoulder, luckily not the injured one.

      “Almost there!” BT called down, “How’s it going?”

      While Mike had been doing his best to scrub the last few minutes of conversation from his mind, Trip had fashioned a sturdy-feeling rope harness.

      “I think we’re good,” Mike called up. “Trip, you should join him up there.”

      “Should I tell him about my living room exploits?” Trip asked.

      “In explicit detail,” Mike responded.

      “Nice.” Trip began to climb, making it look effortless. Mike should have known the man was a billy goat, he ate everything.

      “You were right about anchoring, Mike. I’m going to wait for Trip to get here so he can hold onto my belt.”

      “Sure, sure,” Mike said unenthusiastically. Even if this went smoothly, he knew there was little chance it wasn’t going to hurt like hell. “Uh oh.” Mike’s nose wrinkled.

      “Is that what I think it is?” BT didn’t wait for Mike to respond before he started pulling.

      “Dammit!” Mike got on his tiptoes as the rope bit deep into his privates, which weren’t situated properly for what was to come next. Another strong pull, Mike’s feet were a few inches off the ground, and he immediately forgot about the ridiculously minor pain of a separated shoulder. “Hurry!” he shrieked.

      BT mistakenly thought it was because the yetis were at the bottom of the rise, so he pulled harder, hand over hand. Mike was using both hands, gripped tightly on the rope, trying to alleviate more of his weight from the harness. It wasn’t working.

      “Am I close?” he begged. A large hand reached down and grabbed at his shoulder just as a larger hand reached up and swiped at his leg. If there was a tug of war with his body, Mike knew the outcome. He lifted his knees and let Trip and BT pull him up. “Cut it off! Cut it off!”

      “What?” BT asked.

      “The rope! Cut it off!” Mike was in a fetal position doing his best to loosen the ropes that felt as if they were bisecting him.

      BT didn’t hesitate. It took him ten seconds to make enough room between Mike’s body and the rope to fit the knife in, then another five to make the slice. The moment he was released, Mike let go of the limited contents in his stomach. He had his head hanging over the edge, taking in shallow breaths as the pain in his lower region ebbed and flowed, peaked and valleyed, rose and fell and a dozen other synonyms for up and down. Waves of pain would wash over him then would recede; he’d have a few moments to relax before the next slammed into him. It took a solid ten minutes before it abated to an acceptable level. BT had long ago pulled him inside the cave where he leaned against the wall. Yeti were at the gate; BT fired a few shots to convince them to get off his lawn.

      “They’re gone for now. How are you doing?” BT asked.

      “I don’t feel like puking, much, other than that…” Mike trailed off.

      “Sounds like he got his plums and cucumber all bound up,” Trip offered. “I may have configured the harness wrong...I had other things on my mind.”

      “What could—” BT started.

      “Don’t ask.” Mike was looking at BT. He shifted his gaze to Trip. “Don’t tell.” He rose up onto his knees, his hand pressed against the cool rock wall of the cave. He was leaning over, debating on the notion of standing up, something he figured he would be able to do with a couple of inches of clearance, based on the way BT could nearly stand. “Bigger than I thought,” he said, looking around.

      “That’s what I said!” Trip exclaimed.

      The width was nominal, at twelve feet across, but Mike’s best estimate had the depth at forty feet.

      “We should get as far back as we can,” BT said. “Won’t be long before the bombardment begins.”

      “Did you see how many there were?” Mike asked as they settled in at the far end.

      “At least four. I popped a few shots off before they took off and I retreated. I feel like there were more, but I didn’t see them.”

      It wasn’t long before they could hear rocks crashing at the mouth of the cave. A few made it halfway down the narrow corridor, none any closer than that.

      “How long before they make an assault?” Mike asked.

      “Get some sleep, I’ll take first watch,” BT said.

      “Sure thing,” Trip responded as he settled down, closed his eyes and, in under a minute, he was snoring.

      “Don’t do this all on your own,” Mike told him. “When you’re done, I’ll spell you.” He waited for a response. “I’m serious, brother, you have to be exhausted.”

      “I should have stayed in Colorado,” he finally said.

      “Wasn’t great there either,” Mike responded.

      “Were you being hunted by Yeti?”

      “Rednecks, which are basically just less hairy yetis, I suppose.”

      BT chuckled. “I’m afraid I’m going to get you killed, Mike.”

      “I came here of my own free will.”

      “Would you have come here if I wasn’t here?”

      “Fuck no, but you are here, man, and if I can I’ll look out for you with my dying breath. I mean, it’d be a lot cooler if I wasn’t such a mess right now, but I can’t do much about that.”

      “You’re a good man, Mike. I’m sorry Linda never saw that.”

      “I’m aware of how I can come off to others, and I’ve worked on it, I really have, but there are some deep-seated things going on in my head I’m never going to be able to move past, and people pick up on that, no matter how ‘normal’ I try to be. I think more than anything Linda was concerned that some of my issues might affect you, and that I’d get you into some trouble you couldn’t extract yourself from.”

      “Little ironic, that thought, given our current circumstances.”

      “Meh,” Mike shrugged his shoulders then immediately regretted it.

      “Get some sleep. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”

      Ten minutes after Mike’s breathing became regular, signifying he was asleep, BT settled in. The rhythmic pounding of the rocks up ahead sounded a bit like rain on a lazy Sunday afternoon, and soon he found himself closing his eyes.

      “Seriously? A wet willie again?” Mike batted Trip away. The man had been leaning in, his face illuminated by a lighter.

      “My hands, remember?”

      “That’s right, even you don’t know where they’ve been. I’m still not going to thank you for not sticking your hands over my mouth. You know you could always nudge me awake.”

      “Ponch, it’s not called a wet willie if I push hard enough to awaken you.”

      “Where’s BT?” Mike asked, sitting up slowly.

      “If babies were six and a half feet tall and somewhere north of three hundred pounds, then they’d be sleeping, like him.”

      “He’s asleep?”

      “Established fact, Ponch. And they say I’m the stoner.”

      “Do you hear anything?”

      “I hear wind rustling behind us, meaning there’s an airway; I hear dripping sounds off a cave wall, so there’s a water source above us; if I place my hands over my ears, I can hear my blood rushing through, so my heart’s—”

      “I meant rocks. BT! WAKE UP!”

      “I’m up! I’m up!”

      “They’re coming!” Mike reached for his gun, certain that he was going to be too late. He fully expected a paw swipe to the side of his head, cracking his neck. He didn’t waste time getting the rifle to his shoulder as he raised it and began to fire. The noise in the enclosure was deafening; the strobe effect as the muzzle flashed was enough to show that something enormous had indeed joined them in the cave. His heart lurched for an instant, fearful that he’d made the cardinal sin of not confirming his target before shooting. If it had been Gus, or some other wayward traveler seeking refuge, he would have been devastated. That was a scenario he would get to play out in his nightmares, because before him now was a monster ripped straight from the pages of a horror book.

      The yeti was bent over completely, leading with its head. It was so close Mike could make out the swirl of fur atop its scalp. The first shot ripped a runnel down its chest and buried itself deep into the yeti’s thigh. It hollered in rage, the noise louder than the bullet. The next shot struck its shoulder and ricocheted, blowing out the animal’s collarbone. It dipped down and Mike’s third shot caught it in the crown of the head. Its knees gave out and it fell to the ground less than five feet from where they lay. BT let loose a barrage of bullets. Another one had been in the cave with them but exited quickly; he was unsure if he had wounded the animal. Impossibly, the one at their feet was still breathing—it was a wet, ragged inhalation—yet somehow it was still alive. Or it had been, until BT placed the barrel of his weapon up against its head and pulled the trigger. Trip lit his lighter, but there was so much gun smoke it was difficult to see anything beyond a few feet.

      “I’m sorry,” BT said after the ringing in their ears began to subside.

      Mike warred with his thoughts. There was a significant portion that wanted to rail at his friend; by falling asleep during guard duty he had nearly gotten them all killed. If the yeti had been any closer he wouldn’t have been able to bring his weapon to bear. “Mistakes happen,” he begrudgingly said.

      “The words absolve him of his error, but your tone implies otherwise,” Trip said.

      “Thanks, Trip. I appreciate you clearing that all up.”

      “Again, your inflection belies your words.”

      “Trip, stop,” BT said. “He has every right to be angry. I screwed up, we were a few seconds from being massacred. I’d be pissed off if the roles were reversed.”

      Mike wasn’t sure what to do; his friend knew the extreme danger he’d placed them in and the apology was genuine, but none of that negated how close the “what if” had been.

      The yeti stank so bad Mike wondered if he had perforated its bowels, then realized he hadn’t. Shit, while not the most pleasant of scents, was far sweeter than the stink of rot that emanated from this thing. BT had shifted and crawled his way around to get closer to the mouth of the cave. He grabbed the lower legs of the yeti and grunted as he began to drag the animal out.

      “Hold on, man, you can’t go walking backwards like that.” Mike forced his way around, not thrilled at all that he was approaching the mouth of the cave, which was brightly lit up in a silvery luminesce from the moon. He slowly moved forward, grimacing as he supported the gun. His shoulder felt better, but it was going to be weeks until he felt comfortable enough to do a morning stretch. As deep as the discomfort was, he knew it was his feet that were going to keep him handicapped. He kept expecting a yeti to burst forth from the opening, arms extended, mouth open, ready to rend anything and everything it encountered. He kept his finger on the trigger, not thrilled at all with his lack of trigger discipline. He felt his thoughts elongate then snap to another time he’d found himself in a cave.

      There was a moment where both images overlapped, and then he was firmly rooted in a distant country, years previously.

      It had been funny, the night before, when he’d run out of money playing poker. He’d laughingly offered up Point Position as his call bet. PFC Owens had jumped at the opportunity and took the bet. Mike’s two pair had fallen well short of beating Owens’ straight. It had seemed like all fun and games, until the marker came due. Running point in tunnels filled with insurgents had been among the most terrifying things he’d ever done while in service of his country, and therefore, in his entire life. His rifle-mounted flashlight was bobbing as much from his movement as it was the adrenaline and fear coursing through his body. If an armed person came out and began firing or tossed a grenade or shot a rocket, there was nowhere to go, nowhere to duck and cover. He was exposed then as much as in those dreams he’d had where he’d shown up to class without any clothes on, although instead of the red on his face from blushing, it would be blood.

      “I’m not here…there. There. I’m not there.” He wanted out of his flashback as quickly as possible before what came next happened to him again.

      “Mike?” BT asked.

      Most times he could manage his PTSD, a beer, some calming breaths, a touch from his wife, however, there were other times he found himself so deeply immersed he was unsure of his reality. It was now that he had the unfortunate misfortune of experiencing that break with reality. Stress could trigger an event, but as of yet, thankfully, it had never happened in a situation where being unaware of his present surroundings could get him or others killed. Mike turned quickly; movement to his left caught his attention. A boy a few years younger than him was poking his head out from around what he thought was an indentation in the wall.

      Mike placed his hand up, palm forward. “What are you doing here?” he asked. The muzzle of the AK-47 the boy was holding began to show as he was bringing it up and around. If he began to shoot, parts of Mike would be scattered all over the far wall. “Stop!” he shouted even as he brought his own rifle up. He stepped closer, making the angle more difficult for the boy. Mike shot first, but only by the beat of a hummingbird’s heart. He knew, even if he had the longevity of a vampire, he would never forget the damage that bullet did. It had struck the kid in the cheekbone, collapsing with prejudice the entire left side of the kid’s face, distorting him to the point the image looked like something created in a horror-themed fun house. The boy’s shot had struck the wall behind Mike, ricocheted off to another wall, then into the thigh of PFC Owens, who ended up going home due to the wound. He’d doubled his pot from that one hand of poker.

      The boy Mike shot had not immediately died. He had tried to beg for help, but could make nothing but a gurgling, choking sob. Mike couldn’t do much except stare down at the destruction he had caused to another human, and a young one at that. If the kid had been a half a beat quicker or Mike a tick slower, he would have been the one laying on the ground, and at that point in time, he wasn’t so sure how bad that would have been. It would have all been over. He had already been adding to his resume of despair and didn’t know if living longer was worth having to add a second page. Mike’s sergeant yanked him back as the kid’s backup lit up the cavern.

      “Put your head down!” Sergeant Collins shouted as he tossed a hand grenade around the corner. The explosion choked the area with smoke, dust, and rock debris. And also had the added effect of knocking Mike back into the present.

      “Mike!” BT had pulled his friend back inches from an enormous stone that had been hurled inside. “Are you all right?”

      “The kid, the kid—did he make it?” Mike asked, a vacant expression on his features.

      BT lifted Mike over the body of the yeti. He couldn’t move it any closer to the opening, as the creatures below had once again started their carpet bombing.

      “What kid?” BT asked once they were out of range.

      “You already know the answer,” Trip told Mike.

      Mike let out an involuntary sob.

      “What’s going on?” BT looked back and forth between the two men.

      Trip moved in, wrapped his arms around Mike’s shoulders, and pulled the man closer. Mike laid his head against Trip’s chest as he silently wept, his body moving in great heaving wracks. BT had an idea what was going on, and wrapped his massive arms around both men and pulled them tight, letting his lips rest on the top of Mike’s head where he then repeated the phrase: “It’s going to be all right. We’ve got you.”

      No one said anything when they broke apart ten minutes later. BT moved a few feet down the cavern, resuming his guard duty. He felt extremely guilty and ashamed for falling asleep.

      “You’re okay, Ponch,” Trip said.

      “I feel like I’m losing my mind,” Mike told him.

      “Meh, it’s not that bad.”

      “Trip, I was literally thousands of miles and years away, in an active battle.”

      “Oooh, yeah that does sound pretty bad. Meat stick?”

      “What?”

      “I have meat sticks.”

      “Did you get those out of my pack? And yes.”
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      “Bud, get some sleep.” Mike tapped his friend on the shoulder.

      “We good?”

      “We’re good,” he gestured back and forth between them, “but I’m going to need some work, though.”

      BT snorted. “Tell me something we don’t both know. I love you, Mike.”

      “I love you, too.”

      BT stood and hugged his friend, clutching him tight.

      “Any longer, brother, and this is going to be a Brokeback thing,” Mike said.

      “God, you’re such an asshole.” BT squeezed a little harder as Mike oomphed, he then let go and headed to the back of the cavern. Mike was jump startled by every rock that crashed into the opening, ripples of goosed flesh ran up his arms with each hit. He thought at some point he would become immune to it, desensitized. That never happened. As the sun came up the rock tossing stopped. He wondered if the yeti had some vampire in them. When he was confident it wasn’t a ploy to make another go at an egress, he cautiously moved closer to the mouth of the cavern to look. He had to move slowly due to all the loose rocks now strewn on the floor, as he didn’t want to do anything to make his angry feet begin barking anew. The yeti they’d killed below now lay beneath a cairn.

      “They’re gone!” Trip said from up above.

      “What the hell?” Mike asked turning to look. “There’s no way you passed by me. Right? I didn’t fall asleep, did I?”

      “I went out the back door.”

      “We have a back door?”

      “I don’t recommend it. Tight fit, no accommodations. I gave it two stars on Yelp.”

      “Trip, what the hell are you talking about? There’s no back door.”

      “Au contraire. That’s French for I’m right, and you’re wrong.”

      “Is Trip out there?” BT asked as he moved the rocks away and grabbed the yeti by the ankle using both hands.

      “Yeah, something about a back door.”

      “Can you clear some of these rocks out of my path?” BT was dragging the carcass.

      “Umm, why? Aren’t we going to leave?”

      “Yeah, that makes more sense.” BT let the leg drop to the ground.

      “Does one of you have explosive diarrhea?” Trip called down as Mike and BT stood in the entryway. A prevailing wind caught Mike in the face.

      “Trip, come back in!” Mike told him.

      “Not if one of you is doing that in your pants!”

      “You fool, it’s the yetis! They’re back!” BT yelled.

      Trip scurried down the face of the cliff. BT pulled the man in when he was close enough.

      “Did you see anything?” he asked once he set Trip down.

      “I did not,” Mike told him.

      “All right, keep an eye out. Trip and I are going to get this dead one out of here.”

      “We are?” Trip asked. “Want me to toss some of these rocks out too?”

      “I don’t think giving the enemy more ammunition would be a good idea,” Mike said, although, as he looked at the debris field down below, he could see they had plenty of things to throw.

      “Goddamn, this thing stinks,” BT said as Mike moved out of the way. Mike did what he could to help move the thing out; finally they pushed it over the side and it rolled down to the bottom. A mournful wailing came from a nearby stand of woods.

      “Safe to say they’re watching.” Mike had his rifle up and was scanning for a target.

      “Anything?”

      “I see one of them twerking, but he seems to be having so much fun I think it would be a douchey move on my part to shoot him.”

      “Couldn’t just say ‘no?’”

      “What fun would that be?”

      “Glad to have you back.” He moved to clap Mike’s shoulder, then gently tapped it instead.

      “Glad to be back. Have you had a look at Trip’s back door?”

      “Hey, hey! No one except Stephanie is looking at my back door! Or my proctologist, I suppose. I don’t know if you know this about me, but I supposedly have the cleanest colon he’s ever seen in all of his years. He said it was so clean you could eat off of it.”

      “Goddamn it, Trip, no one wants to hear that shit,” BT said.

      “No, seriously, there was no shit! It sparkled like in those Spic and Span steel wool commercials where the little bursts of light ping off the gleaming pans.”

      “Trip, you might want to look into getting another doctor. That’s not a normal conversation, and not one I’d want to have with a camera up there. And just to be clear, we were talking about the rear exit to this place.”

      “Oh, why didn’t you say so?” he asked.

      “I seriously didn’t think it would be confused with your rear exit,” BT sighed.

      “I don’t know what people are into, boss. I don’t kink-shame.”

      “Kink-shame?” BT asked.

      “Don’t, man, don’t go down that path,” Mike begged. “Go see if you can fit through. He exited, maybe we can sneak away, make some distance while they keep assaulting this place. We can’t stay here indefinitely, I’m not much into being starved out. Plus, you know I have some issues with claustrophobia.”

      “You? You have issues?”

      “Fuck off.” Mike sat, his legs dangling over the edge. He was enjoying the sun on his face as he scoped for one of the bastards to show themselves well enough to eat a bullet.

      “You have a minute?” Trip asked.

      “Of course, man,” Mike told him.

      “I have a cache nearby.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve got large sections of PVC buried all over the place! Got gold, MREs, clean water tablets, all that kind of stuff. I have enough sage to chase every poltergeist out for miles, and I also have a bucket of hemp salve.”

      “You have gold buried all over the place?”

      “You’re losing focus.”

      “But, gold,” Mike told him.

      “Right now, that salve is more important. Stuff’ll take days off the healing of your feet.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You’ve been off your feet for a what? Ten hours? I bet they feel halfway decent.”

      Mike nodded.

      “If we leave now, it won’t be an hour later you’ll be shuffling along again in agony.”

      “I mean, maybe, probably, but I don’t know what choice I have.”

      “Give me a day, let me retrieve the cache.”

      BT was standing in the far back, his head hidden as he stared up at the exit. “No fucking way, Trip. I can’t even see how your skinny ass made it out of here! I bet your sparkly colon is bigger than this!” His words were muffled. “Mike, come take a look at this.”

      “Go ahead, I’ll keep watch.”

      Mike eyed the man suspiciously.

      “I’m mostly straight right now. I’ll be okay for at least two minutes.”

      Mike still didn’t leave. “You’re holding a joint, Trip. Could you maybe wait until I get back?”

      “I could.”

      “But you’re not going to,” Mike sighed as Trip lit it and took a puff.

      “Probably not,” he exhaled.

      “Just watch the trees. I’ll be right back.”

      “Why, are they going somewhere? To a moot? Are they related to Ents?”

      Trip was referring to the mythical beings that were guardians of the forests of Middle Earth, tree-like but sentient and capable of locomotion. Mike only shook his head and headed to the back of the cave.

      “Check this out.” BT had ducked down and out.

      Mike replaced the man but had to take a deep breath first in an effort to calm himself. The hole he was standing in wasn’t much bigger than his head. He peered up. Maybe it widened a bit further up, but nothing that wasn’t going to compress his chest. BT was an impossibility. Mike didn’t look any longer than it took to realize the hopelessness of that exit.

      “Nope,” he said simply.

      “We have a little bit of food and water; we can hold out here for three or four days before it gets a bit dicey. Maybe we see if they move on, or we’ll have to fight our way out.”

      “As much as I don’t want to stay in our little chateau here, I could use the downtime. A day, maybe two, could mean the difference between me holding you back and us running across the tundra. I wouldn’t want to go any longer than that, or we could start to break down in other ways. Not staying properly hydrated is my biggest concern.”

      “Fight today, tomorrow, or the day after, makes no difference to me. Chandler in accounting is going to be pissed I didn’t get him the WENUS report in time, but I’ll deal with that later. We’ve got a better chance if you’re closer to a hundred percent.”

      “Did you tell him?” Trip called back.

      “Tell me what?” BT asked.

      “He says he has a hidden stash out there. He wants to go get some food, water, and stuff for my feet.”

      “Alone?”

      Mike nodded.

      Quieter, BT spoke, “Mike, I wouldn’t trust him to go the bathroom in his own house alone.”

      “The acoustics in here are fantastic. And I’ll have you note, I’ve only got lost inside my house thirty-two times.”

      “We’re all sticking together, Trip. If the yetis come I want to be able to toss you in front of them so I can get away.”

      All three headed to the mouth of the cave, just able to fit on the lip and look out.

      “I can feel them watching,” BT said, his head thrown back and his eyes closed, his arms behind him, bracing as he soaked in the sun.

      “Giant furry bodies, you’d think they’d be easy enough to spot.” Periodically Mike would lift his rifle and peer through the scope. “But, yeah, I can feel it too. Somehow spooky, and greasy at the same time.”

      “I’m going to get some sleep,” Trip announced before he retired to the back. “Will one of you wake me in a couple of hours?”

      “No problem,” Mike told him. “I hope you get some sleep.”

      “Beautiful day,” BT said after a few moments of silence.

      “I always found it strange.”

      “What’s strange?” BT asked when Mike didn’t continue.

      “Just gathering my thoughts together. When I was overseas, I always took note of how little the world itself seemed to give a shit about the plight of people. No matter how much death and destruction we were causing or suffering, the sun still shone, the rain still fell. Birds tweeted, insects flitted about. Just seemed strange that it wasn’t bearing witness to our ruination. No real point to it, other than we’re enjoying this beautiful day, yet there’s an enemy right over there that wants to tear us to shreds, but that’s not stopping that eagle over there from soaring around. Know what I mean? I don’t feel like I’m accurately describing the dichotomy I’m feeling.”

      “No, I get it. I’ve been out in this environment enough to know. First thing you need to remember, is that humans are programed to assume we’re the center of the universe, the smartest, worthiest creatures, hands down favorite child of an all -powerful god. And like all children, all we take note of is our own problems. What you’re not taking into account, is that all life is about struggle, every living thing is at odds. The plants, the trees, they’re doing their best to choke out the competition, so they can thrive in the sunlight. That eagle up there is desperately hunting small creatures, outside their burrows scavenging scraps for their kids, to keep the gnawing hunger at bay. The reason nothing, including others of our own kind, gives a shit about our plight is because they’re locked in the middle of their own.”

      “Well, shit if that doesn’t just make me look selfish.”

      “Nah. Just human. King of our own small domain.”

      “There’s that,” Mike replied.

      “Do you want to get some rest before we start our watch again?”

      “Might as well. If I do get to sleep, wake me when you’re ready to switch out. Preferably before you fall asleep.”

      “Fuck you, Mike.”

      “Love you too, buddy.” Mike stood and slowly picked his way back. “BT, Trip is gone!”

      “What? What do you mean he’s gone?”

      “I don’t want to sound like a dick, but it means he’s not here.”

      “And yet you sound like a dick. Look harder!”

      “I mean sure, it’s at least twelve feet across back here, he could be hiding anywhere.”

      “Still sounding like a dick.”

      A voice drifted down the opening, “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Trip! Don’t, man!” Mike yelled up the opening.

      “Get that fool back in here!”

      “I’m not sure what you think I can do. Fuck.” Mike debated the climb, but with an injured shoulder he wasn’t sure he would have the strength to pull himself up, and even if he did, the pain to compress his body might be unbearable. “Trip, come back, man!”

      “Can’t heeeear you,” he replied, his response clear as the day. “Don’t worry, Ponch, pretty sure I don’t die today in this reality.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Mike asked. There was no response except for the dwindling sound of departing footsteps. “He’s gone.”

      “Idiot.”

      “So much for sleep.” Mike went back to the mouth to sit with his friend.
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      “Who am I again?” Trip asked as he headed out. He stayed low, not entirely sure why, but thought it prudent until the ground sloped, farther down. “Feel like I should be safe now, even if I don’t know why I’m worried about it.”

      He knew he was supposed to be looking for something as he ran, but the “what” of it eluded him. His first clue came when he was fishing in his pockets for a red or blue pill and pulled out a bundle of twenties he didn’t remember placing in there. His eyebrows furrowed. “Cash!” he said triumphantly. “I’m the smartest tripping billionaire I know.”

      Whether by design or sheer luck, he realized he was within spitting distance of what he’d gone looking for. He saw the hollowed-out tree that hid the short-handled shovel. Without thinking, he took four-point-two paces then dug. Eight inches later he was staring at the bone white of a PVC pipe some eighteen inches in diameter. He dug out the five-foot-long section, unscrewed one of the end caps, and with some effort stood the pipe up so the contents would spill out. There were weapons, ammunition, water, MREs, a brick of hash, fireworks, and a couple of backpacks. He packed quickly, knowing that if he didn’t, he would sit there and work through that delicious Turkish product. As it was, he was having a difficult time keeping his eyes from it, so he closed his eyes, reached around and shoved the brick back into the pipe, sealed it off and buried it before he could change his mind.

      The pack weighed over a hundred pounds. Trip grunted as he hefted it onto his shoulders and secured the waist strap. He began to jog. He knew he had to hurry, he just wished he knew why.
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      “Mike, we’ve been sitting here for an hour. Safe to say he’s not coming back any time soon, or at all. Better than average odds he’s forgotten we’re here.”

      “You don’t think that, and neither do I. The guy may be way out in left field, even touching the fence, but he’s still in the game, playing as hard as the rest of us.”

      “You believe that?”

      “Okay, maybe he’s in the stands eating a hot dog and drinking a beer, but he’s a very vocal supporter of his team. It might not seem so right now, but there’s a couple of good things from him leaving.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “First off, he has a better chance of surviving.”

      “That doesn’t do a bunch for us,” BT said sourly.

      “There’s more food and water for us, might give us an extra day or two to hold out, formulate a plan, or at the minimum give me a chance to not be the shuffling wounded.”

      BT grunted. Partially in acknowledgment, still in disgust at Trip’s departure.

      “Doesn’t seem like the yetis know he took off.”

      “You’re assuming they’re all down there. For all we know they have a ring around us.”

      “Didn’t think of that.”

      “Fool could already be dead.”

      “I hope you’re wrong.”

      “Me too,” BT replied. “You should get some sleep. Neither of us might have trusted Trip to do a rotation, but he saved our ass.”

      “What do you think about trying to seal off this cave? Partially, I mean. We have enough rocks inside here we could build a decent wall.”

      BT turned assessing the materials. “I’m trying to think of a good reason not to.” He shrugged. “Can’t come up with one,” he said as he stood. “Except that I hate menial labor.”

      An hour later they had used up the majority of the stones and had a fairly solid three-and-a-half-foot tall wall.

      “I think this will hold.” Mike smacked the top. “Now that I’m all sweaty and my shoulder aches, I’m going to lay down.”

      “How bad?”

      “Not bad enough I want another shot.”

      “Liar.”

      “Now’s not the time to waste the good stuff. I don’t want to be groggy for what is sure to be a fun-filled evening.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it.”
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      “Hey, brother, I’m tapping out,” BT said as he touched Mike’s side.

      “Wow, it’s dark. How long did I sleep?”

      “Solid eight hours.”

      “Thanks, man.” Mike moved past and headed to the front. The sky was partly cloudy, and the moon was close to three-quarters full. There was plenty of ambient light. With the half wall, he might be able to stand his ground for a while. He could only hope BT got some sleep before the fireworks began.

      Mike absolutely hated the quiet times in his life, avoided them at all costs lest the many demons that followed him around had the chance to take center stage. He’d always been better at battling that which threatened him physically, than mentally. It was with this mindset that he smiled slightly when an hour had passed, and he saw shadows moving in the woods. They were coming, and as much as the thought frightened him, it was still worlds better than sitting there alone, delving into all the wrongs he felt he’d committed throughout his life.

      “Eleven,” he said as he counted the emerging figures. He was going to let them get as close as possible before he opened fire. The yetis, either sensing something or employing strategy, kept eight back and sent three to do the rock chucking. As Mike thought about it, it made sense, they could rotate out after a while. It had been highly unlikely he was ever going to be able to kill all eleven anyway, but it pissed him off to no end that he couldn’t at least try. He made an executive decision and ran to the back of the cave.

      “Payback time,” Mike told BT as he shook him awake.

      “’Bout fucking time.” He sat up quickly and grabbed his rifle, following Mike back to the front.

      “What’s up with the eight in the back?”

      “Reserves,” Mike told him. “I think we should target them first. They won’t be expecting it, and once they wise up and fall back, we can turn our attention to the front three.”

      “Good call. I’ll take the right, you can have the left.”

      Mike gave BT a small fist bump. “You ready, brother?”

      “You have no idea,” he said a moment before he fired.

      Two of the yetis fell before they knew what had hit them. The six remaining closest to the tree line darted back behind the thick trunks before they could get shot. Mike was shocked when the three closest didn’t turn and flee, but rather cried out and charged forward like they’d been spurred.

      “Duck!” Mike jabbed the side of the other man’s head, but he complied. Rocks sailed over the rock wall at head-height.

      “Are you kidding me? How can their aim be so good?”

      Both men had yet to rise as rock after rock assailed their location. Most hit the wall, but at a fairly steady rate. More than a few would thread the needle and make their way inside.

      “They’ve got about five minutes until we are forced to retaliate,” Mike said.

      “If they’re all climbing, they can’t throw rocks.”

      “What are the odds of that?” Mike asked.

      “I’ll let you know in four minutes forty-five seconds.”

      “No way man, the betting window closes in a minute.”

      “I can hear one of them coming,” BT was threatening to peek over.

      “Don’t, man, they’re somehow picked up the rock throwing pace.”

      “Some of them must have come out of the woods,” BT said.

      “Sneaky bastards. Shit, shit, shit,” Mike said as he rose enough to stick his rifle over the barrier. He hoped it was pointing down as he pulled the trigger twice. He yanked his arm back when a rock caught the side of his hand, scraping through the skin just above his pinkie. “Ouch! That could have been bad.”

      “Did you hit it?”

      “Maybe you should look.”

      BT flipped him off.

      The pace of the assault again and incredulously picked up.

      “Still coming! They’re trying to cover his approach!” Mike had to yell over the crashing of rocks.

      “Back, we need to go back!” BT didn’t wait for Mike to get his feet under him before he dragged him away. They weren’t halfway when a boulder in excess of four hundred pounds slammed into the ground right where they’d been, taking with it most of their wall.

      “What the actual fuck?” Mike didn’t know if the thing had been launched up, or the yeti had climbed with it, both scenarios seemed unbelievable.

      BT let go of Mike, discarding him like an empty ice cream cone. He fell awkwardly to the ground. He was about to berate his friend for dumping him, right up until BT began firing at the beast filling in most of the opening. The climber was holding a boulder equal in size to the one that it had thrown in to crush them.

      “Jesus,” Mike said, trying to get ahold of his weapon. If the yeti tossed that rock, he and BT would go down like bowling pins rolled by a PBA champ on a lane with the kiddie bumpers up—the rock would have nowhere to go but right through them.

      BT put what remained of his magazine into the monster. It collapsed, and the boulder it had been holding over its head crashed down. The result was like a watermelon dropped from ten stories high. The rock rolled off onto its chest.

      “Goddamn that’s gross,” BT hissed.

      Mike began to laugh at the absurdity.

      “Not sure if this is the right time,” BT told the man.

      The left hand of the yeti reached out; his pointy, thick, yellow, dirt-encrusted nails scratched at the air.

      “That thing isn’t still alive...is it?” BT asked trying to peer through the stirred-up dust.

      Mike sobered quickly enough as he watched the hand jerkily move to the rock. It pressed against it, but like a baby still learning fine motor skills, the yeti could only strike harmlessly against the stone with gnarled fingers.

      “I’m going to put it out of its misery.”

      Mike stayed BT. “Save the bullet. It’s not going anywhere.”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “It’s not that I want that thing to needlessly suffer, but you need to take stock of your ammo. That one bullet could be the difference between us staying alive or not.”

      “One bullet? You think one bullet is going to turn the tide?” BT said as they watched the Yeti slap uselessly against the boulder.

      “It could, yes. I can give you a real-world example if that helps.”

      “I can’t take this.”

      “I’ve got it,” Mike said pulling his knife free. He walked to the far side of the active arm, the other arm was pinned underneath the yeti. “Us or them. Us or them.” Mike licked his lips, staring into the bugged out eyes and destroyed face of the yeti; it was indeed alive, somehow. Rage had narrowed its eyes, its broad nose was flared. Heavy breaths, along with blood, pumped through its nostrils. Its mouth appeared to be locked open, and its wicked-looking splintered canines were on display. The scene lost some of its ferocity when its tongue lolled out. The beast wasn’t long for the world, anger had kept it alive but that was not going to be enough to sustain it. Mike could have just waited it out, but he could feel BT’s impatience and anger rising. He’d chosen this course of action, and no matter how distasteful, he was going to see it through to completion. He gritted his teeth and lunged, driving the blade through the yeti’s eye. The creature went rigid and stilled, its good eye clouded over and closed. Mike pulled the knife free, and a sickening squelching noise echoed throughout the cavern. He wiped the blade clean on the animal’s fur. “Happy now?” He hadn’t meant to sound so sour.

      “Thrilled,” BT said, matching the other’s tone.

      Mike had stood and was staring over the wall. “They're gone.”

      “Help me move this thing.” BT was pushing against the boulder. It was a tight fit, but Mike got beside him and lent what assistance he could. He turned away when the rock rolled and he was staring at a chunk of brain that had sluiced out from the yeti’s destroyed skull. He couldn’t help but think it looked like a thick pink ribbon of toothpaste squeezed out of a tube onto the floor. He stood, turned, and walked a few paces away, a fist pressed to his mouth.

      “You okay?” BT asked.

      Mike could only shake his head, afraid to open his mouth. He could hear BT grunting, and when he heard the thudding of a heavy body rolling down a cliff, he was finally able to look.

      “Don’t worry, I got it.”

      Mike gave him a thumbs up.

      BT used a different finger. “Where do you think they went?” He was staring out.

      “Can’t say.”

      “Do you think this one sacrificed itself so the others could get away?”

      “Possible, not sure how much altruism is out there among the massive killer ape community, though. Could have been a diversion, they climb up and around and drop down onto this ledge.” Both men backed up a step.

      “Thanks for that,” BT told him.

      “It’s what I do. Shit, man, I can’t walk into a store without checking for where the exits are. Every aisle I assess what I could use as an impromptu weapon.”

      “Sounds tiring to see so much evil in the world that you’re constantly preparing to thwart it. I do the same thing.”

      “Of course you do, you were a cop. If anyone has seen the seedy underbelly of society, it’s you. I don’t know how this is going to sound.”

      “I bet worse than intended,” BT said.

      “Okay, so, I’m not looking forward to an apocalypse. I wasn’t secretly harboring the desire for zombies or an alien invasion, and definitely not land-shifting worldwide earthquakes and the emergence of a threat no one knew existed, but humanity sucks balls. Individuals can be among the most caring, artistic, tender souls, but as a group who generally only gives two shits about themselves, I’m pretty sure the world would be better off without us. I know for a fact Bengal tigers have never dumped metric tons of radioactive plastics into the oceans. Wolves never bought and sold slaves, orangutans never—”

      “I get it, Mike.”

      “I was just warming up.”

      “That’s why I stopped you. Tell me about the single bullet.”

      “I made it up.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Don’t want to tell me?”

      Mike sighed. Wouldn’t stop the nightmares to not talk about it. “We were on a patrol, Afghanistan, the mountains (because the whole country is one giant fucking mountain). We always had to carry so much gear and water because the days could be hot enough your balls would melt, sack could be hanging down by your knees. I used to have to strap mine to my leg so it wouldn’t slap around when I walked.”

      “You’re off the path.”

      “Right. So, the days were magma-like, and the night could be cold enough to snow. It was such a brutal climate, impossible to adjust to. We were on a search and rescue mission. A flyboy had been shot down, and intel had reason to believe the pilot was being held captive somewhere up there. We all knew if the man wasn’t dead yet, he would be wishing he was. The insurgents hated all of us, but pilots had a special place in their pitiless hearts. They considered those men less than human; raining death from above was not honorable. To kill an enemy you could not see was considered cowardly. Even if we got the man back, he would never be the same. Torture was immediate, and it usually started with genital mutilation.”

      “Jesus wept.” BT couldn’t help himself.

      “I’m sure he did. We rescued a pilot once after having been captive for nearly a week. He begged us to kill him. He was lying in a pile of his own filth, blood, and excrement. They had pulled out all of his fingernails, cut off all of his toes, and cauterized the wounds to make sure he didn’t bleed out. And I found this out later, but they had smashed his…um stuff with a rock to the point that what was left had to be surgically removed. I’m not sure how you come back from that. I wasn’t looking forward to coming across another scene even remotely similar to that one again. Humans, BT, how can people do that to others? I can’t even fathom that level of fanatical rage. War, as much as I can’t stand it, that’s one thing, each side fighting for something they believe in. But to maim and torture a defenseless person, that’s a whole other level.”

      “I don’t need the story.”

      “Doesn’t matter now, it’s already all playing out.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be, it’d be this one or a hundred others. You want me to continue?”

      “Up to you.”

      “So, the problem with being out on an extended mission in a bipolar climate was the amount of shit you needed to take with you. Our packs were just north of a hundred pounds. We were hiking around in the mountains, chasing a very shrewd and nimble enemy, and we were burdened down like pack animals. It was fucking insane. More than once I’d voiced my opinion, even personally tried to go out on the missions with the barest minimum of gear. But the Marines being the Marines, they wanted to make sure we died surrounded by as much comfort as possible. We carried more calories for those three days than most of the local population ate in a month. We had gallons of water, pup tents, bed rolls, changes of clothes, flashlights, knives, ammunition, and magazines. Even had a flak jacket, which was about as uncomfortable and useless a piece of clothing as I’d ever encountered, right up there with a tie. If I’d had my way, I would have only carried the minimum amount of water and a jacket, and the rest would have been ammunition. It was highly unlikely I was going to starve to death. I’d be hungry and maybe chilly, but neither was going to become a life-threatening issue. Running out of ammunition, yeah, that’s problematic.

      “We were supposed to carry six full magazines with us, a hundred eighty rounds. In an intense firefight, that wouldn’t last you much more than ten or twenty minutes—if you were lucky. Maybe you could hold out long enough for some air support, maybe not; the mountains usually had poor conditions for flight. My thoughts were I’d rather be somewhat cold and a little hungry than watch my bolt freeze open. Why the higher-ups couldn’t see that just amazed and dismayed me.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Well, after complaining so much, my sergeant would personally watch me pack out. I couldn’t so much as leave a sock behind. He wouldn’t let me pack light, but he didn’t say shit when I packed heavy. The sadistic bastard usually just smiled and told me I’d better keep up. The rest of the squad used to give me some shit about my pack, said my pants looked like a chipmunk’s cheeks stuffed with acorns. Then one day my extra mags saved us. After that, even Sergeant Collins began carrying extra and stopped checking my pack.”

      “Is this the last bullet story?”

      Mike nodded and was about to tell him the rest when they heard the approach of an engine.

      “I’m not imagining that, right?” Mike asked as they craned their necks trying to see what was coming.”

      “Not unless it’s a group thing. I think they’re four-wheelers.”

      Mike was peering through his scope. “Yeah, three of them.”

      “Should we warn them off?” BT asked.

      “Fuck me, one of them is almost as big as you. I wonder if you’re related.”

      BT was waving his arms, but none of the three were looking his way, but rather toward the woods.

      “If they go into those woods they’re screwed.” Mike was going to cover them as well as he could, but if they did enter, he was fairly certain they would never escape.

      “What the fuck are they doing?” BT asked as the lead four-wheeler stopped roughly midway between the woods and the cliffs. A man stepped off the vehicle; he had on a knee-length white jacket that looked more like a lab coat than anything meant to stave off the weather. He was wearing wire-rimmed goggles, which he took off to reveal wire-rimmed glasses. He pulled a black hat from an oversized pocket, pushed out the top, and placed it on his head.

      “Who the fuck is this guy? He’s wearing a Deadman top hat, looks like he just stepped out of a Steam Punk comic. Don’t look at me like that. Travis used to get this comic book, I would read it in the morning with my cereal. Decent plots, great art. But every character that looked like that guy,” Mike pointed, “was a bad guy.”

      “Of course he is. Look at his henchman.”

      Mike was so fixated on the person who had stepped from the pages of a graphic novel, he’d not been looking at the others. One he’d previously determined was nearly equal in size to BT, his arms glistened golden and his long blonde hair was bound up in a bun.

      “Please tell me he hasn’t oiled himself up,” Mike said. “Maybe we’re in the cheap seats for a Mister Universe competition. Is he bigger than you?”

      “No one’s bigger than me,” BT grumbled.

      “No one’s bigger than your ego, that’s for sure.”

      BT continued to wave. “Go back!” he shouted.

      “Are you afraid if they get closer you’ll find out his pecs are meatier than yours?”

      “I’m trying to make them stay on their machines so they’ll come over here and we can ride out of this shit hole.”

      “Likely story. But great cover.”

      “Durgan, come here! Look at this specimen!” the man with the top hat shouted as he moved toward the rock wall.

      “Mr. Pender, I must insist you come back to your quad!” Durgan shouted. The large man had looked up to the mouth of the cavern and noticed the two, armed men and the dead yeti. Didn’t take him long to figure out what had happened. “Put your weapons down!” He pointed what looked like a hand cannon at Mike and BT.

      “That’s a tough shot!” Mike shouted, not raising his rifle, although BT did.

      “One I’m more than qualified to make,” Durgan responded.

      “You’re pointing your gun in the wrong direction! There’s close to a dozen yeti in those woods behind you!”

      “Nice try, pecker!”

      “It’s you, I’m convinced it’s you.” BT looked at Mike. “Alaska is over six hundred thousand square miles, yet you somehow attract every asshole known to man.”

      “He’s my fault?” Mike asked.

      “Without a fucking doubt.”

      “Halloo!” Mr. Pender shouted up in a rough approximation of a Cockney accent. He was standing over the downed yeti and smiling as if this were the most normal encounter ever.

      “Mr. Pender,” BT started, never taking his sights off Durgan.

      “Peter…actually...but since it’s close to the end of the world, I’m moving on to my alternate ego.”

      “Fuck me,” BT hissed. “Mike, you’re a damn freak magnet.”

      “We’re friends, so maybe there’s some truth to that.”

      “You can call me Mad Jack!” the man called up.

      “Seriously?” Mike asked. “Like Mad Max’s brother, kind of thing?”

      “Who’s Mad Max?” Mad Jack asked.

      “Listen, Peter, Mr. Pender, Mad Jack, Lily Stone, or Pikachoo-choo, whatever you want to call yourself, we’re all in danger here. Get back on your four-wheeler, and if you wouldn’t mind, could you drive us out of here?”

      “What about Trip?” BT asked.

      “We don’t know where he is, and we sure can’t help him if we’re dead.”

      “Justification?”

      “It could sound like it, but what if he’s in trouble and we’re penned up? Can’t do anything from here.”

      “Duck!” BT shouted.

      Mike turned to see what BT was looking at. A rock the size of a compact foreign car’s engine was arcing down from its high point. The helmeted third rider turned and looked up, by then it was far too late. Mike knew it was because his brain was in overdrive that he was watching the event unfold in 4k, super slow motion. The man’s helmet absorbed a fair amount of the energy from the rock, concaving in, but not shattering. The weak point ended up being the man’s neck as his head was violently forced to the side, snapping the delicate bones as the back of his head was driven into his shoulder blades. The spine held out as long as it could before it too was compressed to the point that it sent bone shards exploding through his sides. The man was completely folded over backward, his helmeted head driven into the soft tundra, his legs still straddled the machine.

      “What the—” Durgan gunned his engine. He was heading toward Mad Jack, wildly firing his pistol behind him.

      Mike wanted to shout out a warning, but even if the words could have been heard over all the noise happening below, it would have been too late. The front wheel of Durgan’s ATV caught a rock, forcing the rear end of the machine into the air and launching Durgan like he’d been shot from a clown cannon. He landed hard but was up and running in under three seconds. Rocks were still being hurled, but they were falling short of their target. When Durgan got to Mad Jack, he spent a moment to look for pursuit.

      He checked himself for injuries before looking up. “You fuckers could have warned us!”

      “Should I shoot him?” BT asked.

      “It’s that or they’re going to be up here in our hovel with us.”

      “Are you all right, Mr. Pender?”

      “I’m going to have to insist that you call me Mad Jack, Durgan.”

      “Mad Jack,” Durgan said begrudgingly.

      “I feel like this is going to fall on steroid-fueled rage ears, but Mad Jack is looking at a dead yeti, and we told you that yeti were behind you, not sure what else we could have done.”

      Durgan glared but said nothing.

      “Incredible specimen. Did you try to capture it, or did you just shoot it?” Mad Jack asked.

      “We were actually playing poker with it, fucker had hidden aces in its fur, so of course we had to shoot it for cheating,” Mike said.

      “Shame,” was all the man said.

      “Does he not realize what just happened?” BT asked.

      “I’ve got a feeling that the ‘Mad’ part of his name doesn’t refer to anger.”

      “Ah. Gotcha,” BT said. “So, we’re dealing with an insane person and a douche nozzle. Yeah, typical Talbot horseshit.”

      “How do we get out of here?” Durgan asked.

      Mike pointed at the four-wheelers.

      “What about you two losers?”

      “I love it when people talk down to me, keeps my ego in check, you know?” Mike said. “Otherwise, my head would be so inflated I’d never be able to get it through doorways. We’re trapped, asshat.”

      Durgan sneered. “Yeah, you two seem like the kind that would let stupid wild animals tree you.”

      “I wish my son Justin were here. He’d love this. I hate to state the obvious, but here goes. Um, those same stupid animals treed you as well.”

      “Ha, that’s what you know. We’re not trapped.”

      “Where are you going, and how are you going to get there?” BT asked.

      “Got a question, Mad Jack. Do you have a weapon on you?” Mike asked.

      “Oh, I can assure you, good sir, I have the most incredible weapon known to man.” He pointed at his head. “One sixty-two IQ,” he said proudly.

      Mike shook his head. “And you?” he asked Durgan.

      “Always irritating to talk to people that are as stupid as they look,” Durgan said as he raised his pistol.

      “Do I look stupid?” Mike asked BT, his friend shrugged. “Thanks. Okay, yeah, well aware of the pistol. What do you have for rounds? Near as I could tell you fired off eight shots.”

      “It holds ten!” Durgan said proudly.

      “And I’m the stupid one.”

      “What’s that?” Durgan asked.

      “Besides the two in your handgun, how many more rounds do you have?”

      “Got a box of fifty.”

      “That’s a start. We think there’s about ten of them tough to say. With some good shooting you might be able to fend them off. Maybe. Temporarily.”

      Durgan looked back to the four-wheeler and again said nothing.

      BT began to laugh.

      “What?” Mike asked not knowing what was going on.

      “Shut your fucking mouth!” Durgan shouted.

      “Dipshit left his bullets on the four-wheeler!” BT had to hold his gut. At first, Mike could only grin, and then he fell in line with his friend and began to laugh as well.

      “I’ll fucking kill you two! Shut it!” The man’s face contorted and turned bright red while thick veins protruded from his neck.

      This only added fuel to the fire. BT and Mike both had tears running down their cheeks.

      “Gentlemen, while I can appreciate the banter, we should perhaps consider our next move,” Mad Jack said when there was finally a lull in the laughter and glowering.

      “I kill them, we stay up in the cave until help arrives.”

      “I’ve had enough of that shit,” Mike pointed his rifle down at Durgan. “You have possibly two rounds in that gun, you’re out in the open with zero cover, we have the high ground and I have the drop on you. Tell me again how you’re going to kill us. Seriously, asshole, tell us.”

      “Don’t,” BT said to Durgan. “I can see your muscles tensing from here. My friend here is a pretty good shot.”

      “Pretty good?” Mike murmured.

      “Not the time, Mike. You’re thinking of spinning,” he called down, “believing you can get off a hasty shot and take one of us out. Mike here will have two bullets in you before you can complete your turn. You appear to me to be a bully, a guy who uses his size and demeanor to intimidate the vast majority of people. Gonna tell you right now, Mike here doesn’t get intimidated.”

      “Aw,” Mike issued tenderly.

      “I think it has something to do with his thought process; it’s like he’s too slow to figure out he should be afraid.”

      “That’s not quite as complimentary, but fundamentally more accurate,” Mike deemed.

      “Another thing about bullies, something they don’t take into account. While it is true to say that most people will not resort to violence, and that’s what people like you bank on, Mike and myself, we are not those people. Even if by some strange set of circumstances, you were able to shoot my friend, I would mow you down like a hated weed.”

      “Durgan, give me the gun.” Mad Jack had his hand out.

      “He’s threatening to kill me, and subsequently threatening to kill you. You hired me to guide and protect you out here, and I will not be able to do that without my gun.

      “Point of clarification. We have no desire to harm the Mad Jack fellow, just you.”

      “Fellow?” BT asked.

      “I think it adds to my mystique if I sound more sophisticated sometimes.”

      “Mystique and sophisticated in the same sentence to describe Michael Talbot. Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      “You’re embarrassing me in front of the d-bag,” Mike said. “Hey, d-bag! Just so we’re clear, it’s you threatening the life of your charge. It’s only when the bullets start flying that innocent bystanders are in danger.”

      “Fine.” Durgan slapped the gun hard enough into Mad Jack’s hand the man dropped it.

      “Where are you going?” BT asked Durgan, as the man stomped back toward the four-wheelers.

      “What the fuck, man? You should have let him go.” Mike elbowed his friend.

      “My bad, Didn’t think that one through.”

      Durgan took three more steps, finally letting the scene in front of him break through his haze of anger. “I can make it.”

      “Should we help?” Mike asked.

      “Look at it this way. We could watch him die right now, and that would merely be for our entertainment, or we could sacrifice him at such a time that helps aid in our escape.”

      “Dark,” Mike responded. “Don’t get me wrong, I like it, but wow, that’s dark.”

      “Do you want the honors?” BT asked as they watched Durgan do some stretches, then jump up and down, roll his neck, and shake out his arms and legs in preparation for the upcoming sprint.

      “Yo, dipshit. You can’t make it!” Mike yelled.

      “I’ve got this, I’m super-fast!”

      “Did he just say he was super-fast?” BT asked.

      “Sounded like it.”

      “What is this, kindergarten? Super-fast. What an idiot.”

      Mike held out his fist, BT bumped it.

      “Durgan, read the room. Look at your friend,” Mike said, pointing to the folded-over person.

      “He wasn’t my friend. I’m going to get that four-wheeler, swing back around, grab my client, then give both of you the finger while we drive away.”

      “I mean sure, that’s one outcome. The other is we watch your super-fast self run over there, and if you somehow don’t become mashed potatoes, you bring the four-wheeler back here. I shoot you, and me and my buddy here drive off into the sunset. Maybe we’ll take your client, since he seems like a decent fellow.”

      “Not going to let that fellow thing go are you?” BT asked.

      “Not yet. And just so you know, when we head off, you’ll be riding bitch.”

      “As if.”

      “I could get to the four-wheeler and just take off,” Durgan said.

      “Maybe you should stop telling us your plans. And not for nothing, chief, but I could pop you off your ride for roughly five hundred yards without too much of a problem. I’d most likely wait a bit, until you cleared the tree line so that again, my friend and myself could take your ride and get out of here.”

      “That’s fucked up!” Spittle flew from his mouth as he yelled, “You two are bad people!”

      “Is this a case of the tea kettle calling the pot black?” BT asked.

      “Why do you have to make it a black thing?” Mike asked.

      “Seriously, man?” BT turned to his friend.

      “Just stirring shit.”

      “That, I can understand.”

      “Durgan, there are two vehicles over there. Let’s make a plan that gets us all out of here.”

      “The only shits I give are for Mad Jack and myself, and not in that order. You two are on your own.”

      Mike threw up his good arm. “I tried, man. I’m not going down there to hold him back.”

      “As if you could,” Durgan replied.

      “Want to know what I’m thinking?” BT asked Mike.

      “Indubitably.”

      “Oh come on, those big words coming from your mouth just sound foolish.”

      “Fine. What are you thinking?”

      “I get serious bully vibes from Durgan down there. And the thing about bullies, when push comes to shove they consistently back down.”

      “I’ve never backed down in my life!” Durgan shouted.

      “That only speaks to the level of your victims,” BT said. “Right now, it would appear you’re going through an existential crisis. See, Mike? That’s how you use words with extra syllables.”

      “Blow me.”

      “I’m not having a crisis!”

      “I think you are. Me and this little guy here have put you in your place—”

      “That’s horseshit. He has a rifle and you’re fifteen feet up in the air. It’s not like I can pummel you two from here.”

      “I’ll come down,” Mike said calmly as he stepped forward.

      BT placed a hand against Mike’s chest and smiled when he saw Durgan flinch.

      “I don’t doubt you could put up a good fight, Mike,” BT said for his ears only. “But what happens if he punches you in the shoulder?”

      “Ah, good point.”

      BT brought his attention back to Durgan. “Now, the Yeti are a different story; that’s not a case of bullying because they’ll just murder you. But still, you’re not going to do anything, because above all, a bully is about making him or herself appear tougher than they are, and secondly, preserving their own skin.”

      For five minutes Durgan faced the four-wheelers, constantly shifting, as if he were going to go for it.

      “Let’s say he doesn’t go for it.”

      “He’s not,” BT answered.

      “Okay, then what? We invite roid boy up here? People with pimply backs and tiny dicks are among some of the angriest on the planet. That kind of shit fucks up my Zen.”

      “You two,” Mad Jack was calling up. “Do you have the means to lift this specimen?”

      “Nope,” Mike and BT said simultaneously.

      “Can I call you MJ?” Mike asked. “Mad Jack doesn’t easily roll off the tongue.”

      “No,” Mad Jack said.

      “Fantastic. So, MJ, it was a pain in the ass just shoving that thing out of the cave, we don’t want it back. Plus, it smells a lot like how I imagine your guide does.”

      “I need to study it,” Mad Jack said.

      “Hey! I’m his guide!”

      “Do ‘roids mess with your mental capacity?” Mike asked BT.

      “Only in so much as not the brightest bulbs take them. Funny that you’re not more jacked.”

      “Subtle. That’s a good one.” Mike fist-bumped his friend. “Oh shit, he’s going!” Mike pointed, BT and Mad Jack turned to watch the running man. He had spanned half the distance when the first of the rocks was launched. Durgan had to continually change course, until he was forced to run back toward the cave.

      “They left the four-wheelers alone,” BT said.

      “Bait?” Mike asked.

      “That would be my guess,” BT said.

      “Every time I begin to think they’re mindless brutes they do something like this. Do you think they’re going to destroy them tonight, like they did our snowmobiles at the campground?”

      “Seems to me they could do it now, if they wanted to. A couple of hundred-pound rocks would do the trick.”

      “Not much time before the sun sets. MJ, you’d better climb your ass up here,” Mike said.

      “It’s important that I study this.” Mad Jack opened his jacket to reveal oversized zippered pockets on either side. He pulled out what amounted to a miniature lab, test tubes, a small microscope, tweezers, a scalpel, a myriad of different chemicals, and a battery-powered rotary tool.

      “And learn what?” Mike asked. “We already know it wants to kill us.”

      “Yes, that we do know. What we do not know is whether this creature is of earthly origin. Is there a weakness we can exploit? Perhaps some toxin that could kill it instantly but would be safe for us? Perhaps a virus no more hostile to our system than the common cold, could kill them.”

      BT began to laugh. “Looks like you don’t know Mike all that well. Every time I’ve seen the man sick, you’d think he had Ebola. So much moaning and whimpering.”

      “I don’t whimper.”

      “You’re not disputing the moaning?”

      “I don’t like getting sick.”

      “Did you see that shit?” Durgan bellowed, “They tried to kill me!”

      “Pretty sure we told you that,” Mike said.

      “Why didn’t you shoot at them?” Durgan was angry.

      “I didn’t see anything to shoot at, but if I’m being honest, BT and I had some money on whether you would make it or not, and I didn’t want to sway the outcome.”

      “Speaking of which, you owe me a Benjamin.”

      “You fucker! You bet on me to die?” Durgan shouted at Mike.

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re so pissed about, I’m the one that just lost a hundred bucks!”

      “You bet on me to die! That’s what I’m so pissed about!”

      “Yet, there you are.”

      “When I get up there I’m going to fuck you up!”

      “Who said anything about letting you come up?” BT asked.

      “It’s…it’s getting dark out. We can’t stay out in the open.”

      “We?” Mike asked. “MJ is more than welcome to come up. You’re like a cat that pisses on the rug and leaves that horrible ammonia smell, it’s best that you stay outside. The three things I fear the most all start with the letter C.”

      “This oughta be good. Hit me,” BT said.

      “Clowns.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Cats.”

      “I can see that about you.”

      “Cauliflower.”

      “Come on, man.”

      “Hear me out.”

      “I’m listening, even if I don’t want to.”

      “When I was in Boot Camp, we had to watch a film on venereal diseases, and dude, I mean it was graphic, and not graphic in a good way.”

      “So how does cauliflower fit into this?”

      “They compared the look and texture of most of those diseases to cauliflower. I can’t even look at the stuff without it dredging up the horrible imagery from that movie. Just what I want to think about while I’m having sex, hard, crusty, cauliflower nodules on my junk. Ugh.” Mike danced about shaking his hands, trying to force the image away.

      “You’ve got problems, man. Get help. I’m going to get the rope.”

      Mike watched as Durgan inched closer to Mad Jack.

      “Be careful with that harness,” Mike said as BT tossed the rope down then tied it around a small boulder.

      “No!” Mike shouted as Mad Jack began to fasten the harness around the yeti’s shoulders.

      “He’s consistent, at least.” BT had leaned out to see what the man was doing.

      “Mr. Pender, I’ll go up and see if I can convince them to lift the specimen,” Durgan said as he grabbed the rope and climbed up arm over arm.

      “No,” BT said when Mike pulled his knife and held it against the rope.

      “I want you to remember this moment when he’s up here.”

      BT reached a hand down and helped the man up.

      Mike stepped back. He wasn’t a small man, but right then he felt like an extra in the Lollipop Guild. Durgan sized up both men and chuffed as he looked at BT; for his part, BT did nothing.

      “Undo the harness, Mad Jack. I’ll pull you up.”

      “I’ll pull you up.” Durgan stepped in front of BT.

      BT raised his hands. “All you.”

      “I’m not coming up without the yeti.”

      Mike was watching as a thick layer of clouds began to roll in. As soon as the sun went down, it was going to be a dark night.

      “Mr. Pender, you can’t stay down there.”

      “How long have we been chasing these?” Mad Jack asked.

      “Two months now,” Durgan answered.

      “Two months. We’ve spotted them several times, even have a few pictures. But not once have I had the opportunity to study one up close.”

      “You can study it tomorrow to your heart’s content,” Mike said, knowing that was most likely a lie. The yetis, unlike most people who ate inside a fast-food establishment, cleaned up after themselves. The yeti body would be gone. Mad Jack had gathered some sticks and made a circle out of stones.

      “MJ, what are you doing?” Mike asked.

      “I’m going to stay down here and study.”

      “Get him,” BT said to Durgan.

      “If he wants to stay down there, that’s his call.” Durgan headed to the back of the cavern to look around.

      “He’s your client.”

      “And he’s been nothing but a pain in the ass. I signed on to guide him for a week. I’m ready to go home.”

      “MJ, I’ll start calling you Mad Jack if you come up.”

      “I’m not staying down here in some sort of protest.”

      “You’ve got forty-five minutes. If you don’t come up by then, I’m coming down and forcing you.”

      “Did you know that most people who are drowning drag their potential rescuers down with them? Your coming down would be ill-advised, as it is likely I would do the same to you.”

      “That a threat, MJ? Because here’s something you haven’t thought of with that little scenario. Most water rescuers don’t knock the drowning victim out before they save them.”

      Mad Jack gulped loudly before resuming his work.

      “Stubborn prick,” Mike whispered before sitting down.

      “What is your last name?” Mad Jack asked.

      “Why? Are you planning on putting me on a mailing list?”

      “I don’t believe we are ever going to be on friendly terms, and I’d rather call you by your last name than any of the eight hundred and forty-seven derogatory things I could come up with.”

      “Talbot, my last name is Talbot.”

      Mad Jack stopped what he was doing and looked straight at Mike. It appeared they were seeing each other for the first time. “Do I know you?”

      “Pretty sure I’d remember that name,” Mike said, even as a prickling sensation waved across his mind, lightly touching upon different areas, giving him a sense of déjà vu, though he could not even process what it was that he was supposed to be reliving.

      “Wow. That’s some multiverse interconnections right there.”

      “What did you just say?” Mike asked.

      “I just had an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. The word is of French origin.”

      Mike didn’t feel like Mad Jack was talking down to him but was rather filling in the background before completing the entire picture.

      “It has to do with experiencing the overwhelming feeling that one has lived through the present moment before. It is perceived as an illusion of memory, even though, due to time, place, and context of the perceived previous experience, it is nearly impossible it could have ever happened. But that’s where most people are wrong, Mr. Talbot. The event has happened, and is nearly identical to what is happening at that very moment.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “My IQ, which is a flawed way of measuring intelligence, by the way, is higher than Einstein’s. Most of what I could talk about would be beyond your ability to comprehend.”

      “Got a shitload of friends do ya?” Mike asked.

      “I find I am my own best company. Now back to déjà vu. What you are experiencing when you feel this is a thinning in the walls that separate our universe from the millions, if not billions, of other universes (other planes of existence, if you will) that you inhabit. I can see by your slack-jawed expression you have no idea what I’m talking about. In terms perhaps you can grasp, it is not a memory you are reliving, it is another you, living in another reality, simultaneously experiencing that moment as well.”

      “Fuck me, I thought Durgan was going to be the bully. Okay, good luck down there,” Mike told him as he headed back to where the other two men were. “Holy shit, how have you not strangled him?” he asked of Durgan.

      “He pays well, though even then, some days it’s a constant struggle.”

      “Who was the other rider?” BT asked. “Neither of you two seems overly broken up about his death.”

      “He was just some jackhole Peter hired. Spindler-something or other. As far as Peter goes, I think he has a hard time with empathy. Not much room in that head of his for it.”

      “Yeah, whereas you seem flush with it,” BT said.

      “Like I said, he was a jackhole. Whiny little bitch. The world became a better place when his torch was snuffed.”

      “I’m seriously at a loss as to where I want to be in this cave,” Mike said. He moved back toward the front; whereas he did not wish to continue any dialog with MJ, he also wasn’t going to let him become yeti food. He had a baseless belief that the yeti might gain untold intelligence if they devoured his brain. He thought that maybe that was a zombie thing, but he wasn’t willing to test the theory. As much as he’d wanted a z-poc at one time, that passed instantly the moment he found himself on the precipice of an actual apocalypse, and he didn’t like it at all, not one bit. He’d been staring down at his rifle, thinking about his family and how much he wished he was with them, when he realized he was having a hard time seeing anything. He lurched up. BT and Durgan were sitting, leaning against the walls of the cavern, they may have been asleep. He rushed to the opening. It was rapidly getting dark outside. The tree line was nothing more than a thick black ribbon in the distance. He could feel the multiple eyes upon him as they waited patiently to come out from their cover.

      “MJ, it’s time to come up.”

      “I’m in the middle of something important,” he said as he studied a slide under the microscope.

      “You’re going to be in the middle of a digestive tract soon if you don’t come up now.” Mike caught a familiar whiff of the enemy, and it was somehow a fresher ripeness than the carcass below him. Mad Jack looked up too. Apparently he’d caught the same thing.

      “Yes, perhaps you’re correct. I’m not going to be able to climb.”

      “Undo the rope from the yeti and we’ll pull you up. BT, Durgan, we have a situation in the making!” Mike called out, alarm rising within him. Mad Jack was struggling to undo the rope.

      BT was instantly running toward Mike. Durgan, on the other hand, hadn’t stirred from where he’d been. The best Mike could tell was the man was feigning sleep.

      “What’s going on?” BT’s eyes were wide.

      “They’re coming, man, and Mr. IQ down there can’t figure out how to undo a rope. Fuck I hate giving a shit.” Mike grabbed the rope and slid down before BT could stop him, his feet striking the yeti in the face, snapping the cartilage of its nose, a loud cracking noise ensued. A thrown rock crashed above Mike as he leaned down to cut the rope. Had it connected, his head would have been embedded into the cliff face. BT began to fire his rifle, though he could not see any targets as he sprayed and prayed.

      “Grab the fucking rope!” Mike urged, “They’ll pull you up.”

      “I don’t have the upper body strength to hold on.” Mad Jack was beginning to sense how much danger he was in. His eyes grew wide, showing mostly white.

      Mike’s heart lurched as he looked at the now useless harness. Another rock was hurled, and Mad Jack cried out as this one skidded off the side of his shoulder, sending him spinning to the ground. A barrage of rocks was incoming. It was all Mike could do to avoid having his bones broken or worse. He grabbed the scientist and pulled him closer to the cliff then got on the ground with him and used his legs to lever the yeti up, using its body as a shield. He was constantly shaken as more and more rocks struck the corpse.

      “Help me pull it closer!” Mike shouted as he struggled to hold the dead yeti up and also fend off rocks that struck the cliff and rolled toward them.

      The constant showering of stones had done damage to the carcass, breaking bones and separating joints; Mike knew it wouldn’t be too long until the animal was reduced to nothing more than a bloody rug with all the stopping power of aluminum foil.

      “We can’t stay here!” Mad Jack yelled with enough panic it was nearly a shriek.

      “Now he comes to that realization,” Mike bemoaned.

      “Tie the rope around him, Mike! We’ll yank him up!”

      “I’m not exposing myself,” Durgan said from the partially rebuilt wall. “How many times did you warn him? Can’t fix stupid. Best thing you can do is let nature weed them out. He’s on his own now.”

      “He’ll hang like a piñata!” Mike answered.

      “I don’t want to be a piñata!” Mad Jack responded.

      Mike wasn’t sure if the overpowering smell was coming from the leaking corpse or the approach of the yeti group, but now it was so strong his eyes were tearing up. BT let loose another ineffectual volley.

      “Going to have to risk it.” Mike worked quickly, getting the rope under Mad Jack’s arms.

      “Why don’t you go first?”

      “Trust me, MJ, I’d love to, but I’ve got a pretty good feeling you wouldn’t live long enough to follow me.” Mike hastily tied a knot. “He’s ready!”

      “What about you?” Mad Jack asked as he was hefted up quickly, he was struck twice, once in the stomach, the next a sickening crunch to his right knee. Mad Jack cried out in pain as he was yanked over the lip. In less than ten seconds, the rope hit Mike on the side.

      “Come on!” BT urged.

      Mike wasn’t so sure about this. The number of rocks striking the cliff had increased, and they were being thrown with more force, some shattering upon impact. Pebbles and stone dust raining down upon him in addition to the cliffside rubble knocked free with every strike.

      “He’s as good as dead,” Durgan said. “No one’s surviving that.”

      Mike was hesitant to tie the rope around himself, knowing that as soon as he did, BT would yank him up like a marionette. He would wait for a lull in the assault, if it ever came. It was likely that might never happen, as this wasn’t Florida, a state so devoid of rocks they had to be shipped in. A large rock thundered down, crushing the yeti’s head. Mike was coated in skull gore as brains shot out as if from an air cannon and were running down the side of his face. If he hadn’t been so terribly focused on survival he would have taken time out to empty his stomach. Bigger rocks meant the yeti were moving closer. He hated to think that Durgan may have been right.

      Mike rested his rifle on the yeti and fired off two shots. He had no way of knowing if either had struck anything worthwhile. The rock throwing had, incredibly, picked up pace. He had to duck back down, and he wasn’t sure, but he felt as if he may have slowed their advance, hoped for it anyway. Having one extra minute of life was better than not having it.

      “What now?” Mike asked of the Universe as he waited for the stone that would end his existence. He hadn’t been expecting a reply so quickly.

      Nearby, an engine turned over and a high revving echoed.

      “Yee-haw!” was shouted.

      “Hey! Those are my four-wheelers!” Durgan shouted.

      Mike had no idea what was going on. He wondered if perhaps the man that had been folded in half by a boulder had been faking his death the entire day and was taking this opportunity to hightail it out. Brilliant, if that were the case.

      “It’s Trip!” BT shouted.

      There was a part of Mike that was happy as the sound of the engine faded—the man was alive and was likely to stay that way. Another part wished it had been him heading out.

      “What’s he doing?” Mike dared to poke his head up as he could hear the engine getting louder again. He ducked down as a dazzling flash exploded not ten feet from his location. A thunderous boom followed that seemed to shift his internal organs around. It was fireworks, and in Mike’s experience, they appeared to be of professional grade. “Uh-oh,” Mike lamented as the yeti body began to burn from a shower of sparks that had set it ablaze. But it wasn’t the only one. One of the yetis was running back towards the woods, its fur an intense burn of yellows and oranges.

      “Ponchhhhhhhhh!” Trip bellowed as he passed by, his voice warbling as he did so in a stunning example of the Doppler Effect. Then the voice and engine were coming towards him again. Mike knew the routine now. Another enormous blue and red chrysanthemum exploded, and the light was bright enough that Mike clearly saw it with his eyes closed. Chagrin followed quickly when he forgot to cover his ears; he’d be surprised if his eardrums weren’t bleeding from the percussion. He was in too much discomfort to notice the rock bombing had stopped. He forgot all about the rope as the four-wheeler approached then slowed.

      “Are you Ponch?” Trip asked. “I’m your Uber.”

      Mike stumbled out, dimly aware of shouting behind him as he sat, then wrapped his arms around the man. Trip was screaming like a loon as the machine took off, the front wheel popping up a foot or more before slamming back down.

      “Oh fuck!” Mike squeezed harder as Trip headed into the woods. He had absolutely loved the part in the Star Wars movies with the land speeders racing through the forest. Mike had always wanted one. He’d not known how misplaced his desire had been until Trip began weaving in and out of the trees at a perverse speed. One mistake and they were going to go skull first into the trunk of an unyielding Sitka spruce.

      “Awesome, right?” Trip had nearly turned all the way around to tell his passenger that.

      Mike would have cried out if his Adam’s apple hadn’t been firmly lodged in the middle of his throat.

      Trip kept staring. “Wait, who are you?”

      “Ooo…uber,” Mike managed to say. Branches whipped past hard enough Mike knew he was going to have welts where they’d made contact.

      “Oh, that’s right, you’re headed to the big tree in Times Square, right?”

      “Sh…sure, please turn around.”

      Trip’s eyes narrowed. “Five stars, right?” he asked.

      “Six, if I live through it!” Mike was debating letting go, tucking and rolling, and would have done so, too, if he wasn’t fairly certain it would be a an old-growth behemoth that would stop his momentum suddenly and painfully.

      Trip, incredibly, made the machine move faster before turning to face forward. Mike closed his eyes, not that it mattered, he hadn’t been able to see much with them open anyway. How Trip was navigating the asteroid field was beyond his comprehension. After two more minutes, his driver slowed rapidly then stopped. Mike slowly opened his eyes, and with some difficulty unfurled his fists, then had to convince the muscles in his shoulders to move. From what limited area he could see, it looked like they were out of the woods and in an open valley.

      “Too dangerous to drive here,” Trip said.

      “Here? This is where it’s too dangerous to drive?” Mike asked as he stepped off.

      Trip shrugged. “Hungry?”

      “What is going on? Where have you been? And you know what, yeah, I’m kind of hungry. Should we go back, though?”

      “They’ll be all right for the night,” Trip said with such conviction Mike believed him—or wanted to. Heading back into that murderous maelstrom was not among the list of things Mike was looking forward to that evening.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course…not,” Trip coughed out that last word. “But they should be. Pretty sure I dropped some supplies down the rear exit hole, that, or I’m tripping again.”

      “Goddamn, Trip, you glorious bastard.” Mike grabbed the sides of Trip’s head and planted a kiss.

      “Unhand me, good sir! A gentleman never kisses on the first date, at least not before dinner.” He pulled off the backpack that was secured to a rack on the back of the ATV and pulled out pack after pack of MREs. “Take your pick.”

      Mike rifled through the small stack. “Trip, they’re all ham loaf.” He was crestfallen as he said the words.

      “The best food-like product available to humanity,” Trip said proudly.

      “There’s no other kind?”

      “Why would there be?” Trip had his head cocked, wondering what was wrong with the man.

      “You said ‘take your pick,’ that would imply there was a variety to choose from.”

      “Different lot numbers. A few of these were made in a facility in Indiana, those are the best. The ones from California are a little off.” Trip’s nose wrinkled. “Or is it the other way around? I guess I’ll have to eat one from both and figure it out.”

      Mike reluctantly cut a pack open. He was happy to note that besides the ham loaf (which would remain unopened even if he were starving to death), there were some pretty decent sides in the package. “Mashed potatoes, crackers and cheese, pound cake and M&M’s. I must have been a good boy this year.” He then opened up the wet wipe and did his best to clean his hands, but anything short of a power washer and an orbital sander wasn’t going to get all the grime off.

      “Are you going to eat that?” Trip asked, hovering over Mike’s shoulder.

      “Knock yourself out.” Mike tossed the ham loaf over to where the man had been sitting in the hopes he would follow the package like a well-heeled dog.

      Trip headed over and scooped the package up. “Hey, Ponch, I’ll trade you this for the pound cake.”

      “Not happening, Trip. Get your own pack.”

      “Definitely giving you a one-star on the app. You realize that could jeopardize your ability to be picked up again, right?”

      “I’ll risk it,” Mike said as he spread some cheese upon his crackers.

      “You got a little on your fingers, want me to lick it off?”

      “Not in this lifetime.”

      “You say that every time I ask you.”

      That was a rabbit hole Mike had no desire to crawl into. He did his best to ignore the answer as he delved into the pound cake. He was halfway through the dense treat when he realized he didn’t have any water. His throat was pulling closed around the moisture-sucking dessert.

      “Wat-er?” Mike made a clasping motion with his hand, as if he were choking.

      Trip pulled out a bottle and handed it over; Mike was happy to note it was sealed. He spun the top off and sucked down nearly half of the contents before he realized it wasn’t hydrogen mixed with oxygen. He tried to spit the vodka out, but the pound cake lining his throat wouldn’t allow it.

      “Goddammit, Trip!” Mike sputtered after his coughing fit died down.

      “Like it?” Trip was smiling. “I call it Concert Water!” He pointed at the label, which showed a picture of Red Rocks from the back, and a crowd immensely enjoying whatever show was on the stage. “Most venues will allow you to bring in water as long as the container is sealed; I made the bottles look almost identical to some of the larger water brands.”

      “How is that legal?” Mike was furiously wiping at his mouth.

      “It’s not! I’m rich, Ponch. You’d be amazed at what you can get away with. Why just the other day I walked into one of the medical marijuana shops I own and grabbed a joint, lit it, smoked the whole thing there and then before walking out. No one said anything except to wish me a good day! Can you believe that?”

      “Yeah, that’s almost as hard to swallow as that pound cake. Want to know what doesn’t go well with dessert? Concert Water.”

      “That’s okay, I have flavored ones too.” He began to dig in his pack.

      “I’m good, Trip. Do you have any water, water?”

      “I’ve got some THC infused—”

      “No man, just water.”

      Mike finally found a bottle of what, upon closer inspection, appeared to be garden-variety water from a reliable source. Even so, he took a cautious sip before downing the whole thing.

      “Wait—” Trip reached a hand out.

      “Dammit, Trip! What did I just drink?” Mike was concerned, one could never be sure with the man.

      “Nothing, nothing...you should be fine.” Trip looked suspicious. “There are potential side effects. If nothing happens in the next twenty minutes, you should be fine.”

      “Should be? Did you roofie me?”

      “Roofie? Why would I roofie you?”

      “Trip!”

      “It’s all good. I don’t think, yeah, I’m pretty sure I don’t have any psychedelic water with me.”

      “Psychedelic water? I’m dosed, aren’t I! Did you dose me!?” Mike was frantically looking at the bottle for any indication the water was not what it had seemed.

      Trip was looking at his wrist, watching the hands of a non-existent timepiece move. Mike was walking around, doing his best to stave off whatever hallucinogens he might have swallowed in addition to the half-liter of vodka. He kept waving his hand in front of his face, waiting for the telltale tracers.

      “Twenty minutes!” Trip finally said, looking up. “How do you feel?”

      “Nothing so far, and you’d better hope it stays that way.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Not of violence, Trip, but I’ll be pretty angry. My best friend is in the middle of a clusterfuck, and I’d like to get him out of it sooner rather than later, and tripping my balls off isn’t on my list of things to do tonight.”

      “It should be, man. You seem pretty tightly wound.” Trip laid his head down and looked to the stars. The narrator in his head that sounded suspiciously like the one guy that narrated Garon Whited’s books, recounted his journey back to Ponch.
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        * * *

      

      He’d taken the long way around, avoiding where the hairy ones were making camp, and hiked up to the top of the cliff. His back was hurting and his calves were on fire; he knew he had to lose some of the excess weight. He counted himself lucky when he saw a hole in the ground where he could stash his stuff, and retrieve it later, if the need arose. He got rid of half of the water, food, pistols, and ammunition. He was pretty surprised when the earth thanked him for the gift.

      “You’re welcome, Mother,” he told her, even though the voice sounded male. “That’s much better,” he said as he once again donned the pack. He took a moment to walk to the end of the cliff face; when he looked down he saw Ponch, hiding behind a passed-out hairy one, and a bunch of the animals trying to play catch with him. Ponch didn’t look like he was interested in the game.

      “Maybe he’s tired. Dogs will play fetch until their human’s arm is ready to fall off...must be the same thing here,” he mused. Near to where the animals were throwing their offerings, Trip spied some ATVs. He was going to grab one, and since he’d then be able to carry extra weight, he figured he’d go back and get the hash.

      “I love it when a plan comes together.” Trip sauntered down the path to the side of the cliff, fairly skipping to the ATV. The yeti had not spotted him, as he was behind their firing line. So as not to disturb the fun, he pushed the ATV away before starting the machine. He didn’t know if the game of catch had a halftime show, but if not, he was going to start a new tradition. He raced through the middle of the playing field, performed a power slide then came back, lighting one of his fireworks and throwing it to the side as he laughed at the sheer joy of the experience. Everyone had indeed stopped what they were doing when the sparkling lights and sonic booms rocked the area.

      “If you liked that, you’re going to love this!” He returned and threw a much larger one toward Mike. After he released it, he wasn’t so sure of how good an idea it had been and went back to check on the man.
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        * * *

      

      When he was all caught up and back to the present moment, Trip sat up and looked at his watchless wrist.

      “What are you doing?” Mike asked.

      “They should be here soon.”

      “Who? The yetis?”

      “Pffft, no, the smoke shop boys.”

      “What?”

      “That’s just what I call them.”

      “Call who?” Mike nearly left his skin behind when he heard a voice not more than twenty feet from his location.

      “Mr. Stephenson would be referring to us.”

      “Mr. Stephenson? Who are you?” Mike asked the man. A scar traveled down the right side of his face, the pinched skin pulling up the corner of his mouth and giving him a perpetual sneer. He had close-cropped brown hair and a face and build one might expect from their accountant. Mike had a feeling the man had crafted this unassuming countenance to hide how dangerous he really was. The man had a swagger and confidence that went hand in hand with an elite military force. SEAL, maybe; Green Beret? Force Recon?

      “I’m Benson, my associate here is Hedges.” A tall wiry man seemed to materialize out of the murk next to the first; he nodded slightly but said nothing. Mr. Stephenson, Chesterfield and Kent will be along shortly. I had them check our perimeter.”

      “And Dunhill?” Trip asked.

      “She’s overseeing this entire meeting, painting your guest as we speak. Is he an issue?”

      “Painting?” Mike asked looking around for a red dot.

      “Not too much of an issue, but he is trying to harsh my high.”

      “Trip, what the fuck is going on?”

      “It’s Mr. Stephenson to them!” he shouted, then quieter, “You can still call me Trip.”

      “Who are the Smoke Shop Boys?” Mike asked.

      “Allow me, sir,” the smirker said. “Most of us are wanted for a variety of what some may consider illegal activities; we have chosen to go by aliases and have used cigarette brands to identify ourselves. Mr. Stephenson picked up on it rather quickly. We’re mercenaries, the Polecat Group, to be more specific.” He extended a hand. “And you are?”

      “I am confused, but that’s nothing new. Michael Talbot.” Mike shook the proffered hand and was surprised at how firm the grip was. He had no doubt in his mind the man was much more formidable than he appeared. “How?” Mike turned to Trip.

      “The cache I dug up had a satellite phone. After I called home, I called them.”

      “Did you...do you have the phone?” Mike very much wanted to contact his family.

      “It may have broken,” he said sheepishly.

      “Is there someone you wish to speak with?” Benson asked, reaching over toward Hedges, who handed him a phone smaller than the one Mike used to have before the cell grid had gone down.

      “I’d like to talk to my wife.”

      “She’s with my wife,” Trip said.

      Benson pressed a preset button before handing the phone over. There was some crackling then three rings, each one accelerating Mike’s pulse.

      “Hello?” a tentative voice came over the receiver.

      “Stephanie, hi, this is Mike Talbot. First thing, Trip is fine, he’s right here next to me.”

      “Hello, my sugar plum!” Trip shouted.

      Mike could hear her exhale heavily in relief. “Is Tracy around? I’d like to talk to her.”

      “Of course.”

      Mike knew if he’d had a fitness tracker on it would be telling him to rest and bring his heart rate under control. It seemed to be on a runaway train as he waited.

      “Hello?” Tracy asked as if she had no idea who was on the other end or had a reason to believe it couldn’t be possible.

      “Hey hon,” Mike felt waves of tension drain from him.

      “Mike?”

      “Is something wrong?” his eyebrows furrowed.

      “I…ah, nothing, nothing. I had a dream, it was so vivid. Are you okay? Are you on your way back?”

      “I’m fine.” He said nothing about how close he had been to not being fine.

      “Don’t worry,” Trip whispered. “Her dream traveled a few realities over to where things didn’t quite turn out so good for you. It was mostly my fault; in that one I had brought earth water with me and drank two of the bottles. I’m still running around the woods, naked there. When I come down I’m going to feel bad about you.”

      “I’m with Trip.” Mike was trying to wave the man away. “And some, um, mercs.”

      “Mercenaries?”

      “Yeah, like the A-Team.”

      Benson frowned.

      “I don’t get it either. Trip called them in. I was with BT for a while, we were heading back, then got separated. He’s safe,” he added quickly, hoping he wasn’t lying, though it wouldn’t be a lie if he didn’t know. “We’re going back to get him, hope to be back tomorrow.”

      Tracy paused. “Mike, if you find yourself hiding behind one of those things with a person I don’t recognize—”

      “Already happened.”

      A single sob escaped from her.

      “I’m fine, I made it.”

      “Hurry up and get back here. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he told her. “One stop and then we’ll be coming in hot.” Mike handed the phone back to Benson. “Thank you.”

      “Of course.” He handed the phone back to Hedges. “Dunhill, we’re secure here. Come on in.”

      Mike didn’t see the microphone or radio he spoke into, but he figured there was one, or Hedges was talking to his imaginary friends, much like his employer did. He figured it would make sense.

      A few minutes later a woman nearly as tall as Hedges came out of the woods. She had a Barrett M82 cradled in her arms. Mike began drooling.

      “Hey, hey!” she called out. “My eyes are up here.”

      “I, um, I ah….”

      She began to laugh. “Don’t worry, I get that a lot. I wish my wife looked at me like people do this weapon. You’re still gawking, Mr. Talbot.”

      “Sorry, it’s not often I get to look at a ten-thousand-dollar rifle.”

      Benson broke the exchange. “Kent, Chesterfield, report.”

      “All clear,” a gruff voice reported, followed quickly by another gruff voice, though this one distinctively female. “All clear.”

      “Bring it in. We’re going to be on the move in five.”

      Mike filled the group in on all that had happened since Trip had gone to make his call. The three people that had shown up, how one of them was dead, that there were now three people in the cave, the remaining intact four-wheeler, and how they’d killed one of the yeti. All of it. “Are we taking the ATV back, or do you guys happen to have a tank? Because I’m not going to lie, I want it to be a tank.”

      “Nothing quite that armored, I’m afraid. Terrain doesn’t lend itself to that type of transportation. We have electric motorcycles,” Benson said.

      “That’s a thing?” Mike asked just as one of them came rolling into camp. He wouldn’t have heard it if not for the fact it had driven over a thick branch.

      “Sir,” Chesterfield said as she got off her bike. She was dressed in the same digital camouflage prints as the rest of the group, although she had her hair tied back with a bright blue ribbon.

      Kent rolled in next, dressed in direct contrast to the rest of the group’s professional look. He was unkempt with an unruly beard, long hair, and a beer belly. The sleeves of his camo top had been torn off, and none of the buttons were done, showing off a dirty white t-shirt. Mike figured if they were a rock group, Kent was the drummer. He instantly liked the gregarious man, as Kent walked over to Chesterfield smiling. They gave a quick fist bump. That, more than anything, made Mike want to get going.

      “We’re going to want to come in quiet. We’ll close with and destroy the enemy, and when that’s done, we’ll evacuate the civvies and get them to safety.”

      Mike thought Benson’s plan might be a bit simplistic, but he agreed with it nonetheless.

      “Where are you going?” Benson turned to ask Mike as he followed.

      “Um, with you.”

      “Mr. Stephenson hired us to do this job.”

      “That’s my friend back there.”

      “We know that, Mr. Talbot, and we’re going to go and get him. Things are going to be happening fast; I can’t spend resources keeping an eye on you. No offense. You seem like you can take care of yourself, but my crew and I are a very cohesive group. I can’t throw a wild card into the mix now.”

      “You could use my help,” Mike offered. “You’ve never fought this enemy.”

      Hedges scoffed. Benson darted a look his way. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m telling you, Mr. Talbot, we are going to be compensated exceedingly well to get you and your friend to safety. And now that you’re here, I’m not going to risk my paycheck.

      “But—” Mike protested.

      “I’ve said my piece, Mr. Talbot. Stay here and get some rest. We’ll be back in a jiff with your good buddy, and you can put all this ugly business behind you.”

      Mike was about to protest some more, until Trip touched his arm and shook his head. “Big Tobacco doesn’t fool around,” he said.

      Benson shook his head and the five mercenaries headed out.

      “But…” Mike just stood there.
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      “Don’t see that every day,” Durgan said as they watched Mike and Trip speed off. “Who’s the stoner, and where’s he going with my four-wheeler?”

      “His name is Trip, and he could buy you a fleet of them.”

      “Seriously?”

      BT nodded.

      “That’s not his real name, right? That’d be like naming your dog, Dog.”

      “I think it’s John.” BT was listening to the sound of the engine as it drifted away. “Pretty sure they made it.”

      “That’s great and all, but are they coming back?” Durgan asked.

      “They will. We should get away from the barricade. The yetis are only going to be scared for so long.”

      “Fucking yetis.”

      BT agreed, although he said nothing as they went through the new arsenal that Trip had dropped for them.

      “Something’s going on.” Mad Jack had been tending to the fire but was now staring upwards.

      “Shit,” BT stepped back; he had been peering into Trip’s escape tunnel when he saw a yeti face peering down at him. “Smoke must have given us away.”

      “They can’t get in, right?” Durgan said, looking over the new rifle he’d picked up. He was clearly debating on which way he should run.

      BT looked over. He didn’t know how much he was going to be able to count on Durgan. Most bullies weren’t the bravest of souls, and especially if they were challenged or threatened, he knew that most folded like an empty wallet. Tim, the man that had helped them when the volcano blew, had roughly been the same size as Durgan, but he’d take the now-deceased psychotic man, ten out of ten times, the guy may have been a major asshole, but he’d always ended up doing what was right. Sure, he’d complained mightily about it, but it’s only actions that matter in the end. Without Tim, they might have all died. Durgan was not going to be that person. He would be a liability, too, because it was likely he would do everything in his power to keep himself safe. If Durgan were reduced to a t-shirt saying, it would be: “I don’t need to be faster than the bear, just faster than you, and if I’m not, I’ll break your ankle.” BT nodded to himself. It was a lot of words for a shirt face, but he’d wanted to tap the essence of the man.

      “I don’t even know how Trip got out. There’s no way they can get in.” A small rock had been dropped down the opening, it struck a burning log that flared brilliant sparks. The yeti roared, either the sparks had startled it or enthralled it. The small channel became its megaphone, and when it decided it enjoyed the acoustics, it kept up the serenade. It had become so loud, BT was sitting with his hands over his ears. Wasn’t long after that the incoming rocks arrived.

      “I’m not listening to this crap all night,” Durgan moved toward the opening, his rifle held up in the air.

      “Not a good idea!” BT shouted.

      “Don’t remember asking!” Durgan replied.

      BT tapped Mad Jack. “Might want to move away from the fire.”

      Without looking, Durgan shoved the barrel of his gun into the narrow opening and pulled the trigger. The yowling up top ceased for a moment. “See? Told you, idiot.”

      He’d no sooner pulled the weapon away when the yeti warbling began anew. Durgan’s face turned the bright red of anger. He shoved his weapon back up and rapidly pulled the trigger. A puff of dirt shot up near BT’s foot then he heard the high whine of a ricochet, many of them.

      “I’m hit!” Mad Jack called out.

      “Stop shooting you, dumbass!” BT bellowed.

      Three shots later, Durgan turned toward BT, murderous rage blazed in his eyes. “Who are you calling a dumbass?”

      “You hit your client.”

      It took Durgan a few seconds to change gears from wanting to kill to caring about another human. Mad Jack was on the ground, rolling up his pants leg. He hissed when he saw the groove cut into the side of his calf. “Not deep, but there’s always a chance of an infection once the epidermis is breached.”

      “We can get you bandaged up,” BT said. “Durgan, keep an eye on the mouth.”

      “Fuck off,” he said though he did turn his attention to the opening, just as the yeti roaring returned. Durgan tensed visibly. BT knew the man was close to losing it, but the question was, what would the man do when pushed to his breaking point? People did all sorts of unimaginable things, things they’d never imagine themselves doing, when pressed as far as they could go.

      BT cleaned out the wound as best he could before applying some antiseptic ointment and dressing it. Durgan alternated between pacing the small area and howling as loud as he could in a vain attempt to drone out the yeti that apparently had the lung strength of a deep-sea free diver.

      “That thing needs to shut the fuck up!” Durgan was pointing at BT, as if he could do something about it.

      Miraculously, it did stop. The hiatus was followed by a shower of dirt and small stones before beginning anew.

      “It’s trying to dig its way in,” Mad Jack said as he rolled down his pants. “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” BT answered. “There’s no way it can make it down here,” he hoped as he said the words. A shower of debris came down, enough to snuff the fire and fill the cavern with roiling plumes of smoke and dust.

      “Get low!” Mad Jack yelled out.

      Durgan was in the throes of a coughing fit when the rocks stopped. BT knew what this meant as he dropped to his belly, his weapon at the ready.

      “Durgan, come back toward us!” he yelled. The smoke above him was so thick BT could barely make out the other man’s booted feet. Then he couldn’t.

      A yeti had made it in. Durgan was rocked to the side then his body was in flight, he slammed up against the wall of the cave before striking the ground. What little air was left in him was forcibly expelled. BT didn’t know whether the man had survived the collision. If he had, he had not come through unscathed.

      BT fired his rifle, keeping clear of where he thought Durgan’s body was. If he hit anything, he did not receive any feedback on that outcome. The shrieking yeti had stopped, the smoke was beginning to dissipate. BT and Mad Jack were alone in the cave.

      “Where is he? What’s going on?” Mad Jack scurried back, his voice not quite hysterical, but it was three or four octaves higher than normal.

      “Mad Jack? Are you all right?” BT slowly rose. Where Durgan had hit the side of the cave there was a dark streak flaked with some hair and white matter, which BT figured to be skull bits. A thick swath of blood where Durgan had been dragged out was quickly seeping into the ground.

      “Is…is he dead?” Mad Jack asked, one hand reaching to the wall behind him, the other held out toward BT as if to keep him from telling the unvarnished truth.

      If he isn’t, he wishes he was, BT thought. “Don’t know,” was what he said instead. BT took note that the crooner and the rock throwers had quit what they were doing. He had a pretty good idea of why; he’d not known how wrong he could be.

      “There are not many creatures on this planet that will actively hunt humans. Defend and protect from attack, yes. Almost anything if pushed into it will do so, even the mildest beings. I do not like adding another to the short list, and I certainly don’t like being in their crosshairs. I thought I’d landed my dream job when the grant money came in. Go up to Alaska, study an animal that, until very recently, was considered a myth. I hoped to spend most of my time helping endangered species like the polar bear. Then I came to find out that the fiction I was chasing was real. I was excited, right up until that rock smashed my knee and the rope dragged me into this place. Now I’d very much like to go back to my lab, sit behind my desk, and tap away at my laptop. Maybe drink a Mountain Dew and eat some Doritos.”

      “Might still happen,” BT said.

      “Do you believe that?”

      “I don’t know about the lab, seems like the world is in the middle of falling on its ear, but surviving this place? We still have an ace up our sleeve, or so I believe.”

      “You think he’s coming back?”

      “I don’t think it. The one thing you need to know about Mike is that he’s like a virulent case of herpes, he keeps coming back, no matter whether you want him to or not.”

      “That’s a strange way to describe his tenacity.”

      “It comes from a place of love.”

      Mad Jack had settled in and was getting some rest, BT was not looking forward to an uncomfortable sleepless night. He needn’t have worried about trying to stay awake, because an hour after Mad Jack lay down the next nightmare began. BT had expected the warbling to begin anew, but he’d not been prepared for reality.

      “Help me!” a tortured scream ripped through the air. BT stood up quickly, Mad Jack scrambled to join him.

      “What fresh hell is this?” BT cautiously picked his way to the front. The moon was high overhead, casting enough light to chase most of the darkness away. Durgan was some thirty yards away. He was propped up on his elbows, doing his best to crawl toward the cavern, but the boulder on his right leg was keeping him anchored.

      “Fucking help me!” he yelled when he saw BT.

      “How can they know about psychological warfare?” Mad Jack asked.

      BT was careful not to come out onto the lip of the entrance. He was convinced one or more yetis were on the hilltop above, waiting for an opportunity to pounce.

      “Why are you just standing there, dipshits! My fucking leg is broken!”

      “Where are they?” BT asked.

      “Who gives a fuck! I need help!”

      “Personally, I give a fuck,” BT told him. “So, I’ll ask again, where are they?”

      “I don’t fucking know! I woke up like this! Come on man, it hurts so much!”

      “What are you going to do?” Mad Jack asked softly enough so that Durgan couldn’t hear. “You know you can’t go out there.”

      BT grunted.

      Durgan was straining as he tried to pull himself free. He stopped when he realized the futility, his entire body was covered in sweat from the exertion and pain. “I’d help either one of you!” he shouted.

      “I doubt that very much,” BT mumbled.

      “Should we put him out of his misery?” Mad Jack asked.

      “I’m sorry?” BT had to look at the man.

      “It’s the most rational action, going forward. It would likely take both of us to free him from that boulder, you would have to lever the weight from his leg while I pulled him free. The moment we both got to him, the yetis would descend on our location, ensnaring all of us, and the inevitable outcome would be our deaths. And all of that is assuming my knee isn’t broken and I could be of help.”

      “I realize all of that, but you want to put a bullet in him?”

      “To be clear, I want you to put a bullet in him. I could do it, but I’m afraid I would make him suffer unnecessarily by wounding him several times before I could finish the job.”

      “How am I hearing this right now?”

      “If that was me out there I’d be asking you to do the same. He’s in a great deal of pain, and his chances of escape are genuinely zero. From what I have learned of the yeti, they are like most wild animals—they enjoy their meals warm and fresh. I would gladly take the quick death of a bullet over being eaten alive.”

      “I’m not shooting him.”

      “Where the fuck are you going!?” Durgan shouted when BT turned and headed back in. Mad Jack stood looking for a few more seconds before following. “I brought you out here, Peter! You owe me! Help me!” He began to cry in earnest. “Look! Look!” he shouted in desperation. “They’re nowhere near! They dropped me here and took off! I swear it! Probably miles away by now! Mr. Pender, please!”

      Mad Jack paused but did not turn back around. Durgan’s tactic changed quickly.

      “I’m going to murder both of your asses when I get free from here! You piece of shit cowards! If it was either one of you I would have been out in here in seconds!” He screamed as he tried to pull himself free, then screamed louder as he tried to roll over to push the rock off of his trapped leg. The splintered bone ends ground against each other while he twisted his muscles nearly a hundred and eighty degrees. “Help me, you fucks!”

      BT was pacing within the confines of the cavern. He didn’t like that Mad Jack’s words were making sense. But how long could they listen to these shrill outcries? He was afraid that if he did perform a mercy killing it would have more to do with the relief of not having to listen to the man anymore. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to live with the residual guilt because he wouldn’t be killing Durgan to help the man, but rather for his benefit. Couldn’t risk his life to aid someone if the other was dead, decision made. And it made sense in a macabre way. BT struggled with this internal debate for the next thirty minutes. In all that time, Durgan never ceased alternating between asking for help and shouting his proclamations of murdering them in ever more gruesome ways.

      “Fuck this.” BT stormed toward the exit. He was going to do something, he just wasn’t exactly sure what that was going to be. As much as he wanted to shut the man up, he was leaning more toward trying to help him than kill him, although he wasn’t absolutely certain about that either.

      “About time!” Durgan shouted, although he wasn’t looking up at the hole in the cliff.

      “What’s this?” BT asked as he saw five camouflaged people tactically and slowly approaching Durgan. They were constantly scanning the surrounding area, looking for threats. BT kept silent, a part of him fearful that if the group were jumpy, they would immediately open fire on his location, and another part was concerned he’d be warning the yeti as much as the people.

      Kent was on point. He held up a fist to halt the squad. The remaining four were watching their quadrant.

      “Hurry the fuck up, dill weed! This hurts!” Durgan bellowed. Kent did not, in fact, hurry up. Didn’t need a degree in mechanical engineering to realize this was a trap.

      “Stay quiet,” Kent said, holding a hand out toward Durgan.

      “Fuck you! You don’t have a rock crushing your leg!”

      Kent placed his hand against the rock, pushed slightly, and began to back up.

      “Where the fuck are you going? Get back here!”

      “Chesterfield, I need help moving this thing.” Kent was halfway between Durgan and his squad.

      Chesterfield moved up.

      “Belay that,” Benson said.

      “Sir,” Kent began. “That rock has to be cutting off circulation, he’ll lose the leg soon, if not his life.”

      “My primary concern is my squad, followed immediately by our client. Any other rescues will only be attempted if the risk is warrantable,” Benson said.

      Hedges grunted.

      “I know, Hedges, I don’t want him to die either, but I think it’s for the best if we pull back until we have sunlight and we can fully assess the situation.”

      “Sir, the man pinned doesn’t have that kind of time,” Kent said.

      “If he wants to live he’ll hold out for another hour. Regroup.”

      Hedges again grunted.

      “Noted,” Benson responded.

      “What are you pansies doing?” Durgan was shrieking, watching the group pull back.

      BT couldn’t help himself. “Are you going to help him?” He was impressed with their professionalism; only two rifles swung his way, the rest kept to their areas of concern.

      “Identify yourself!” Kent called out.

      “The name is BT, me and…um Mr. Pender, are holed up here. The man pinned is Durgan.”

      “I need help! I can’t feel the lower half of my body.”

      “How many hostiles?” Kent asked.

      “Don’t know for sure, I think at least ten,” BT replied.

      “All I can offer at this point, Mr. BT, is that my associates and I will cover you if you and Mr. Pender wish to come down and attempt to move the stone,” Benson said. “Since you haven’t done so yet, I’m sure you’re as aware as we are that this is an active trap waiting to be sprung. We plan to wait until daybreak and reevaluate the situation.”

      “Reevaluate!? I’m stuck here, and I’ll still be stuck here. Get me the goddamned out!”

      “Mr. Durgan, you have to appreciate the position we are—” Benson was cut off.

      “I don’t have to appreciate anything, there’s five of you with big guns! Save my ass!”

      “Where are you going?” Mad Jack asked as BT tossed the rope out of the hole.

      “Taco Bell, I hear they’re debuting a new item. Stay here, Mad Jack. I can’t stand the man, but I can’t leave him to die there, not if there’s a way to prevent that.”

      “Movement,” Kent called out. “What are you doing?”

      “You said you would cover me if I came down and moved the rock.”

      “Where’s the other man? It’s going to take more than one of you…or not,” Kent said when he flashed his light on BT and saw the size of the man.

      “I don’t advise this course of action,” Benson said.

      “Sunrise is in what, an hour or so? What are his chances of his surviving until then?” BT asked.

      “Possibly better than yours, if you go where they’re leading.”

      BT did not like that response, but the man wasn’t lying. As BT was using the rope to assist his descent, his nostrils were assailed with the all too familiar stench of yetis that floated somewhere between a freshly decaying kill, and wet mold.

      “They’re here,” Kent said.

      “Get me out of here!” Durgan became frantic. Flashlights did their best to pierce the blackness.

      “Quit your bitching, Durgan. Right now, you’re the safest of us all,” BT said as he reached level ground. He had his rifle at the ready. As he moved closer to Durgan, the smell got more intense, sharp would be the word he’d use to describe it if asked.

      “Move it along,” Benson said.

      The rock was larger than BT had expected. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what damage Durgan had incurred. Broken bones for sure, muscles, tendons, veins, would be crushed. Blood loss would lead to deadening of the flesh; without immediate medical attention he was in danger of gangrene and sepsis. His chances of survival were already negligible. He thought all of this as he placed his shoulder against the boulder. It rocked slightly. Durgan howled, straining his vocal cords.

      “GETITOFF!” The words spoken so quickly as to sound like one. Then they were repeated. “GETITOFF, GETITOFF, GETITOFF, GETITOFF, GETITOFF, GETITOFF!”

      BT adjusted so that his back was against the rock and he was able to use his legs to push. Veins bulged in his neck, his eyes and mouth closed tight as he strained, using every bit of strength he could muster.

      “Pull…yourself,” BT breathed out.

      “CAN’T!”

      BT was stuck, he knew if he let the boulder down now, odds were that Durgan would go into shock, and once that clock began counting down, Durgan’s time would be severely limited. When he heard noise off to his left he managed to open his eyes enough to see that Mad Jack had come. He grabbed Durgan’s outstretched hand and was pulling backward. BT didn’t think it possible, but Durgan found some extra decibels. It was loud enough that he missed the first volley of bullets. It was the rocks that got his attention as they landed nearby, some even careening off the boulder he had hoisted up.

      “Hurry!” BT said, more for the fact that he was at his breaking point rather than fear of being struck. Sweat was coursing down his arms and back, and as soon as his palms became soaked he would lose his grip, the rock would come down, and this whole exercise would become one of futility.

      Chesterfield let out a yell—she’d been struck in the leg and went down hard. Kent wrapped his hand under her arm.

      “Withdraw!” Benson ordered.

      “Help,” BT said through gritted teeth.

      “I advised you against this course of action, Mr. BT.” The squad continued to fire as they pulled back from the assault. Roars emanated from the woods as more rocks were hurled at the retreating force.

      “Behind us!” one of the squad called out. BT heard the impact and a loud grunt as one of them had taken a rock.

      “Can’t…hold!”

      “He’s stuck fast.” Mad Jack changed tactics and began to pile rocks under the boulder to keep it lifted. In under a minute, he felt it was stable enough that he told BT he could let it down gently.

      BT’s legs wobbled as he let go. He stumbled forward a few steps, his legs unable to take his command. He was surprised he didn’t hear Durgan protest, that was until he looked over and saw that the man had thankfully passed out. Mad Jack propped up BT’s side, and they made their way back to the rope.

      “Will you be able to climb?” Mad Jack asked.

      BT wasn’t sure. His legs hadn’t completely come back yet, his back was on fire and his hands and arms were numb.

      “I don’t think so,” he answered honestly. “Not yet.” BT fumbled with his rifle. He could feel the sensation of the cool metal, but beyond that, he did not think he had the dexterity to operate it. “Well, he swore he’d kill us, I didn’t think it was going to happen like this, though.”

      Benson’s group was under attack, the only reason BT and Mad Jack weren’t dead yet. Two of the five had been injured, although one of them was still shooting even with streaks of blood cascading down his face from a head wound. The other was being dragged and looked to be unconscious.

      “Go on up,” BT said as he watched the military group drift further away. They were being pummeled by rocks from nearly every direction.

      “Are we going to help them?”

      “Can barely help ourselves. The only thing we could do would be to get in the way.”

      BT and Mad Jack turned when they heard a sickening crunch, the man with the bleeding wound took another rock to the head and fell hard to the ground. His legs were dancing around wildly as the electrical impulses in his brain went haywire.

      Hedges grunted but spared no more time assessing the other’s condition. It was easy enough to see he was past any aid that they could offer.

      “The cliff, go for the cliff!” Benson barked.

      “Oh shit.” BT pushed hard on Mad Jack’s ass to get him moving faster. So far they’d been forgotten, but that would change soon enough. Once that squad got to his location, the attack would shift. Not all of the feeling had come back into his hands and they felt weak. It’ll have to do, he thought as he grabbed the rope and pulled. As he feared, as the group approached, so did the attack.

      Two yetis ran parallel to where BT and Mad Jack were, and before anyone could react, they had pulled the man with the cracked skull back into the murk of the night.

      “They got Kent!” Dunhill shouted. The intensity of the shooting picked up until the magazines emptied. In the slight delay between reloading, another yeti emerged. BT had turned to watch; it was coated in a thick layer of mud, making it difficult to see until it was atop the group. It grabbed the injured female by her hair and lifted her straight into the air. She was screaming as it swung her around, using her as a weapon. She crashed into the man BT figured was Benson, and he fell to the side. The yeti then tried to pummel Benson with the woman, and was smashing her into the ground as he twisted to the side. Hedges had a pistol in his hand and put two rounds into the monster’s side before it swatted him away with its free arm.

      “Jesus,” BT mumbled, the woman was clearly dead; she no longer cried out and her body had gone limper than an overcooked noodle. The yeti repeatedly slammed her into the ground anyway, her body and bones so compromised that on the fifth ground strike, when it tried to lift her again, her head was wrenched free with an audible wet tearing sound. Benson and Hedges had both recovered and emptied their magazines on the creature. Dunhill, the only other surviving member of the group, was urging the two men to her location, directly under the cave entrance.

      The torso dropped with a plopping sound as the yeti lost its grip and finally fell over after taking dozens of rounds. The rock-throwing intensified; Hedges and Benson each had an arm over their heads, trying to protect themselves as best they could as they headed toward Dunhill. Mad Jack helped BT inside. The big man turned to help the others, and he was impressed that Dunhill wasn’t immediately behind him but was covering the other two.

      “Go, go!” Benson urged.

      Dunhill had just begun to climb when BT noticed dirt raining past.

      “They’re above you!” he yelled, but it was already too late. A rock nearly the size of the one pinning Durgan cascaded down the side of the cliff. Dunhill tried to pivot out of its way, and would have been successful if the leading edge of the boulder hadn’t caught a rock outcropping and changed direction. It struck her shoulder, completely dislocating the joint and tearing through her muscles. She fell ten feet to the ground and was still. The two men had shifted their aim point and were firing above the cliff top. They couldn’t be in a worse position. If one man stood far enough to cover the climbing man, they would be exposed to the other yetis, and if they both moved toward the rope, they would not have the angle to shoot at the top. They were effectively trapped in the open.

      “Do you hear that?” Mad Jack asked.

      BT thought if he was talking about his heart striking his ribcage, then yeah, he could hear it.

      “It’s an engine and coming fast,” Mad Jack said cupping his ears.
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      “Trip, what the hell are you doing?” Mike was holding on for dear life as the man blazed through the forest. For the most part, Mike knew Hollywood got it wrong in terms of autos exploding when they got in accidents, but with the speed they were traveling he figured they’d help prove the exception to that general myth. Branches whipped by so close Mike kept his face buried in Trip’s back.

      “You’re up soon!” Trip had to shout to be heard.

      Mike had no idea what that meant.

      “Did you recheck your parachute?!”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, wrong reality!”

      Soft pink light was beginning to filter into the forest, seeing where they were going was not the relief Mike thought it would be. The forest had grown less dense, but there were still plenty of huge-trunked trees to impact, and Trip had a bad habit of cutting away from them at the very last second.

      “Where are we?”

      “Less than a minute now!”

      Mike was surprised he could possibly feel more anxiety. They were less than a minute away from what? And then there it was, a huge yeti, holding a fifteen-foot section of log above his head, now swiveled in their direction. Trip cut the wheel so severely that the four-wheeler became a two-wheeler then a no-wheeler as it rolled, sending the riders sprawling away. The log flew over their heads as it sought to clothesline them. Mike rolled somewhere north of six times, he’d tried to keep count but was more interested in avoiding impacts as opposed to setting a record. When he came to a rest, the first thing he noticed was a pinecone in front of him, vibrating.

      “Fuck me.” He knew exactly what was causing that. The yeti was thundering toward him, and the only thing that saved his life was that the creature had stopped for a moment to find a branch to use as a club. Calling what the yeti had “a branch” was like calling what John Holmes had wielded a “cocktail wienie.” The branch (not John Holmes’ member) was as thick around as his waist. One hit and he would become embedded in the ground like a pounded garden stake. Mike rolled to the side until he got behind a tree then fumbled for his rifle, strapped tightly to his back. He felt like a muscle-bound man trying to reach an itch in the middle of his spine. He ended up cutting the strap. As he got to his knees and was bringing the rifle up, he was showered in a spray of thick wood shards and splinters. The tree he was hiding behind shuddered from the impact.

      Mike couldn’t see his target through the airborne debris. Luckily, it was close enough that it would have been hard to miss. He was on full auto and hated that the panic he was feeling had caused him to empty the magazine in under three seconds. However, he was happy when the beast toppled to the ground, a large circle of holes perforating the yeti’s chest. It was dead before it made impact with the dirt. Its clouded-over eyes were staring directly at Mike, but if its dying wish was that the human would feel guilt at the murder, it would sadly be disappointed. Mike stood, his hands shaking so badly he fumbled with and dropped the fresh magazine. He knew without a shadow of a doubt he was going to be attacked while he tried to reload.

      “Hurry up,” Mike begged his traitorous hand as he bent at the knees and blindly reached for the magazine, keeping his head up to look for the next threat. When he realized he wasn’t in immediate trouble of having his body torn in two, he spared a glance down. His hand hadn’t been anywhere near where the mag had ended up. He picked it up, not quite through with the adrenaline overload, and attempted to shove it in upside down. “Good fucking Charlotte, Talbot, how many times would you be dead by now?”

      “You can only die once.” Mike was startled by Trip’s words. “Per world anyway.”

      “Trip, you need to start wearing a cowbell. Fuck...wait. We’re on top of the cliff?” Mike asked as he stood and looked around. He heard a battle being waged off to his right, and after taking a cautionary look around, he ran toward the hole Trip had used to escape. “BT!” he yelled into the crevice, his heart again in overdrive as he waited to hear a response.

      “Mike! You glorious bastard!”

      Mike breathed a sigh of relief, his friend sounded okay. “What’s going on?”

      BT quickly relayed what had happened, what was happening, even as Mad Jack was calling out to two men below that all was clear.

      “I knew they were going to fuck this up,” Mike said.

      “You knew about them?” BT asked.

      “Trip hired them, supposed to be some specialized mercs. I’m going to cover them.” Mike headed to the lip of the cliff, where he saw Benson and Hedges running towards the rope. Dunhill was a crumpled heap on the ground. If she was alive, she was in desperate need of medical help.

      BT came out to the rim and looked up. “Good to see you, man,” he said.

      “It’s always good to see me.”

      “I love that you hold on to your humbleness so tightly.”

      Mike shrugged. Benson had bent down to check Dunhill’s pulse. He said something too softly to Hedges as they tied a harness to her so that Mad Jack and BT could pull her unconscious form up. Mike hoped she stayed that way, because with the way her arm looked, any movement was going to be extremely painful. When he let his gaze wander further out, he saw Durgan lying half-submerged under a very large rock. He didn’t particularly like the man, but that was no way for anyone to go out.

      “Is the asshole alive?” Mike asked as he looked at the man through his scope. His hands were not steady enough to see clearly through the optics to judge whether the man was still breathing.

      “He was,” BT grunted as he singlehandedly hefted Dunhill’s limp form into the air, Mad Jack was doing his best to keep the rope away from the cliff wall so she wouldn’t hit it.

      “Ponch, we have to go!” Trip shouted as he pushed the ATV upright. Mike was astonished that he’d had the strength to do it.

      “Why?”

      Trip didn’t look, only pointed. Dozens of yetis were working their way through the woods toward their location.

      “Holy shit!”

      “Mike?” BT asked.

      “It’s a fucking army!” Mike was torn. Join his friend and be trapped, or escape on a wild, death-defying, mind-bending ripping ride through the trees. The inside of a cave never seemed so inviting. “I hate doing this brother, but I’ll be back.”

      “I know.”

      “Better tell them to hurry and get in there!” Mike was already heading toward the ATV, which for some unfathomable reason, was not running. The time they needed to either ride off and escape or run back to the cave was moving faster than a window with broken counterweights.

      Trip was turning the ignition key. The engine sputtered then caught then the machine lurched forward and stalled. Mike was about to yank the man off and make a questionable run for the cave when the engine turned over. He had no sooner sat and wrapped his arms around Trip than they rocketed away, and the fingernail of an outstretched Yeti hand ripped through the back of his jacket. Next came the stones, most landing nearby, some pelting off the machine, and more than a few hitting Mike like baseballs hurled by a fastball All Star. The jacket offered some protection, as did the increasing distance, still, he knew he was going to have huge welts on his back. After two miles, Trip slowed and stopped. Mike couldn’t move for a moment, the muscles in his tortured back began to seize and spasm.

      “You can let go now,” Trip was trying to rise.

      “Having some issues.” Mike grimaced. “My back.”

      “I’ve got some muscle relaxers.”

      “Plain old muscle relaxers?”

      “Is there another kind?”

      “Knowing you, Trip, I’m sure there is, at least in your little first aid kit.”

      “Diazepam.” Trip shook the prescription bottle in front of Mike’s face.

      Mike grabbed the bottle as Trip extracted himself.

      “Now what?” Mike had swallowed the pill and was lying on the ground, staring up into the sky, waiting for the nature of the pills to take their course. “Your merc team fumbled the ball.”

      “Surprising. They had good reviews.”

      “Mercenary teams have reviews? Whatever, forget it. What do we do now? There had to have been around fifty of those things.”

      “We’re going to need more help. We could head back to my house, call the National Guard.”

      “How long would that take, if they even believed you?”

      “I donate to the National Guard Ball every year, they’ll listen to me. Could take a couple of weeks though, what with the current affairs.”

      Mike knew that wasn’t going to work. Durgan most assuredly wouldn’t make it through the next day or two, and those in the cave would succumb soon enough without adequate supplies.

      “Trip, you need to head back and get help. I’m going to do what I can to help them now.”

      “Ponch, you don’t tend to do well on your own. You do your best work with a supporting cast. You’ll be like a quarterback without receivers, or worse, like a hermit having a solo orgy. Can you imagine? A lot of hip thrusting without any satisfaction, you’d be fucking nothing.” And then he began to laugh uproariously. “I can picture it!”

      “I wish you wouldn’t.”

      “Right, right, because it would be you. Yeah, that would be weird.” Then he started to laugh again.

      “Get us some help, Trip.” Mike packed up everything he thought he might need, and then some.

      Trip sobered up quickly as Mike shouldered the pack and was about to head off. “Ponch, I don’t think this is a good idea, even if it might be the only one. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’m not going to lie, though, I might stop to eat a burrito. I mean I’ll eat it fast, but still.”

      “I’m sure the consuming of a burrito is not going to be the determining factor of our survival.”

      “You’d be amazed at some of the tiny things a human life hinges upon. See you soon.” He sat astride the machine and started it up. “Or I won’t.”

      Mike was wondering what the hell that meant as he watched Trip fade away. He paused, waiting for the normal sounds of the forest to start back up before he began walking back toward the cliff, thinking about what he was going to do when he got there. He had a decent amount of ammunition, but one person could only do so much. He had to figure out the best way to deliver damage and get the yetis to back off. He grinned when the idea came to him. It wasn’t without risk, but then he was already heading into the literal teeth of the enemy. How much worse could it get? He didn’t bother to answer a question he already knew the answer to. There was a moment where he thought about turning around and following Trip. It passed and he continued. After a mile, he moved much slower and began looking to see where he should place his feet. He had no idea if the yeti had the notion to send patrols, but he wasn’t going to find out firsthand.

      That last mile took more than an hour as he moved slowly, from tree to tree, constantly watching for any signs of movement. You only got one shot at life, and the Yeti were going to do everything in their power to cut that short. He crept forward now, checking the air to make sure he stayed upwind of the enemy, but he couldn’t tell as all was still; not so much as a breeze was rippling along. He could now hear the massive animals as they stalked about, not caring at all about the noise they made. Whoops and hollers were happening continuously. There was enough variation in pitch and emphasis on certain sounds, he was convinced this was a language. They were communicating, but he’d never be able to understand it, not the way BT could understand them. Mike steered clear of the gathering and spent the next fifteen minutes looking for the perfect perch.

      “Holy shit,” he mumbled as he looked up the length of the majestic giant. The Sitka Spruce was nearly two hundred feet tall. He now had doubts about how good his idea was as he pulled the rope free from his pack. “What the fuck are you doing, Talbot?” he questioned as he tossed the rope up and over the lowest hanging branch, some twenty feet above his head. “You could be stuck up here for days. You could die up there.” He continually talked to himself as he tied a slip knot and prepared to climb. “So stupid. You hate heights, man, and now you’re going to go what? Fifty feet? A hundred?” He had been sweating from the exertion, but he immediately felt chilled as the realization of what he was doing finally sank in. At twenty feet off the ground, his head had begun to swim. “I don’t like this.” He whipped the rope; the knot down below did as it was instructed and came free. He pulled it up and looked at the best route for his climb. “Stupidest shit ever. How much do you even like BT?” He continued up.

      At fifty feet he was as high as his shaky legs and flittering mind would allow. The view below was panoramic, and even better, he had incredible lines of sight on the yeti. There were more of them than he had prepared for. A village’s worth. He couldn’t help but wonder where they’d all come from, and then came the doubt of how much damage he could actually inflict. He might be able to kill ten or so before they truly knew what was happening, but then what? They would figure out where the shots were coming from and disperse accordingly. Then they would start pelting his location with projectiles, and most assuredly keep the trunk under continuous watch until such time he had to come down and they could rip his limbs free.

      “This isn’t high enough,” Mike sighed, not sure how he was going to force his strongly protesting mind to control his shaking body to climb higher. His solution, while valid, was far from comforting. “A fifty-foot fall will kill you, so what’s another fifty?” He used a different curse word for each step up he took, and when he ran out of fresh curses he stopped. He thought he had some old-timey swears still left in the tank, but the swaying of the tree at the height he was at was enough to convince him to not use them. The view wasn’t as open as he would have liked, but it was still a target-rich environment, and he had plenty of branches to use as shelves. Once he tied himself off, he cut small strips of rope and secured his belongings. He was somewhat comfortable, but he knew that it would get worse and continually so, until such time he would feel like he had set up shop inside an iron maiden.

      “You can still back out of this, Talbot, find another way.” He said the words but didn’t believe them. He couldn’t fight a ground war with the Yeti, they were faster, larger, stronger, and had far superior numbers. Sniping was his only chance. From his lofty perch, he had a decent view of the top of the cliff, a perfect view of the cliff face and anybody that dared to step out onto the lip, and a limited view of the flats before the cliff. Durgan’s trapped body was at his extreme visible edge. It was going to have to do. “Fuck you,” he said to a yeti that was perched above the cliff face, it was just standing there with a good-sized rock over its head, waiting for someone to step out into the open where he or she could get brained. Mike aimed, squeezed the trigger, and watched the visceral ejecta shoot out the far side of the yeti’s head. Its arms gave out and the rock struck the top of its head, driving the animal to the ground. Mike quickly began acquiring targets and shooting before the animals could go into panic mode. He’d killed five more and injured another half-dozen before the enemy sought cover.

      Through it all, Mike had a hard time convincing himself that the yetis were panicking. They looked more like giant, pissed-off murder hornets running around looking for things to destroy. They didn’t know exactly where he was, but they had a pretty good idea of his general direction, and at the minimum, a dozen headed to his neck of the forest to neutralize the threat.

      One of the injured yetis had lost the use of its legs; it was on the cliff top, crawling towards the others, screaming in pain and fear. Mike wondered how much sympathy the beasts had, so he kept his scope on the area. He would kill the yeti before it could escape, but maybe, just maybe, the cries would entice another yeti out into the open. A yeti streaked past his scope’s view so fast it was a blur, and Mike looked up to understand what was happening. “Smart.” The yeti knew enough to realize that hitting a moving target was more difficult than if it stood still, which it would have had to do if it had run directly toward the injured yeti, bent over, and pulled it to safety. It was planning on getting a running start and snagging the outstretched arm like a catch hook on an aircraft carrier.

      The yeti wasn’t wrong. It was running so fast that Mike was having a difficult time picking it up. It was only at the slight hesitation as contact was made with the other yeti that Mike was able to hit the brute. It was a thigh shot. The animal went another five paces, dragging the other injured one before its damaged muscles began to shred. It limped to the side, and Mike blew out its opposite knee. It howled and fell to the ground. The first one was still yowling loudly, but the second had clamped its mouth shut and leaned its head against the ground in agony.

      “Honor among yeti,” Mike said as he looked up and over the scope. The beast had realized the trap for what it was, and didn’t want any others trying to come and save him, but the first yeti had no such compunction and increased its yells to make up for its partner’s quietness. No others came, and after five more minutes of the caterwauling, Mike could take no more and put a bullet in the thing’s brain bucket. He’d not been prepared for the other yeti to snap its head in his direction; it was looking directly at him. There was no doubt in his mind he’d been spotted. Now the yeti did speak, and Mike hoped he’d cut it off before it had revealed too much. It had gone quiet, too quiet. Then a rhythmic thrumming began as logs and stones were beaten against tree trunks.

      Another form of communication? He thought. It was the smell that alerted him first. The yeti weren’t talking, they were making noise to drown out the one climbing the tree. It had somehow made it halfway up without Mike knowing it was there. He had an adrenaline shock bad enough he was thankful he was strapped to the tree. He was too tongue-tied to let go of the litany of curse words on the edge of his lips. He aimed down and hastily fired a shot that went wide right. He could not aim traditionally, due to the angle, and he was thankful his 7.62 didn’t have too much kick, considering he was shooting it one-armed and extended away from his body. It was another two shots before bullet met flesh; by then the monster was only fifteen feet below him. The projectile dug a groove into the yeti’s right bicep, blood flowed from the wound, and onto the yeti below it. Incredibly, Mike had missed that there was more than one climbing. He nearly lost his grip on the rifle, thankful that he’d taken the time to tie that to the tree as well. He pulled it back up and laid it on a nearby branch before pulling his sidearm free.

      Two rounds out of the 1911 later, the .45 ACP ammunition had killed the first yeti. It canted to the side and fell over, but not down, its weight precariously perched upon a group of thick branches. Mike had to wait until the one below climbed up and past its fellow ascender before he could shoot at it, too close for comfort. The very first bullet broke through the crown of its skull, and the animal plummeted to the ground, forty-five feet below, cracking open like a dropped egg. Mike had not been expecting it to explode upon impact, splitting its thick hide in half a dozen spots. Exposed muscle glistened in the morning light from the rupture points, blood was sprayed and splayed around like the yeti had been spun on a gyroscope.

      “I’m not sure why I didn’t think they could climb. Most evidence would suggest they’re a great ape of sorts. Not going to make that mistake again.”

      It wasn’t long before the nearby yetis had gone to their secondary form of attack, launching boulders at him, which fell far short, although those that did strike the tree had the unsettling effect of jarring the trunk. Lower branches were being destroyed by the score, and the previously hung-up yeti plummeted to the ground. This branch destruction was both good and bad. It was going to make it much more difficult for any other yetis to make the climb up, the flip side was it was going to make it much more difficult for Mike to climb down. The debris field underneath the tree was beginning to look like a picture taken from a lunar landing with boulders strewn all about.

      Mike peered then blinked, and blinked again. “When did that happen?” he asked. The two dead yetis below were gone, and when he looked up to the cliff top, those two were gone as well. “Can’t say I like that.” They were moving quickly enough to stay out of his field of vision, accomplishing what they wanted to do. He liked what happened next even less. When the yeti realized that they could not reach the shooter with the boulders, they began to throw smaller stones. They were still the size of baseballs and softballs and would cause extreme damage if any hit him. One strike could be enough to kill him, with the velocity they were traveling. They were still coming up far short, but Mike didn’t need the writing on the wall to glow with neon colors to know what the message being spelled out was. He undid his ropes and immediately began to climb. He had no desire to feel what it would be like getting hit with golf ball-sized rocks. He would keep climbing until such time they could not reach him. He hoped it was soon, because not only was he battling the yetis, he was also working against something much more terrifying: the immense fear his mind was building with each step higher he took.

      Where he was on the tree, Mike found himself swaying with the slightest of breezes. He felt that if he had to go any higher, the tree would begin to bow under his weight. The ground was so far below him, his head began to spin.

      “Tie, tie, tie,” he repeated, his hands shaking as he attempted to make himself as safe as one could be when they were a hundred and fifty feet in the air. Even with the rope securely tied around himself and the tree, he couldn’t force himself to do much more than hold on for dear life.

      “Hell of a quandary, Mike. You climbed this thing to help, and now you’re stuck. Can barely open your eyes. And you know what else would be awesome, besides getting down from this lofty perch? If you stopped talking about me in the third person. That would be swell, thanks.” The branches he was resting on were considerably thinner than where he had been. They were lively and had some spring, but they were also bending under his weight. Not that he planned on doing it, but he was certain if he bounced up and down they would snap. He moved slightly, the tree did as well. He clung so hard that his arms began to hurt from the effort.

      “God, I can’t even count how many stupid things I’ve done in my life, but I feel like this one is running away with the prize. What can I offer that’ll get me down from here, and not via the express elevator?” His only response was an eagle cry. “Probably pissed I’m taking up some prime real estate here.” After he said the words, he scanned his general area to make sure that wasn’t the case. An eagle attacking to protect its nest could easily spell his doom. His hammering heart rate decelerated a couple of beats when he realized that he was alone up there and likely to stay that way. The eagle did do a fly by, and Mike was convinced it shook its head at the stupidity of the human daring to climb so high before heading off to parts unknown. “What I wouldn’t do for a couple of your Middle Earth brethren.” He could see some yetis, but they were so far away and below they hardly looked dangerous. Or maybe that was just his excuse to not move and try and shoot them.

      He could hear rocks striking branches below, the closest were about twenty feet away. He thought about climbing down fifteen of that buffer, but the thought of undoing the rope had him frozen. His mouth was dry, and his stomach churned in fear. “I’m going to die up here.”

      “Mike!” The voice was so soft he wasn’t sure if he’d imagined it. “Why are you so crazy?”

      Mike released a pent-up sob at BT’s words. He may have been all alone up in the tree, but he wasn’t all alone in the world, and just that small bit of communication allowed him a measure of calm. Not much more than a teaspoon’s worth, but it was something.

      “Fucking crackers, man. You’d never see a brother doing that!”

      “If you were up here the tree would be bent over to the point we could hop off!” Mike answered.

      BT held up a fist. Mike pried an arm loose and lightly punched out before quickly grabbing the tree again.

      “Are you okay?” he shouted. “Sorry, stupid question. You look like a koala clinging to a eucalyptus tree! Shit, you can’t even manage to give me the finger.”

      Mike did manage. “They’re coming!” he yelled, warning his friend to get back into the relative safety of the cavern.

      “Hang in there!”

      “You too,” Mike answered, much more quietly.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Mike was in pain. He hated to use the word agony, but he felt as if he was rapidly approaching that status. His arms were throbbing, his ass ached where the branch cut across it. His back and side were spasming from the awkward position they were in. The lower half of his body was asleep, sharp pins and needles poked every square inch. He would have to do something soon, his current position was untenable. Only ten feet lower, the branches were double the width, which would feel like a Lazy Boy chair in comparison to where he now found himself. The problem was whether or not he could get his muscles to cooperate. It wasn’t like he could stand and hop around to get proper circulation to return to his extremities. He sat for long minutes thinking about how he could accomplish what felt like an insurmountable feat. He’d hardly noticed that the wind had picked up and the skies were growing dark.

      “It got late fast,” he said until he looked up and realized with a growing sense of dread it was a weather front moving in. “Oh no.” The wind began to pull at his clothes, the tree swaying increased; it wouldn’t be long now before he felt the first stinging drops of freezing rain. “Death by terminal velocity or exposure. Oh, the joy of having choices.” If he was going to move, it was something that had to happen before the branches slicked up. He decided he was going to use the rope to assist himself down. He would use a branch above him as a fulcrum, and because he had no faith in his shaky arms or cramping hands, he was going to tie the rope off. He’d worry about retrieving it at some later point or again cutting his losses; at this pace he wouldn’t have a length much longer than himself. A fat droplet struck him on the bridge of his nose, he recoiled from the shock.

      “So screwed,” he mumbled as he played out what he thought was enough rope, tossed it over the branch higher up then tied it around the trunk. He had a difficult time pulling the rope tight. “That’s going to have to do.” He did not at all like how cavalier he was being with his life. That was a tone you took with an improperly stacked dishwasher. He stood, the branch bending terrifyingly. He had to wrap his arms around the tree to support the weight his legs wouldn’t take. As the blood began to flow, his legs fluttered. He felt like he was trying to support a car on a jack made of balsa wood. Another raindrop struck the back of his hand.

      “Lower, Talbot, you need to go lower.” It was more a pleading than trying to psyche himself up. It was five more long minutes before his legs felt up to the ask. The rain had held off so far, but he could see a black line of it marching his way. With one hand on the tree, and one on the rope, he looked back and down for where to put his leg. It was two feet lower, he figured that was a reasonable distance. That was until he bent his stationary leg and the muscles twitched then collapsed under the strain. Mike fell to the side, away from the tree, his hand pulled free, he reached wildly for the rope and missed. He struck the branch he’d meant to step down onto and broke it cleanly off and kept going. The next branch luckily did not break but did unfortunately alter his orientation. He didn’t even have time to panic as he found himself falling through the tree headfirst. His shoulders slammed into, and past branches as they tore at his face, arms, and torso. Part of Mike’s mind was convinced he’d been locked away in a closet with a batch of feral cats and they were starving. His previously injured shoulder hurt, but not as bad as the other side, which had taken the brunt of the impromptu excursion.

      When the rope finally stopped his freefall, Mike was staring into the abyss of a twenty-foot drop before he would have even the slightest hope of grabbing onto something. His chest hurt from the compression of the rope and the suddenness with which he’d been pulled up short. Then the much larger problem made itself known: he’d tied the rope around his chest, arguably the widest part of his body (although Tracy may have said it was his fat head, but that was more anecdotal than factual) so, hanging upside down as he was, he was beginning to slip through the opening.

      “No, no, no,” he said as he swung his upper half up so that he could grasp the rope. Where the gymnastic strength came from he didn’t know, but he pulled so that his butt was finally in the sling, both literally and metaphorically. He was safe-ish for the moment, but the only way he was going to be able to reach a secure perch was by standing and putting his foot where he was sitting. The thought of dangling that high off the ground without a safety net sent a wave of nausea crashing around his stomach and gorging up his throat. He couldn’t believe it was happening, even as the bile ejected from his mouth, his body betraying him at the worst time possible. With agility he would never be able to access again, he swapped out his butt for a foot.

      One foot in a swinging stirrup, two hands clasped on a tremulous handhold, and his stomach cramping, by the time he was able to get his overtaxed system calmed, the rain had come. It wasn’t full force yet, but what it lacked in volume it made up for in lack of temperature. It was maybe two degrees away from stinging sleet, and was painful on his exposed skin.

      As near as Mike could tell, he had two options. One was to climb up the rope; nightmares of gym class past flashed in his head, or two, swing to the trunk and shimmy down a few feet to another viable location, leaving the rope behind. Having two differing options on how to die was having no options at all. He looked up; he had to go up. He could not stay like this for any considerable length of time. Shimmying down might be the easier of the two, but it would only hasten what Mike felt was an inevitability. He pulled his legs up, and trapped the rope between his left boot top and the tread of his right before reaching up with his arms. He could only hope the rope wasn’t slippery yet. His muscles were exhausted, but he had plenty of adrenaline to help with his ascent. Two pulls later he was halfway to his desired spot. His hands had turned an angry red, and the rope had started to ice up. Every time he adjusted his hands, he had to hold them in place long enough to let his body temperature thaw out the rope. This was not going to be something he could do with his feet; he could only hope that if he used more pressure it would keep them from slipping.

      When Mike was finally able to get seated, the shivering began, a fair portion from the cold, but also some from the stress of the drop and subsequent climb. He wrapped the rope around himself and the tree twice.

      “I need to eat.” He knew the only thing that was going to help him fend off the impending chill was to pump calories into his system. His stomach had calmed to the point where he thought this might be viable. He nearly cried when he was looking through his pack and there was a small packet—a waterproof poncho. “Thank you, Trip.” In his haste to rip the pack open, the poncho was jettisoned. He sent out an errant swipe that missed wildly. A gust of wind caught the plastic and unfurled it, sending it right back into his sputtering face. “Better to be lucky than good, they say.” He’d never believed in that idiom more than he did at that very moment, though the scene seemed more like a prank by a goddess who wanted to torment but not kill him, rather than his own dumb luck. His clothes were wet, but not soaked through. He had a chance of making it through the storm.

      Mike couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d been more uncomfortable, and miserable. More scared, yes; his platoon had been cut off and surrounded and constantly bombarded by the enemy. For two hours he’d watched in horror as members of his squad were injured or killed. He wondered when it was going to be his turn; would it be better to be wounded, crippled, or just have it all fade to black? They’d fought back with everything available to them, they had just enough to make sure the enemy never had the opportunity to overrun their location. It had been an intense battle. They’d repelled wave after wave of attack, but as their ammunition diminished, it was only a matter of time. Their sergeant had warned about being taken alive; the enemy was infamous for brutally beating, torturing, and then decapitating their captives.

      “Do not be taken alive,” Sergeant Roth said as he shoved a grenade into Mike’s hand, the meaning understood. “Make it count,” he finished before moving on to the next and delivering the same message, although only five squad members received the devastating explosive device.

      “Jesus, does he want us all to huddle together when you pull that pin?” Lance Corporal Sanchez asked.

      “I’ll fucking swallow it if it prevents me from getting my head chopped off with a machete,” Private Castillo said.

      Mike was about to hand him the grenade. He had no desire to be responsible for the death of his friends. Then they heard the air-chopping sound of a helicopter. Machinegun fire erupted all around their location, but this time it was not directed at the beleaguered squad. Immediately the helicopters were under attack, but then the three Apaches turned their formidable weaponry against the enemy, and in less than five minutes what hadn’t been utterly destroyed was on the run. The Hueys came in next, and an hour and a half later, after a debriefing and a shower, Mike was halfway through a bottle of camp-made hooch, doing his best to push the tremors away. Instead of the liquor taking them away, they intensified, his entire body vibrating…he awoke with a start. The tree was moving!

      Mike looked out, rain was pounding on him, obscuring his vision, then he looked down, they were in the tree again. He’d tied himself so tightly he was having a difficult time moving to grab his firearm. Four, possibly five of the nightmares were climbing, lips pulled back to reveal wicked canines, eyes narrowed, one purpose and one purpose only on their collective minds. When the lead yeti realized it had been spotted, it began to move faster, incredibly swinging from limb to limb and up, its shoulders ripping through branches, breaking most of them away in its haste to get to him. He was beginning to panic as the movement from the yetis was making it almost impossible for him to work on the knots he’d tied to fasten himself to the trunk. The tree was beginning to bend from the excessive weight as the yetis closed in.

      “Help!” he screamed. He didn’t expect any, but when confronted with a situation you are unlikely to survive, it happens instinctively. He yelled again, wondering if anyone could hear his pleas over the downpour. He’d got two knots undone, only three more to go. The lead yeti slowed after a resounding crack split the air. The tree let all involved know that it didn’t appreciate the burden it was under. Then, incredibly, impossibly, it stopped its ascent. Mike tried to calm himself, to get some feeling in his frigid fingers before the yeti again climbed. But that wasn’t in its plans. Reaching the human was out of the question, that was something it had deduced easily enough. It was unlikely it was thinking of the old proverb, but it was smart enough to know that if it couldn’t get to the mountain, it would bring the mountain to it. The yeti braced itself and began to violently shake the tree. It was either going to knock Mike from his perch or snap the top part of the tree off, sending him falling like a lawn jart flung high into the air.

      Now Mike had to decide whether to untie himself or stick with the status quo. He wouldn’t be able to shoot at the thing while he felt like he was inside a paint shaker. He had to hold his body tense, or his head would continually slam off the trunk until he got a concussion or was rendered unconscious, both, more likely, though neither was an outcome he wanted to explore. At another echoing crack, Mike was braced for the stomach-lurching feeling of freefalling. A burst of automatic fire caught his attention. The man Mike thought was called Benson was shooting from the lip of the cave. Mike wanted to jump for joy, not literally, as that would have proved unwise, but his elation was quickly stomped out when he realized the bullets were not headed in his direction but rather downslope on the cliff, where five were making their way up. All action on the tree had stopped as the yeti lumberjack was watching the action below. Mike furiously began to work on the knots. He could see two yetis running fast on the top of the cliff; Benson was going to be in some serious trouble soon. He wanted to call out, but as soon as he did, the distracted yeti would resume his nefarious activity, and Mike was positive that the thing was nearing its ultimate goal. He pulled the final knot free, twisted and pulled his sidearm out. He shouted a warning across to the cave as he sent a volley of bullets below and into the yeti. The first went wide. The yeti’s attention immediately went up to Mike; its eyes narrowed and burned with a deep hatred that surpassed this encounter—something woven into the very fabric of the beast’s existence.

      Mike’s next shot hit the back of the yeti’s skull, it was a glancing blow, not enough to kill it, but it was stunned as its eyes rolled halfway back. One arm let go of the tree and drifted slowly to its side and then up, like it was being lifted by a bevy of helium balloons. Mike didn’t wait to see if it got its fine motor skills back as the third and final shot went straight down its mouth and throat before striking its spine and blasting out its abdomen. The yeti let go with its other hand and fell, dead, more than seventy-five feet to the ground as nothing impeded its fall. The ones below watched the fall. One continued up, the others retreated.

      “Keep coming, motherfucker, I’ve got something for you.” The yeti was snarling and roaring, Mike had seen that before in battle, a war cry when the enemy knew it was defeated and about to die, but continued in a bid to inflict as much damage as they could before the inevitable end. Mike pulled the trigger; nothing happened. He worked to pull out the magazine, his hands not quite numb but his perception of touch was greatly diminished. There were still bullets in it, he could see them even as it slipped from his grip and fell. By happenstance, the magazine bounced off a series of branches like a Plinko ball before striking the yeti in the forehead. He truly wanted to laugh at the insanity of the situation. It was not the way he’d meant to deliver a bullet. When he pulled the action back he saw the problem; a double feed had one round at an angle, pressed up against the bullet in the chamber. He tried to reach his fingers in, but it felt like he was playing the board game Operation with frozen sausages.

      “Shit.” He didn’t have the time or the dexterity to fix the problem. He nearly missed as he shoved the gun into his holster. He half stood and reached for where his rifle was tied to the tree. His foot slipped on the slick branch, and he had to twist and grab the trunk, remembering that he was on the high trapeze without a net, or a rope, in this case. The rifle wasn’t much more than five feet away, yet it might as well have been in a vault. There was nothing he could hold onto that would allow him to reach out and grab it. He supposed he could lunge, but it would be his last desired action; falling to his death didn’t count. He had to do something. No help was coming from the cave, two yetis were standing above it, ready to pummel anybody that dared show themselves. He didn’t see Benson’s broken body, so the man must have heard and heeded his warning. Mike had hated being cooped up in that cave, but right now, it seemed like a castle nestled in the Swiss Alps.

      “Do something,” he pled his case. It was weak as far as arguments went. Inspiration struck as he sat back down, clamping his legs to hold on as the yeti climbed ever higher. He grabbed his sidearm and his knife. He hated the feeling of not using a hand to hold on, but trying times called for extraordinary measures. His first attempt at prying the lodged bullet free involved him shoving an eighth of an inch of blade into his thumb. This was the first time he considered the numbness of his fingers a benefit. He watched as three fat droplets of blood fell and struck the yeti, now no more than twenty-five feet away. The dislodged bullet fell wide. He aimed, the round in the chamber the only one available to him. Two fresh magazines were in his backpack. If his rifle was in a bank vault, the backpack might as well have been underwater off the coast of Spain. One fifteen-gram piece of brass-jacketed lead delivered at eight hundred and thirty feet per second with a punching power of three hundred and fifty-six pounds of muzzle energy was all that stood between him and death. All those numbers meant less than nothing if he missed or merely wounded his assailant.

      Mike pointed down, his finger on the trigger, the tree jiggling worse than a wall of breast implant samples during an earthquake. Fun to look at, but horrible to line up a shot. When his hand smacked against the tree he mistakenly pulled the trigger. “Oh no.” Mike had that same immediate sense of angst, panic, and dread, like the time he’d lost his wallet in a crowded mall. He looked at the gun that had betrayed him then down. The yeti was stock still, its eyes crossed as if it were trying to peer at the hole that had been drilled in the middle of its forehead.

      “Fuck me, the one bullet that turned the tide. I never really had much faith in the better to be lucky adage, and now it’s happened twice. I think I’m going to change my stance, being lucky is A-o.k.” Mike holstered his weapon, and retrieved the rope, tying it around himself so that he could retrieve his supplies and rifle. When he looked around, he saw that there were no yetis nearby, either the killings or the weather had forced them into cover. He knew if he stayed in the tree it was only a matter of time until he died of exposure or worse. He would take his chances on the ground, provided he could get there in one reasonably functional piece. If the yetis saw him descend, it was likely they would pummel him with rocks trying to knock him down, or just wait until he delivered himself in thirty minutes or less like a pizza. The going was slow. Mike was trying to stay as safe as possible, looping the rope around a branch then tying it off in ten-foot sections. He figured if at any point he slipped, he would only travel that ten feet. When that was played out, he had to undo the strap, pull the rope down, and start the process all over again. The lower he went, the more difficult it became, as the yetis had broken through more branches than they’d left behind.

      It came to a head while he was still fifty feet up. There was roughly a twenty-foot gap from where he stood to a branch he could use below, otherwise he would need to somehow swing around the trunk of the tree to the other side, where there were more branches. He didn’t trust in his Tarzan skills to try either avenue. On a positive note, he’d yet to be spotted, that he knew of, though his only indication was he was not receiving boulders to the face. The rain was still coming down, but the intensity had eased. Mike looked up and in the distance, he could see blue skies. If it had been the rain keeping the yetis holed up, which was possible, he thought, given their pervasive stench, it wouldn’t be long before they came out to dry off and bask. And there he’d be, the low-hanging fruit some of his in-laws had claimed he was.

      “Fuck ‘em.” He’d never, not once, regretted that one time he’d pissed in their humidifier. He reveled in the delight that a fine mist of piss had coated their entire living room; that thought and that thought alone had made any time he had to deal with them tolerable. Although now, when he was forced to visit, he couldn’t sit on any of their furniture. Tracy had about lost her shit when he’d told her what he’d done. But what was the alternative? He couldn’t have her sitting on the couch. It wasn’t quite a divorce-worthy infraction, but she was determined to get him counseling if he didn’t fix some of his issues. That was until he’d told her what had been going on. They’d been subtle with their slights, so micro in their aggression, to the point Mike wasn’t sure if everything happening was all in his mind. That uncertainty and the fact that they were great with the kids, had kept him from complaining to her. Plus, somehow, she loved them. But when he realized how much trouble he was in, he decided to share the wealth, so to speak. Of course, she didn’t quite believe what he had to say, or at best thought he was exaggerating, but then he begged her to watch more closely. And on their drive home from their latest visit, Tracy wished he’d told her about what he’d done so she could have joined in. In one aspect, it worked out fairly well, as Mike never had to waste any more time visiting. He didn’t think they’d ever caught on, but they must have suspected something by the way they’d seen him smiling each time someone would remark about a strange smell in that room.

      “Enough with the trip down memory lane, Talbot. You need to figure out how you’re going to get down off this tree.” Fifty feet was worlds better than a hundred and fifty, but it still made his knees weak to think this was the equivalent of standing atop a telephone pole. He moved closer to the trunk, testing out whether he could reach around to where there was a safer descent, but he was a couple of feet short from reaching the higher route, and almost ten feet from the lower.

      “Into the great void, it is,” he mumbled, looking down. He reached up and placed the rope over the branch and tied it off again. He would lower himself as slowly as possible—that was the plan. Amazing how little God cares about plans. “Should have brought gloves,” he said as he grabbed the rope. He lowered himself so he was sitting on the branch with his legs dangling over; it was when he scooted his buttocks off that everything went sideways. The rope had iced over and, try as he might to clamp his hands and arrest his fall, it was useless. His hands burned from the freezing rope; the pain was immediate and forgotten completely when he snapped to a stop. The rope had no give, and he was halted as suddenly as a car hitting a wall. He hung there limply, his back on fire, the air pushed from his lungs. He was dimly aware that he’d come up short. He hadn’t tested the length. “Piss poor planning,” he hissed. Mike moved his legs, happy at least that he hadn’t broken his spine, even if it felt that way. Then he remembered he was now a fucking pinata hanging there for all to see, and for the yeti kids to crack open to get to the goodies within. He looked down, realizing he was ten feet from the next branch and the relative safety it afforded.

      He could not stay where he was and debate his next move. He was in more trouble and more exposed than a flasher at a feminist cop convention. He was trying to undo the knot, but his hurting hands and the tension his body was creating on the rope was making that impossible. “Unbelievable,” was all he could think to say as he pulled his knife free. His goal was to cut the rope and land on the branch like a cat. He knew the plausibility of that outcome was less likely than him striking the branch sideways and falling to the ground landing on the blade of his knife, but still, he could just picture that springy, agile landing.

      “Okay, that’s a real possibility,” some devious part of his mind spoke. But he rethought that strategy as he placed the edge against the rope. “You sure about this?” he asked as he pulled. He’d meant to toss the blade to the side and retrieve it later, but with the shock of finding himself falling again, he merely let go of it. As he hit the branch below, extremely un-cat-like, he saw the blade embed itself into the flesh of the tree, droplets of sap welling up as he misjudged his grab and fell to the next level. He was able to slow some of the momentum, but was still continuing downward. He grunted with every body battering brush against the tree and its offshoots. He kept waiting for the big one that would break a leg, his neck, some ribs, but instead, he was pinged around like a pinball machine with very active bumpers. He splashed down onto the ground, flat on his back, staring up into the falling rain. He barely had time to register surprise as he saw his knife heading straight for his face as if thrown by an experienced knife wielder. He rolled to the side, the blade thumped hilt deep into the earth where he had just been.

      “Yeah, that’s fucking hilarious.” He berated the fates as he grabbed his knife and stumble-ran as best as his body would allow to the nearest copse, hopeful it was not a sanctuary for the yetis. The fates may be assholes, but they’d allowed him to somehow get off that tree mostly unscathed and hopefully, unseen, if the lack of yeti response was any indication. He figured it was only because Fate had something bigger planned. He was exhausted, hungry, dehydrated, and in need of shelter. The closest place to check off all those boxes was about five hundred yards away, across the most inhospitable of ground, then up the side of a sheer cliff. If he made for the cave, well, he wouldn’t make it, and even if by some strange twist he did, then what? All he’d have done wouldn’t have accomplished much, pretty much the same as if he’d just left and not come back. He’d bailed one bucket of water out of a sinking boat, so fucking what?

      He was one person, but maybe he was also like one bullet, if only he could hit the right spot. The best thing he could do would be to head back to civilization and convince the Marines to follow him and wipe out this new scourge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      BT sat close to the mouth of the cave intently watching the rain fall past, a few times the deluge so heavy it looked like a waterfall. He was worried about Mike, the crazy bastard who was playing at being an eagle. Unfortunately, the only wings he was bound to sprout were those of an angel. “Even that’s in doubt.”

      “What’s that?” Benson asked sitting down next to him.

      “Worried about my friend.”

      “I told him to stay put.”

      “Mike was never one to follow directions.”

      “I’m sure you realize how dire his situation is.”

      “Well aware.”

      “I need to know that you’re not going to do anything to add to this already dicey situation.”

      “Me?”

      “I’ve been watching you for the last fifteen minutes. I counted at least a half dozen times where you were about to make a run for it.”

      “I would have, too, if I genuinely thought there was anything I could have done.”

      “That’s admirable, it is. I can tell you care for your friend greatly, but he got himself into an incredibly foolish and deadly predicament.”

      “The same could be said about you and yours,” BT said sourly.

      “But I’m getting paid for it.” Benson said, attempting humor.

      “Last I heard, the value of the dollar has tanked in Hell.”

      “Heard the same thing,” Benson said.

      BT stood when the rain began to ease and more light entered. The storm was nearly past.

      “BT?” Benson asked.

      “I’m not Mike; I don’t do crazy shit merely for the sake of doing it.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily allay my fears. As far as we can tell there are yeti patiently waiting for one of us to poke our head out.”

      “We need to do something. My friend is out there, and one of your people should have been in a hospital hours ago.”

      “Nothing is accomplished by piling another casualty onto this godforsaken mission,” Benson said. “I’ve already lost two squad members, I’m not adding a client to the list.”

      “First off, I’m not your client, and secondly, if I decide to do something, it would be in your best interest to not get in my way.”

      “Your funeral,” Benson said, holding up a hand.

      “I’d say bring flowers, but I don’t want you there.”

      “Well that’s interesting,” Mad Jack said as Benson and BT both turned to look. He was standing, a hand grenade in his hand.

      Hedges grunted.

      “Why didn’t you tell me she had those on her?” Benson asked him.

      Hedges shrugged and grunted again.

      “What do you mean it didn’t seem germane?”

      “How’s she doing?” BT asked Benson.

      “She’s going to be miserable when she wakes up. And the longer it takes us to get her some help, the more damage is going to occur to her arm. That doesn’t even take into account the neurological damage she has suffered. Anytime you are knocked out there can be a plethora of issues such as slurred speech, weakness, numbness, or decreased coordination, and they can be permanent. Repeated vomiting or nausea, convulsions or seizures, including shaking and twitching. Unusual behavior, increased confusion, restlessness, agitation...”

      Good lord. I wonder how many times Mike has been knocked out. BT thought. He so wished he could give his friend a fist bump for the burn, even if he hadn’t said it aloud.

      “What’s the effective range of a hand grenade?” BT asked.

      Hedges grunted.

      “That forty feet is against humans,” Benson said in response to Hedges.

      “Could we get the grunt translation?” BT asked.

      “On human personnel, a grenade exploding within fifty feet of their location will cause injuries. To ensure the death of the enemy, that number would be closer to twenty feet. But on yetis, I figure that’s what you’re asking about, my guess would be ten feet.”

      “What do you think the chances are of me lobbing that thing onto the top of this cliff?” BT asked, testing the heft of the weapon.

      “Without anything up there, it’d be a pretty easy throw, but that’s not what you’re asking. I don’t know their reaction times...it’d be close. If I had to bet money I’d say both you and the yeti were going to sustain some injuries.”

      The sun had begun to stream into the cavern, a beam of light perfectly illuminating his grenade-holding hand. “That seem like a message from above to any of you?” BT asked.

      “Seems more like a coincidence with a potentially deadly outcome.”

      “Where’s your spirituality?” BT asked.

      “Lost that nearly a decade and a half ago in a faraway desert.”

      “About to yell; prepare accordingly,” BT said.

      Benson stood there, Mad Jack covered his ears, Dunhill let go of a slight whimper, and Hedges began to softly grunt the theme song to Home Improvement.

      “Mike!” The channeling of the cavern made his voice as voluminous as if he’d used a bullhorn. He waited for what he figured was a reasonable amount of time, but there was no response.

      Benson didn’t say anything but thought that the man may have succumbed to exposure sometime during the storm and was now forever tied to his grave, high up in the tree. At least the view will be decent, he thought.

      BT called out again. Mike had heard him the first time, but he wasn’t really in a position to respond.

      “Mike, if you can hear me, I’m going to need a distraction!”

      “Oh come on, man,” Mike whispered, “I thought we agreed I was going to be the only one to do stupid shit.” The only distractions he could offer involved him shouting or shooting, and either would mean he would have to make a run for it. But to where? He swore he was never going to climb a tree again, and there was no way he could outrun a yeti. His only viable plan had been to withdraw and regroup, hopefully with a group, but it looked like BT was going to force his hand.

      “Maybe if he doesn’t hear from me he won’t do anything.” He’d not been expecting a response to his statement.

      “Mike, if I don’t hear from you, I’m coming out and helping however I can!”

      “Fuck’s sake.” Mike stood and placed the barrel of his rifle up against a tree to keep it steady. His sights settled on one of the two yeti holding rocks above the entrance. If he was quick enough, he hoped he’d be able to get both of them.

      “Coming out in three…two…”

      Mike fired. A bloom of red appeared in the yeti’s side; it howled and let go of the rock, and Mike put another shot close to the first. The animal labored and fell, the second was nowhere in sight.

      BT was a few feet from exiting when the yeti jumped down. He froze, the only weapon he had ready was the grenade, and that wasn’t particularly conducive to anyone’s continued existence if he pulled the pin in their enclosed environment.

      “Move!” Benson was rushing forward and firing his sidearm before the word stopped reverberating off the walls. The yeti had bent down and was in the process of entering when it was met with lethal force.

      Mike’s attention moved lower when he heard the gunshots. He watched as the assaulting yeti stumbled backward before falling down the cliff face. He had the animal in his sights, but whatever was going on up there looked well in hand. He caught movement on his left through his peripheral vision, he hadn’t quite been located yet, but that status would change quickly enough. He couldn’t stay where he was, but moving in no way ensured safety either. He could just as easily run right into a group of them as anything else. The sound of a branch breaking not too far away was the only catalyst he needed to know that while running wasn’t safe, staying was even less of an option.
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      “I know that wasn’t a good idea,” Trip said as he dropped Ponch off and sped away. “What’s not a good idea?” he asked himself less than a mile from dispatching his passenger. He shrugged. “I’m going home, I’ve got a jar full of gummy edibles with my name on them. I’m going to take a handful then make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich out of a whole loaf of bread. I'll watch all seventy-nine episodes of TOS, maybe see 'The Trouble with Tribbles' twice, then sleep for a few days. Drive on, Johnathan!” he howled as he revved the engine and increased his speed. Three hours later, he drove up the expansive staircase to his house.

      “Man, I hope this is my place.” He turned off the engine and, without getting off his seat, he rang the doorbell.

      Travis answered the door.

      “Oops, wrong house...or, are you my kid? You look familiar.”

      “Mom!” Travis called over his shoulder.

      Stephanie was the first to the door. “Oh, my sweet puppy,” she said as Trip entered. She gave him a bear hug and twirled him twice before depositing him back onto the ground. “Where is everyone else?” She was looking over his shoulder and outside.

      Tracy had come from upstairs in a rush when Travis called and was waiting not so patiently for Trip’s reply.

      Trip’s eyebrows knotted as he tried to remember, but the only thing coming to mind was a PB&J sandwich.

      “Hon?” Stephanie prodded gently when she saw his confusion. Tracy would have been more forceful, but understood the need to let the man get there on his own, even if she wanted to smack him upside the head a few times to dislodge the answer.

      “What’s he waiting for?” Nicole asked.

      Tracy shushed her daughter. Trip reached into his pocket and pulled out three pink tabs, then tossed them in his mouth and chewed.

      “Were those baby aspirin?” Justin asked.

      “Hard to say,” Trip answered when he was done swallowing. “My, umm, journeys require a substantial replenishment of lanthanides.”

      “Lanthanides?” Tracy asked.

      “Rare earth minerals,” Stephanie answered. She turned her wrist to look at her watch. “Let’s get him comfortable, we have about five minutes.”

      “What? Five minutes until what? Stephanie, my husband and his best friend are out there, they could be hurt or worse, and we’re wasting time getting him to a couch.”

      “You’ll understand soon enough,” Stephanie said as she reached under one shoulder and Tracy the other as Trip sagged, his muscles losing the ability to support his weight.

      “These lanthanides, are they safe?” Tracy asked.

      “He says so, but I don’t think he’s telling the whole truth. They take a lot out of him, and the recovery period takes longer each time.”

      “Does he have to take them?”

      “There are things I can’t discuss, mostly because I don’t understand all of it myself, but suffice it to say, yes, they are necessary.”

      Tracy watched the clock with as much patience as she could muster. At ten minutes, Trip was sitting on the couch, his head thrown back, his eyes half open and his lips parted slightly, he looked more like he was asleep or in a drug-induced stupor rather than about to reveal what had happened to her husband.

      “Stephanie?” Tracy asked, an edge to her voice.

      “I…I don’t know, he’s usually come around by now.”

      Trip took a body-shuddering gasp and stood up. “Holy shit I need some peanut butter!” he shouted before immediately sitting back down. “Stephanie?” he asked, looking at his wife but seemingly having a difficult time recognizing her.

      “It’s me, John. Can you tell me where Mike and BT are, honey?”

      “Oooh...honey does sound good with peanut butter.” His eyebrows furrowed. “Do you mean Ponch?”

      “Ponch?” Tracy asked. “Who’s Ponch?”

      “This guy I knew. He got burned by a fire, and I let him borrow my poncho. He never gave it back, by the way. But then I died, so I guess he can’t be blamed for that. I’m sure at some point he would have done the right thing and returned it. But maybe not.”

      “What is he talking about?” Tracy asked.

      “Depends on what you believe in…” Stephanie started.

      “They might need help.” Trip’s blurred vision began to clear. He then proceeded to tell them about the mercenaries he’d sent in and how Mike had demanded he join them.

      “Typical Mike.” Tracy was seething. “We know about these mercenaries. We’ve tried calling the number back, but it keeps going to voice mail. We have no way of knowing if they’ve rescued BT and my stubborn husband.”

      “Phone?” Trip asked, shaking his head as if he didn’t know the answer. “Definitely a phone. I remember the phone. Maybe we should try again.”

      “Would they be more likely to pick up if you called?” Stephanie asked. “Where’s your phone?”

      “Oh, my sweet Stephanie, I feel you should know me well enough to realize the futility of that question.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The man had more than once lost corded phones.

      “Stand up,” she told her husband, patting him down until she was convinced he didn’t have it on him. She raised her finger in the air when it dawned on her. “The ATV.”

      Tracy in tow, Stephanie moved quickly across the living room then the foyer, where the machine was parked at the top of the staircase. Trip had moved on to the kitchen.

      She pressed the latch on the seat, exposing a small storage area. It was filled with loose Skittles, weed nuggets, and one satellite phone. She picked it up and powered it on. She then redialed the last number called. It rang five times before an innocuous message noted that she had reached the Polecat Group and to leave a message. Stephanie hung up and tried again with the same results. Some fifty miles away, BT and Benson were staring at the bottom of the cliff and the ringing phone. The sound did not go unnoticed by the yetis.

      “Shit,” Benson said. “That’s our way out of this predicament.”

      Mike also heard the phone as he moved silently through the woods. He was pretty sure it was some scam company looking to see if he wanted to extend his car warranty.

      “They’re still not answering.” Stephanie’s eyebrows were knitted.

      Tracy was looking on with worry and concern.

      “Whoa, that’s my phone!” Trip had a sandwich in his hands, jelly leaking from the sides and plopping to the floor.

      “Is there any reason you can think of as to why they wouldn’t answer, sugarplum?” Stephanie asked, holding up the phone.

      “Oh, there’s plenty of reasons,” he told her. “Maybe they’re sitting down right now at Angelo’s Pizzeria and are about to eat.”

      “The mercenaries aren’t sitting around a table waiting for a pie,” an exasperated Tracy said as she balled her fists up by her sides. “What if we need to get ahold of them?”

      He was genuinely confused. “Why? Do they have pizza?”

      Tracy had to walk away. Most of the time she found Trip endearing, harmless, at least. But right now, she wanted to shove that sandwich in his face and smear it around.

      “They need to answer,” Stephanie told her husband.

      “Let me see.” Trip held out a sticky, strawberry coated hand. She gave it to him. Instead of hitting redial, he punched in a new number. “Ah, Colonel Villanez. This is John Stephens.”

      “John? Trip? I’m glad to hear you’re all right. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard from you.”

      “How’s your wife?” Trip asked.

      “Doing much better, thank you. You were right, she was suffering from long-term Lyme disease, your doctor has her on the mend, though. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

      “Maybe you can, Colonel.”

      Stephanie couldn’t have been more confused if she were watching a show in a foreign language.

      Trip spent the next several minutes lucidly and in great detail explaining what had happened, and what was happening. Not everyone was convinced that the yeti threat wasn’t some sort of hoax, even with more proof pouring in every day, but even those that did believe were generally dealing with more pressing matters as the supply chain, which had already been funneled down to a trickle, was beginning to dry up in many parts of the world. Riots were common occurrences as people fought for diminishing resources. The National Guard, whom Colonel Villanez was a commander of, was stretched thin across the entire nation. Desertions were at an all-time high as personnel left to care for their families. He’d just got off the phone with Washington, and the Joint Chief of Staff whom he had been asking for help told him in no uncertain terms that none would be coming. The military worldwide was being recalled to help stabilize the mainland, which was on the verge of collapse.

      “Trip, I owe you, there is no doubt in that statement, but I don’t have the troops to send anywhere right now.”

      “A helicopter, Colonel, one helicopter to pick them up.”

      There was a long pause. “I can do that. Send me the coordinates.”

      Trip rattled off the longitude and latitude easily.

      “It’s going to be a few hours while I check for the closest one I can send. Tell them to hold on, tell them to be ready.”

      “I would, Colonel, but we can’t get in touch with them.”

      “Are you sure they’re still alive?”

      “At least two of them need to be Colonel, or we’re in much graver danger than you can possibly realize.”

      Villanez wasn’t sure what to do with that statement. “Trip, it’s not that I don’t care about everything you’ve done for my family, but I’m going to have to consider us even after this. If the world somehow returns to something approaching normalcy, perhaps I can do something more in the future, but I don’t see that happening, and I’m going to need all of my resources in other areas.”

      Understood, Colonel, and I appreciate it. I’m going to go now, I’ve got strawberry jelly all over my phone.”

      “I’m sure you do,” the colonel laughed before hanging up.

      Trip did the same. “Stephanie why does my sandwich have strawberry jelly? You know I like grape better.”

      “Hon, you made the sandwich.”

      “Good thing it was strawberry,” Justin said as Chloe followed close behind licking up the enormous dollops.

      “What was that all about? The phone call,” she elaborated before he could ask what she was talking about.

      “Lovely woman, Gina Villanez. I met her at the Met; she was sitting on a bench, staring at a Hockney, suffering from pain in her joints, a general sense of fatigue, and a migraine. We chatted; I found out she had vacationed in Vermont a few years previously...what else could I deduce but that she had Lyme? I set up an appointment with Dr. Childress, a top-notch neurologist, who specializes in lingering, insect-bourne diseases.”

      “And?” Tracy said.

      “Hmm?” Trip answered. “Oh. Her husband just happens to command the National Guard in Alaska.”

      “Just so happens?” Stephanie asked suspiciously.

      Trip shrugged. “I knew a time would come when I was going to need his help, and I needed a way to secure it.”

      “But...how? How could you know that?” Stephanie asked.

      “It’s easier than you think,” he told her as he handed her the sandwich.

      She could only look at the mess pooling in her hands. Chloe was waiting patiently by her feet.

      “Do you mind?” Tracy asked as she plucked the phone from Stephanie. She held it with two fingers and wiped it as clean as she could before redialing.

      “I’m going back,” Trip told his wife.

      “I know, just tell me where.”

      After giving her detailed directions, he headed out.
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        * * *

      

      As an introvert, Mike had never cared much for the ringing of a phone, but right then he was counting his blessings as the noise was taking some of the attention off of him. The yetis were close enough that their stinging scent was burning his nostrils. That he couldn’t lay eyes on any of them was troubling. As the phone rang a fourth time, the smell caused him to turn to look. He was stunned to see that a yeti was tailing him, and had got to within twenty feet. It whistled an alarm and attacked. Mike didn’t have time to bring his rifle up to his shoulder, instead shooting from the hip. It went against everything he had ever learned about firing a gun, but surviving has a way of throwing tradition out the window. Three shots in the animal’s left leg shredded the muscles, forcing it to go to its knees. Mike didn’t spend a moment more killing the animal; he could hear a bevy of beasts crashing through the underbrush about to congregate at his location.

      He was doing something he swore he wouldn’t do, and that was running blind. He was also doing his best to not be in a panic, but the flight mechanism had taken complete control, and with it came the influx of adrenaline and the inability to do anything other than flee. With no destination in mind, he noted he was heading straight for the cliff. He was dimly aware of BT yelling at him.

      “Crazy cracker what the fuck are you doing!?” the man screamed as he saw his friend emerge from the woods, yetis in hot pursuit.

      “Hedges, get your ass up here!” Benson shouted. “I hope you’re a decent shot, your friend is going to need it.”

      Mike was startled when he heard gunshots and even more surprised when he could hear them whizzing past close enough that if he didn’t know better he would have assumed were meant to take him down. He looked up to see three people, all pointing rifles at him. He almost veered off, then felt the ground moving as enormous beasts pounded just behind him. The rifle fire became continuous, then fell off.

      “They’ve stopped!” BT shouted. “You’re safe!”

      Then the first rock whistled past Mike’s head.

      “I may have misspoke! Climb!”

      Mike shook his head, he’d have no chance of that ascent. Trip might like a variant of getting stoned to death, but Mike wanted no part of it, especially the one that was more of the Biblical variety. He kept running towards the cliff, but he had only one thing in mind: he’d decided that yes, he did want to extend his car’s warranty, as he snagged the phone and kept running.

      “I might have to hire that guy,” Benson said as Mike dashed off into the woods. “What’s he do for a living?”

      “Writer,” BT answered.

      Hedges grunted. Benson felt the same way.

      Mike kept running flat out as fast and far as he could. When he was convinced he was going to collapse, he stopped, and before he could catch a decent breath he threw up. If the yetis caught up to him now there wasn’t much he could do about it except provide them with a stationary target. When he reined his body in somewhat he gave the phone a once over. The first thing he did was hit the volume button; it would do no good for him to get away and then for the damned phone to ring and announce his position. He waited until he wasn’t breathing like a flasher at a bikini modeling runway, and hit redial.

      “Hello?”

      “Tracy?” He was still panting heavily.

      “Oh God! Are you all right? Where are you? Why are you out of breath? Please tell me you’re not hurt.”

      “Okay…” he managed, choking back a sob that wanted to come out. “Sorry, was running.”

      “Are you safe?”

      Mike didn’t respond as he thought of a suitable answer. “At the moment,” he peered around the tree to make sure he wasn’t lying. He caught her up somewhat, hit the highlights, leaving everything out where his life had been in direct peril. It was a pretty quick summary.

      “Do I even want to know what you’re editing out?”

      He shook his head.

      “Trip got some help from the National Guard. I don’t know exactly when they’ll be there, but a helicopter is coming.”

      Mike nodded but didn’t say anything. He couldn’t even count how many times he’d been told on the battlefield that help was coming in one form or another. Air support, ground support, ordnance. Sometimes it happened, often though, it did not. “I love you, woman. If this all goes south and I don’t—”

      “Don’t even say it, Talbot. I know you love me, and I love you. I don’t need to be reminded of it, especially now. Just get your ass home.”

      “I’ve got to go, I hear something.” Mike hung up and pocketed the phone. A chipmunk skittered past, making more noise than it had a right to. Now the question is, what has you running? Mike thought. He poked his head around the tree he was resting against. A massive hand moved the hair atop his head as it slammed into the tree. There was enough force that it caused leaves and branches to fall. The yeti dragged its hand back, claws raking inch-deep wounds into the bark. Mike had already rolled away and was once again up and running. His body, which had already been pushed to the limit, had not received adequate rest to force it, once again, through another chase. Lactic acid had built up in his muscles, his adrenal glands had been juiced dry, his lungs burned from the effort of heavy and excessive breathing. He couldn’t believe how angry he was about to become with himself for breaking a promise he’d made to himself less than an hour ago. He leaped for a branch and pulled himself up. He had just enough time to see the yeti coming.

      Higher, he urged. Mike grabbed the next branch and pulled his legs up just as the yeti ripped free the one he’d been standing on. Instead of jumping to grab the one Mike found himself on, the yeti turned and swung the branch at him. If the log had been a foot shorter it would have struck him flush in the back and sent him over the wall for a homerun, instead the very end of the long branch caught the trunk of the tree and shattered close to where the yeti was holding it. The animal howled in rage and frustration. Mike would never tell his wife this, but he thought she’d made that noise a few times at him over the course of their marriage. He only risked one branch higher before spinning around. The yeti was going to follow, and with those long arms and legs, it would climb much faster than he could. Mike shot twice. The first blew two fingers off of the yeti’s left hand, the second struck its forearm. The animal had indeed been about to climb but quickly let go and ran out of Mike’s field of vision.

      “Really getting sick of this shit.” He looked up. The tree, while decent-sized, was nothing like the Goliath he had been on. It topped off around fifty feet, and he’d only be able to climb to about forty, and that was well within range of the yetis and their stones. The branch cover was thick, but not enough to stop twenty pounders. He could not stay up in the deathtrap. A firefight was happening over at the cavern. He hoped they were all right, but there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. It might be the distraction he needed to climb back down and get away. He’d planned on doing just that until he saw movement nearby. The yeti he’d shot had stayed close. It was going to do its best to exact its measure of revenge. With the way he was positioned and where the yeti was, he would have a difficult time getting a clean shot off. He’d readjust, though.

      Mike watched as the animal dug out a good-sized rock. It came out from behind the tree it was using as cover, its eyes locked on Mike’s, then it reared back and threw. Mike couldn’t help himself, a laugh escaped. The throw was as pathetic as any he’d ever seen. The best he could compare it to was when he’d seen War of the Worlds starring Tom Cruise. The lead and his son were in their backyard tossing a baseball and it had been clear to everyone who had ever seen the movie that Tom Cruise had never thrown a baseball before in his life. Tom liked to do his own stunts, but that was one he maybe should have let someone else stand in for. The yeti was a lefty, but Mike had cut his pitching career short with two bullets, and the righty throw was inept; there was an exaggerated movement at the shoulder and the elbow snapped the toss instead of flowing through. The yeti was more in danger from the rock than Mike was. The creature fixed its gaze on him. It had heard the laugh and seemed to recognize it for what it was.

      Yeti, by design, always appeared to be angry, but this one exuded it. It displayed its formidable canines and beat at its chest with its one good arm hard enough that Mike knew that if any of those strikes hit him he would be broken in two. It thundered forward a few steps and ripped the ground up in a very great-apish display. If it thought Mike was going to come down and challenge its supremacy it was sadly mistaken.

      “Any chance you could bleed out?” he asked.

      The yeti stared harder, if that was a thing. It again ripped great tufts of earth away and tossed them aside. Mike looked around and descended a branch; the yeti had an expectant look on its face but didn’t move any closer, afraid that its prey would again scoot out of range. Mike did not like that he was being stalked, and not only that, but he was aware of it, and even worse, he had put himself in the situation. He went down another rung on the living ladder. The yeti did not move in direction, but its muscles were tensed to the point he could see them twitching, ready to spring.

      “What in the actual fuck are you doing? Pretend you’re a sloth, tree is life, ground is death, and I don’t even need to poop.” He was referring to the nature documentary he’d watched which explained that most sloth deaths occurred when the abysmally slow animals climbed down from their lofty perches to take care of nature’s call. He wondered why the animals just didn’t go where they were, their asses were already pointing in the right direction. They wouldn’t need to move anything other than their bowels, and they could fart in the general direction of their enemies. Seemed like a win-win. Mike moved to the final perch; the yeti was so still it could have been a novelty display at a tourist trap store. (Except for the blood, which gave the illusion away as it fell and coated the ground in thick red syrupy life fluid.)

      Mike would run through this scenario for the rest of his natural life, and still, he was never going to come up with a satisfactory answer as to why he hadn’t shot the animal before he jumped down. He landed with a grunt. The yeti was on the move before Mike’s feet made contact with the ground. If it weren’t for the downward momentum of his drop he would not have had enough time to duck his head as a hand and claw, twice as large as his head, sliced through the air, whistling as it went past. The right forearm of the yeti struck the tree and there was the stomach-turning noise of the bones in its arm shattering and splintering. Mike fell over and backed away as the animal howled in pain. Resentment creased its brow: the puny human had dared to duck its lethal blow and now he’d injured himself.

      The yeti kept its arms tucked against its body, attempting to avoid any further injury to them. But that did little to affect the lethality of the creature. Much like its larger cousin, the Big Foot, whom Mike now wholeheartedly believed in, this thing had enormous feet capable of making him one with the earth, and not in a spiritual manner. If it just fell on him he could be in some serious trouble, and if that mouth and teeth took hold, he could lose pieces of himself as large as what a shark would take. Mike raised his pistol-less hand, wondering at what point he had lost it...the gun, not his mind. He continued to crab walk backward, the yeti stomping the ground like it was trying to put out a particularly stubborn fire. He rolled to the side just as the thing went to crush his balls, and not in a light BSDM way but rather like a dominatrix whose client had stiffed her on the bill, type of way.

      Mike pulled his knife free. He was having a hard time thinking of anything more useless for the situation. Maybe a life jacket in a house fire would be worse. The yeti spun and was coming again, this time he didn’t have enough time to move, so as the yeti drew his foot up, Mike held up the knife in an automatically defensive position. The yeti stomped. The blade parted the thick skin of the creature’s arch, traveling midway through the foot, cutting tendons, veins, muscle, and wedging tightly in between the tarsal and metatarsal bones. The hilt of the knife was forced into Mike’s chest hard enough that the air was punched from his lungs and his sternum felt as if it had nudged his spine. Once the yeti registered the pain it pulled its leg back up, ripping the knife free from Mike’s hand. He immediately placed his hands where the hilt had struck and rolled to the side in a fetal position. The yeti hopped away, howling, desperately trying to make useless hands pull the iron thorn from its foot. It even went so far as to drop onto its rear and reach with its mouth.

      Mike couldn’t move. For a solid minute, the pain was so all-encompassing he never even thought of his adversary. As the hurt began to diminish ever so slowly, he thought about the yeti but couldn’t muster enough worry to care about it. Five minutes later, when breathing wasn’t a laborious act of agony, did he worry about another stomping. It hadn’t even remotely been a full stomp, and it hadn’t killed him, but there were times in between breaths he wished it had. If the thing had fully stepped on him, he would have burst like an overripe tomato. If that happened, he could only hope he was long dead before he had to watch his spleen shoot forth from his mouth, or his stomach blast out his ass. Mike winced as he unfurled his body. Now he was left wondering why the yeti had yet to finish him. He could hear a strange clacking sound, but couldn’t figure out what it was. When he turned he realized it was the yeti’s mouth opening and closing rapidly as it did its best to get at the protrusion in its foot. Mike had a vague recollection of the knife cutting into the yeti, but it had been veneered over by the blinding pain. It was all coming back to him now. If his memory didn’t serve him right, the blood all over the front of him should have been enough. The teeth stopped their incessant clacking and the yeti bore daggers at him.

      Mike grunted and groaned like a man twice his age as he found a way to get his feet under him. The yeti, without the use of its arms or one leg, somehow made it look easier as it stood there still, like a stork, completely used to standing on one leg. Mike pulled his rifle from his back and pointed it at the monster. He looked around for his pistol, the yeti’s gaze following his every move. His sidearm was off to the side, not too far away. He was debating how he wanted to end the miserable creature’s life. Both means available to him made an abundance of noise, and with nothing but silence emanating from the cave, he didn’t want to place himself in the limelight.

      “If you’d fall over, I could get my knife back and drive it through your black heart.”

      The yeti hissed, Mike wondered if it was responding to the tone or the general meaning. He could only hope it wasn’t the meaning; the thing was already too intelligent for Mike’s own well-being. It was never good to have an enemy smarter than you. He grabbed a long branch, not wanting to get any closer than was necessary. It was unwieldy because he was only using one hand—he had no intention of not keeping his rifle trained on the thing. He pressed the end of the branch against the yeti’s one good leg, trying to push it over. The tree he had just climbed down from would have yielded before the yeti did.

      “Plan B then,” Mike said as he swung the branch, going for any of the injuries he could make contact with. The yeti held firm as the branch struck its broken arm, though there was a dismal hiss and a slight squinting of its eyes. Mike wasn’t into torture and would have just left, but he thought he might need that knife and was unwilling to give it up. “Fall over, I promise I’ll make it fast.” It shook its head, Mike couldn’t be sure if it was a coincidence or not. “Do you understand me?” The yeti did not nod. “Good thing because that would be crazy.”

      Mike put his rifle back and grabbed the pistol Trip had packed out. It was slightly quieter than the crack of the 7.62 bullet. Not that it mattered; a .22 in this stillness would be heard for a mile. The yeti immediately dropped down and held its leg up.

      Mike couldn’t be sure beyond doubt, but the yeti looked...sad. He’d lifted one brow and pulled his lips down into an exaggerated frown. “What in the fuck?” Mike looked around for the trap that had surely been set. Here was the lion, extending its paw, which had a very valuable splinter imbedded in it. He approached and reached out. He knew immediately that his decision had been the wrong one. When he pulled the knife free, whether it was reflex or planned all along, the yeti kicked out. If Mike hadn’t been in the process of jumping back, the foot would have caved in his chest. As it was, the glancing blow was enough to send him sprawling away. Somehow, he’d held onto the knife. Mike was face down on the ground, sucking in leafy, earthen breaths, each one more exquisitely wrapped in pain than the previous one.

      Again, was all he could think.

      He groaned as he rolled over, his face and neck strained as he did so. He heard movement and turned just enough to see the yeti standing, although it was tilted, not putting any weight on its injured foot. Then it hopped, not away, of course not away, Mike thought sourly. A no-armed, one-legged yeti was coming to do him in, and Mike wasn’t sure if he would be able to answer the bell for the next round. He wondered why his corner hadn’t thrown in the towel yet. It hopped again, now halfway to him.

      “Ow,” he said weakly, doing his best to sit up, the blunt force trauma to his chest had pounded the ability from him to do much more than that. The crafty, rage-fueled yeti made another hop; with the next one Mike was going to be crushed like a cardboard box that had lost its structural integrity from a rainstorm. Standing was out of the question. Mike tucked in his elbows and rolled as the yeti again hopped, crashing down exactly where he had been. He was intimately acquainted with pain, but lately, he felt as if they were now going steady. He embraced the suck and cried out in misery as he flung his knife-clad hand, driving the blade through the top of the yeti’s foot, and pinning it to the ground for a moment before the beast recoiled. Its howl was stifled, not much louder than a whisper.

      Mike again lost his grip on the knife. The yeti was grunting and snorting, biting down hard on its lower lip as it turned its massive head his way, its face less than eight feet from his own. It was attempting to wriggle its way toward the man using the only weapon left available. If it could sink those teeth into him, the fight would be over. Mike was spent. His chest still hadn’t fully expanded, and if he’d had the time to look, he would have seen a burgeoning blue and purple bruise forming from his clavicle to the bottom of his ribcage. He could barely get a breath in, and any movement more involved than blinking hurt to the point that passing out was on the table. The yeti wormed closer, leaving a trail of blood like breadcrumbs no one would ever follow.

      Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Mike thought, he wasn’t sure if the expletive was considered taking the Lord’s name in vain, but right then he didn’t care because maybe it was a way to get the big man to take notice of his plight. Mike used the form of locomotion which hurt the least: he tucked his arms in to protect his aching chest and rolled. He was rolling along the forest floor while the yeti performed the worm; it was the strangest prom dance the forest dwellers had ever seen. He had to readjust as rocks and trees got in his way, and still, the yeti slithered along, and it was gaining.

      “Just fucking bleed out will you?” Mike had his eyes closed against the pain, that was a mistake as he didn’t see the small rock outcropping. his chest struck the point of it and a blue electric cattle prod of discomfort made his entire body go rigid. His eyes flew open, and his teeth clamped shut. He’d been tased before by the police, that was like licking a nine-volt battery in comparison. His breathing became sharp, ragged and quick, all of which exacerbated his situation, and still the goddamn yeti came. Mike was jolted as his foot moved independently of anything he did; he tried to make it stop then realized he wasn’t responsible. The yeti had caught him. His boot was firmly lodged in the animal’s jaws, and the only thing saving him for the moment was the thick rubber wedge of his heel. The animal began to shake its head like a dog will with its favorite toy. Each movement adding to the overwhelming torment, his vision began to tunnel, blackness creeping in around the edges.

      Mike passed out for a blissful few seconds, leaving the misery behind only to be jolted awake, time and time again. At some point, he wasn’t sure when, his boot had been ripped clean from his foot. His ankle might be sprained, or broken, or possibly even gone, right then none of it mattered; he couldn’t breathe. He didn’t know if choking on air was a thing, but he was giving it his best shot. A deep rumbling growl vibrated near his ear, then came a snort and snot and saliva coated his face. This was it. He could only hope that it crushed his skull and made jelly out of his brain quickly. The pain would be immense and intense, but with it would come the wiping out of any higher thoughts. He’d never even be aware he was dying as he spasmed against the torment. Something stepped on his thigh, this followed by an unfamiliar roar, then all was quiet, at least for Mike, as he traveled the netherworlds.
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        Thorngrip’s Story

      

      

      

      ThornGrip wailed from the shores of the swiftly moving water. She had been rolling around, playing with her den mate RedClaw. They paused what they were doing, to watch their mother, out in the middle of the moving water, getting them a meal of juicy fat fish. RedClaw was hungry and was splitting his time between looking at his mother to see if she was yet successful in her fishing, and playing with his sister. She would continually bat his head when he was not paying attention to her. It was a wall of water sluicing down the channel that made them stop what they were doing. Their mother roared for them to run, and then ran herself toward shore. She didn’t make it; the water broadsided her and sent her tumbling in the torrent. She was more than two miles downstream when she finally succumbed.

      The siblings followed, stopping to peer continually into the water and at the far shore for their mother, constantly calling out. It was miles later when they came across her waterlogged carcass washed ashore. RedClaw and ThornGrip cried out and prodded her body, attempting to get her moving. They stayed until the following morning, and would have stayed longer if the circling birds overhead hadn’t given notice to every predator in the area that there was a meal ready to eat. ThornGrip had taken the lead; her brother followed, his head down as he let loose soft sad whistling cries. ThornGrip had had to berate him often to stop. He scared away everything she tried to hunt, and one night his crying caught the attention of a lone wolf that had treed them for two days before it finally gave up to chase easier prey.

      ThunderFoot, their mother, had warned the cubs to stay away from the two-leggers, but the gnawing in ThornGrip’s belly had pulled her closer to the places they inhabited and the meals they discarded. Most were placed in containers she couldn’t figure out how to open, but not all. She and her brother were eating decently, going to sleep hungry less and less often. Then something strange happened. The two-leggers began to leave the area. At first, it was a hardly noticeable exodus, then the day came when they were all gone. Great stores of food were theirs for the taking. They gravitated to the cases of meat that were beginning to rot, then into the strange crinkly packages and thin-barked boxes. ThornGrip found that she enjoyed the crunchy sticks of what the two-leggers called “spaghetti.” RedClaw wouldn’t touch it after having gotten one stuck in his nose.

      ThornGrip had been working her way through a large crinkly container of chipped corn when she looked up, hearing the sound of footsteps and heavy breathing off in the distance. When she caught sight of one of the two-leggers, she was more curious than frightened. It had been many bright sunrises since she’d seen a two-legger. RedClaw took one look and begged his sister to come and hide. She decided to investigate. The first two-legger, a male, by the scent of him, saw her almost immediately as she hid behind a snow drift. He smiled and continued. This only emboldened her, so when the second one, again male, came into view, she wanted to play. The two legger hesitated when he saw her. Unlike the first man, this one seemed wary. That was all the incentive she needed as she bowled into him, swatting him around much like she had her brother earlier that day. The man was speaking the two-legger language, and, though she knew none of it, the volume and rough tone gave it meaning., she’d heard it from her mother often enough. The man wanted her to stop, but that only spurred her on. This was the most fun she’d had in days. The man was smaller than her brother and easier to knock around. She was careful, though, making sure she didn’t hurt him. His funny facial expressions made her laugh, a snorting chortle coming from her throat.

      When he finally got inside the building, she wanted to join him. When he brought her some food, she could sense him relaxing to her presence, and when he left, she decided to follow. Her brother was reluctant to come along but did so, staying in the shadows. His sister was resourceful and always found a way to secure food. When they got to the two-legger dwelling, she had gone right in, but he had not, choosing instead to wander nearby, in case she needed help. She’d stayed inside the small wooden cave for a while, but when she came out, they went to explore another uninhabited town nearby. The food had been easy to come by lately, but ThornGrip knew that they were going to need to learn how to hunt for fish and other animals. RedClaw had protested, instead wanting to rely on the dwindling two-legger supply. Reluctantly he joined her as they fumbled about, trying to catch salmon. Surprisingly, it was RedClaw who secured their first fish. He’d not immediately known what to do with the wriggling mass that was impaled upon his claw. And as he stared at it, backing away as the ten-pounder slapped at his nose, ThornGrip lunged and bit through it, severing its spinal column so they wouldn’t lose their prize.

      RedClaw ran around in circles on the shore, reveling in his first kill. ThornGrip gave him a nuzzle, and then they ate. They continued this way for a season, until one day, the first two-legger she had ever encountered came back. She’d shown surprise when he spoke in her language, a series of grunts, growls, and body gestures. He’d wanted to bring her and her brother to a different location; he had said it was important, and that she would once again get to see her favorite human toy. He had promised plenty of game and two legger food. ThornGrip, who was always up for an adventure, had readily agreed, but RedClaw had no such willingness. It had taken three bags of his favorite chipped corn snacks to do the convincing. ThornGrip had been exhilarated as she sat staring out the front window of the bird machine that flew through the air. Her brother, on the other hand, hid under a bench and whistle-whined the entire journey.

      When the bird machine landed and they got out, ThornGrip exited and sniffed the air. It was indeed a new place, and she couldn’t wait to explore it. The little two legger (who smelled somewhat like skunk) said they could do that as soon as he was finished showing them something. He brought them to what he called a “storage shed” and told them if they looked into the small glowing pad, the door would open. It would always be full of food, should they need it, and they could use it for shelter, again, if the need arose. ThornGrip much preferred catching her meals, but having the security of food readily available was not something she would scoff at. It had taken many sunrises and sunsets before RedClaw would venture into the building, not trusting the man. He was convinced it was a trap, something his mother had warned of. And he still thought that every time his sister entered the building and the door closed, but invariably it would open, and she would be carrying a treat for both of them. He remained tentative for a while, but relaxed a little with each subsequent entry. They’d even slept inside once during a particularly intense rainstorm.

      The siblings ventured, exploring the area, steering clear whenever they caught the scent of adult male bear-marked territories. It was on one of these journeys that ThornGrip caught the strange, unpleasant scent of the large two-leggers. She did not have any knowledge of them, it was not something her mother had passed down to her before she’d died. But she’d seen enough to know they were powerful and deadly. Four of the beasts had chased down and thrown stones at a moose until it was dazed into submission then they had descended upon the hampered animal and tore it apart like a crinkled package of nuts. For reasons she did not know, the hairy two-leggers hated their smaller cousins and killed them upon sight. Incredibly, instead of running from their predators, they ran at them—something her mother would have argued against. For their part, the hairy two leggers did not bother other predators; if one got close to check out a kill they’d made, they would chase it away, but other than that, they did not hunt them. Even so, ThornGrip warned RedClaw to stay as far from them as he could. He was fine with that.

      When a gust of wind brought the strong scent of the animals into her nose, she was preparing to leave—until another scent caught her attention. It was a man, not the one she considered her man, but one that had been with him. Had the hairy ones killed him? No, she thought, she didn’t smell death. She did smell a lot of things, fear being one of them...not from the human, but rather from the others. There was also the bitter smell of the fiery sticks. Hunting, she determined. The human was hunting the others. She was curious, RedClaw was not. He stayed away while she tracked them for a long distance, until they crossed into the territory of another large bear, and she turned away at that point. A few days later, she caught wind of the skunk man and…and something else. Her tongue lolled out as she ran. When she got close she got quiet, stalking her “prey,” and there he was. She could hardly contain her excitement. She didn’t know why she was so attached to the two-legger, just that she was.

      When she knocked him over, she made sure to show him how much she had missed him. He had rubbed her furiously, making comforting sounds and scratching all her itchiest spots. He’d gripped her neck and leaned in close, rubbing his face against hers. She wanted to take him to their food supply and share with him, but he seemed preoccupied. He was also carrying a fiery stick, and he had a scent of fear and determination. He was following the other man; she decided she was going to follow for a while as well. As they approached the old bear’s grounds, she said her goodbyes and went back to tell her sibling about her adventures. He never understood why she was so bold and adventurous, they had everything they needed and more here; why she went and did dangerous things was beyond his comprehension. Surviving was wonderful, and he saw no reason to jeopardize that.

      She was worried about her human, and that, she realized, was the way she thought of him. The two-leggers were such a fragile species; she was never certain why her mother had so greatly feared them. If she could, ThornGrip would protect the man. It seemed to be the right thing to do. When she again caught his scent, she rushed toward him. The bigger human had attempted to halt her progress, which she thought was the funniest thing ever, but as she got closer to her man, she could see something was wrong—many things were wrong. She sniffed at his wounds and nudged him gently, happy that he was all right enough to pet her. Then the large human had done something to the man and he’d fallen asleep. She watched and hovered, and was preparing to leave with them as the large human dragged her man behind him. It was then she caught the disturbing scent of the Others, but this was different. These weren’t the scared and fearful few that had been running away, these were meaner, savage. And they were moving toward where her sibling was. She licked her man’s face before bounding off so that she and her brother could hide. She had an instinctive feeling that if they were found by these newcomers, they would be killed.

      A few days later, she had been exiting the food shelter (the Others had scared away all the prey in the area, making their natural food source scarce) when she again caught the scent of her human. She had been worried he may have fallen victim, but he smelled well enough. She’d just started loping towards him when she smelled an Other. By the time she came upon the sight, the Other was gravely injured, but still had enough in it to further harm her man. ThornGrip raged, charging the Other, dragging the wicked claws of her right paw across the creature’s back, slicing it deeply, exposing the now shredded muscles. The yeti had wanted to cry out, but had done, or could do, nothing to thwart her attack, ThornGrip wrapped her mouth around the foul thing’s throat and crushed down until she felt its neck bones break and salty blood explode into her mouth so that it could not bark out its distress and call for help. When she was sure the Other was dead, she checked on her man and was relieved to find he still lived. She snorted in happiness before licking his face. When she heard the loud sounds of the two-legger machines, she stood her ground, unsure whether it was a threat or not.
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      “Oh God!” Tracy said as she saw the prone figures lying on the ground up ahead on the path and a bear standing over her husband. She gunned the engine to speeds she did not feel comfortable with as Stephanie struggled to keep pace on her own 4X4.

      “Wait!” she called out. It was no use. Even if the other woman could hear her, it was unlikely she would heed the warning.

      The ATV was still rolling when Tracy jumped off. She had her pistol drawn; the bear watched her suspiciously, but did not charge, nor did it leave. Tracy saw the red around its muzzle and the blood on the neck of the yeti. She understood instantly that the bear hadn’t harmed her husband, that it was protecting him.

      “Gus?” she asked. The bear cocked her head in understanding. Tracy ran forward before pausing. She was looking for signs of life from her husband and had yet to find any. She had no idea what she would do if he wasn’t alive. Panic began to set in. Gus sniffed her hand then backed away when she was convinced the female was there to help. Tracy placed a hand on Mike’s back, there was indeed a slow and shallow rising.

      “I’m still alive?” Mike asked.

      “You’re not sure?” Tracy let go of an involuntary sob.

      Stephanie had caught up. She didn’t say anything, but she was looking around for her own husband.

      “Oh, I’m sure, because everything fucking hurts. Help me roll over. Stay away from my shoulder please.”

      Mike groaned loudly as Tracy did as he asked.

      “Trip?” Stephanie asked hopefully.

      “Are you okay?” Tracy asked.

      “Not even a little bit. Help me sit up.”

      Gus moved in close when she saw how much pain he was in. Tracy had to shoo the Kodiak bear away and could barely believe it. She’d known early on that life with Mike was going to be interesting, but she wasn’t sure if she would have signed on had she known quite how fantastical it was going to be.

      Stephanie was so close she could be considered looming.

      “I thought he was with you.”

      “He was, he came back.”

      That was news to Mike. “I haven’t seen him, but knowing Trip, he’s fine, probably out here somewhere on his four-wheeler. BT and some mercenaries are stuck in a cave a few miles away.”

      “Where did Trip find mercenaries?” Tracy asked.

      Mike shrugged as best he could. How could anyone know what Trip did or who he knew? With some effort Mike moved so his back was propped against a tree. Tracy, to keep herself busy, was wiping the debris from his face and clothes.

      “Careful,” he hissed, reaching out and grabbing her hand when she brushed his chest.

      “Let me see.” She tenderly pulled his shirt up. Her eyes grew wide and “Ohmigod” came out before she could clamp a hand over her mouth.

      Mike looked down; it took him a few seconds to realize that he wasn’t gazing at a purple shirt.

      “Do you have internal bleeding?” Tracy asked.

      “I mean, that’s what a bruise is, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “How would I know?”

      “Do you feel dizzy from blood loss?”

      “All I feel right now is an abundance of pain.”

      “Are you going to be able to move?” Tracy asked.

      “I’m hoping we can take this week off from our ballroom dancing class, if that’s all right with you.”

      “Mike.”

      “Help me stand, I’ll know more then. Oh fuck!” He couldn’t help himself, it felt as if his scrambled internal organs were shifting back into place, a feeling he hoped to never experience again. He wobbled, Tracy and Stephanie kept him braced.

      “Did you help me?” Mike asked Gus. “Yeah, you did. Thank you,” he told her. “Hon, do you have any food?”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Some, but pretty sure my esophagus isn’t open enough to allow food in. The bear saved my life, I’d like to give her a treat.”

      Stephanie had gone back to the ATV and pulled out a packet of Pop-Tarts. Gus was instantly curious as the foil pack was ripped open.

      “Here.” Stephanie handed the two pastries to Mike.

      Gus tenderly took the offering from his hand. “Thank you, bear,” Mike said as he rubbed the side of her face and head. In less than three seconds she had devoured the two pastries. She sniffed his hand to see if he had more, then she placed the entire thing in her mouth so she could lick any crumbs.

      “Happy now?” he asked. She chuffed and bobbed her head, which he took to mean she was.

      Gus raised her head quickly and looked off to the horizon, then Stephanie and Tracy followed suit. A few seconds later, Mike heard the sound.

      “Is that a helicopter?” Tracy asked. Mike nodded as it approached.

      The sound grew loud enough that they missed the approach of Trip’s four-wheeler. He was singing at the top of his lungs about a fire burning on a mountain, naked except for his boots and gloves. He waved at the confused group as he passed.

      “Gonna go out on a limb and say he’s fine,” Mike said. “Better than me by a longshot.”

      “I’m following,” Stephanie announced.

      “Mike?” Tracy asked.

      “Might as well see it through. Gus, get to somewhere safe,” Mike said. Luckily, he didn’t need to bend over to be face to face with her as he kissed the side of her muzzle. “I’ll be back to check on you, okay? And thank you.”

      Tracy helped him onto the ATV and they were off, racing to catch up to Stephanie.

      A few minutes later they spotted Trip. He was at the base of the cavern, and Mike was relieved to see BT. He looked haggard, even from this distance, but he was alive, and that was all that mattered for the moment. Again, this friend was in better shape than he was, but that’s what happens when you wrestle a yeti. The helicopter was hovering above the trees, rocks were being thrown at it, but were coming up short. Mike had an image of the Polish cavalry attacking German tanks, that was how bad the mismatch was, made worse when the chopper’s sliding door opened and the manned, mounted machinegun began to fire.

      Bullets ripped through the trees and into the yetis. Empty shell casings rained down like a torrential downpour. The ground in the forest was being overturned; it was an onslaught the creatures could not stand against. Those that remained, scattered. Mike gave them the finger. It was about time people showed them who the dominant species on the planet was. When the helicopter landed it was no surprise to him at all that the shooter was a female. She kept her weapon trained on the tree line. A man hopped out of the helicopter and waved for everyone to come toward them.

      Several minutes later, they were in the air. Mike, Tracy, Stephanie, Trip (with a headset hiding his tackle gear), BT, Mad Jack, plus an injured Dunhill, Benson, and Hedges. Mike couldn’t help but lean out and look at the devastation below, the broken bodies of people, yetis, and machinery. In terms of a battle, it hadn’t been a large one, but it had been intense, both sides unwilling, or in the case of the humans, unable to yield.

      “Welcome,” the pilot said. “My name is Major Sanders. I don’t know who you folks are, but I’m gathering you’re some pretty important people, as my orders to come and get you came from the White House, which is in a bunker, by the way. I had difficulty assembling a crew...my co-pilot, who has two hours of flying time experience, is Captain Winters.”

      “I’m actually a doctor,” the man said. “I will tend to any injuries any of you may have when we land.”

      “My two crew members are Navy SEALs that I appropriated from a poker game. The gunner, there, is Chief Petty Officer Walde.” The woman with short blonde hair did not respond but continued to look for targets. “The other is Petty Officer 3rd class Reed.”

      “You’re a little old to be that rank,” Mike blurted out.

      Walde did respond this time, even if it was only a snort. For Reed’s part, he smiled broadly as if that were a high compliment.

      “Major, my name is Mad Jack, or as I was previously known, Peter Pender,” MJ spoke up.

      Mike was surprised the major didn’t say anything, although he did turn around to get a look at the man.

      “We need to go back,” he continued.

      “The fuck we do,” Mike said.

      “I may not agree with how eloquently the answer was delivered, but I do agree with the sentiment. We are not going back.”

      “I need a yeti body.”

      “Even if I were to agree to your request, Mr. Pender, I’m not sure we’d be able to lift back up with the added weight.”

      “We could leave a couple of people behind, there were some ATVs down there.”

      “Holy shit, MJ! I don’t think you mean to be, but you’re kind of a dick. Who gets to ride an ATV for fifty tailbone-crushing miles through hostile territory? Do we draw straws?”

      “We’ll ask for volunteers.”

      “So smart, he’s stupid,” BT said. “Let’s give it a go. Any volunteers?”

      “Me, me!” Trip raised his hand enthusiastically.

      “This isn’t a drug clinical trial,” Mike said. How the man had heard the conversation, he had no idea. He was also tired of trying to figure out anything that happened around the enigma.

      “Oh.” Trip lowered his arm.

      Silence ensued as Mad Jack looked around the cabin for someone who might be willing to make room.

      “Mr. Stephenson,” the major said. When there was no response he asked again.

      “Trip, honey.” Stephanie shook what appeared to be her sleeping husband. When he awoke she pointed at the helmet in his lap and told him to put it on. “The major wants to speak with you!” she shouted.

      Mike tried to give him his helmet, fully aware of what was about to be revealed; he wasn’t fast enough, and he got an eyeful of something he wished he hadn’t. Trip grinned as he placed his helmet on.

      “This is Major Tom,” Trip said.

      “What?” the pilot asked, turning around.

      “Always wanted to say that. Yes, ground control?” Trip asked.

      The major sighed. “We’ve been instructed to bring you home, check for injuries, and return as quickly as we can. I’m told that you have a nearby airfield. We’re low on fuel, would we be able to refuel at your station?”

      “Of course, Major, on one condition.”

      Major Sanders was quiet, his lips pursed. He was already angry; not only had he been pulled early from his leave, but he was also going to be late for his unit’s deployment, only to cater to some rich asshole who probably wanted him to fly into Anchorage and pick up some caviar or some other bullshit. He’d been told that Mr. Stephenson was eccentric, and might make some strange demands...and that he should comply when he could. “Yes, sir?” he asked.

      “I would like to fire that large gun.”

      Wasn’t a person, save Walde, who hadn’t said, no fucking way, or something similar. But Reed was all for it. “Come on! A naked guy, hung like a horse, shooting a heavy caliber machinegun while riding in a bouncy helicopter? That would be a hoot to watch!” he advocated. “I, for one, vote, yay!” He raised his hand.

      “Ah. Now I get why he’s a petty officer third class,” Mike said to no one in particular.

      Ten minutes later the helo landed in Trip’s front yard, and everyone exited except for the Major, the two SEALs, and Trip. Walde had given Trip a flight suit; Mike, unfortunately, was looking back toward the chopper just as the man was bending over, another part of his anatomy winking at him.

      He could only shake his head. “Like I haven’t suffered enough.”
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      Mike was in a great deal of pain as he emerged from the shower. Tracy was sitting in a chair, holding a book in her hand as she looked out the window.

      “We expecting company?” he asked as he wrapped his towel around his abdomen.

      Tracy sympathetically winced as she looked over at him. “Come in,” she called out when he was decent.

      Captain Winters opened the door. He was holding a medical bag. He studied Mike but said nothing for a moment. “Anything broken?”

      “I figure a rib, maybe two. I dislocated my shoulder a couple of days ago, but it’s these fucking feet that hurt the most.” Mike hobbled to the bed and raised one a few inches off the hardwood floor.

      “Let’s see what we can do for you. Would you like some painkillers?”

      “No offense, Captain, but I was in the Marines. I don’t think Motrin is going to do a damn thing for what ails me.”

      “Good thing Mrs. Stephenson allowed me to procure a few tablets from her husband’s stash.”

      “You’ve got my interest.”

      “Let me do as thorough an exam as I can without an x-ray or CT scan, just to make sure there isn’t something more happening, and when I’m done and I’m confident that you can and should get some sleep, I’ll dispense the medicine.”

      “Killjoy,” Mike said. “How’s Dunhill?”

      “Somehow worse than you, but she’ll be fine eventually.”

      By the time the captain was done with his exam, Mike was in agony and wrapped up in more bandages than a deceased Pharoah. Tracy had stood and was pacing. She had one elbow cupped and the other hand was by her mouth as she worried away at it. Her eyes swept between her husband and the window, constantly. Mike didn’t know what she was looking for and honestly, he didn’t care.

      “I’d take a couple of those pills now,” he managed to haltingly say.

      “Where are they?” Tracy asked as the captain fished around in his pack.

      Winters looked up and then at his watch, his eyebrows furrowed. “They should have returned by now, but I can’t imagine there’s anything to worry about. Perhaps the helicopter needed some routine maintenance. Got them.” He smiled, holding up and reading the label on the prescription bottle. “I’ll give you two now, and I’ll leave the bottle with your wife, but after that, you should only take one every four to six hours.”

      “There’s smoke,” Tracy said as she moved toward the window and pressed a hand up against the glass.

      Mike snatched the bottle away like Smeagol would the One Ring before Winters could leave and go to look.

      “A fire...big one,” Winters said as he headed for the door.

      “Something’s wrong, Mike.” Tracy turned.

      “Motherfucker.” He eyed the three pills he held in his hand. “Help me get some clothes on.” He dry-swallowed one pill. He had to do something to dull his enflamed pain receptors, or he wouldn’t be able to function.

      Great billowing black clouds rose above the airfield, they could not see what was on fire from their location, but it was easy enough to determine it was something large. BT and Stephanie had left already in a side-by-side UTV. Mike figured Trip owned a showroom’s worth of recreational vehicles. He thought about going to get another one but froze when he figured what would happen when he drove over a bump. Now that he had been inactive for a while, his body had stiffened up in an attempt to keep him from moving around and further exacerbating his injuries. Any jolts to his system and it was likely he would shatter like a banana frozen by liquid hydrogen. Mike stood there with his family. He had no idea what to do, then they heard the revved-up engine of the side-by-side. It was moving fast, lurching back and forth as it traversed the uneven terrain. He could only see BT and Stephanie within it.

      “Dad!” Justin pointed up. Trailing behind was the helicopter, the entire rear portion of the thing was on fire. It was coming down fast—it was a race to see who was going to get back to the front lawn first.

      “Everyone in the house now, get gunned up!” Mike stayed put, his rifle in his hands. There was zero doubt in his mind that they were under attack. From whom or what was in question, but that was the only unanswered part. BT wisely slowed down, allowing the burning hunk of flying machinery to pass overhead. Mike watched as the major struggled with the control stick before thumping the machine down hard. It was a testament to his skill it hadn’t turned over, sending broken pieces of the rotor buzz-sawing through the air, taking heads as it passed.

      Reed tossed out Trip, who was yelling that his bags were still aboard the craft. Walde went up front and checked on the major, and when he was free from his harness, she hopped out, the major right behind. Acrid smoke blew around the machine as the rotors slowed then finally froze as parts began to fry and fail. The cabin filled up with fire immediately after. Mike watched but backed up as they all ran his way. BT had given the helicopter a wide berth as he drove past. Stephanie’s lips were pressed tight, and her eyes were wide as she ran to her husband.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Mike asked as BT stormed toward him. The man was irate; Mike could only hope it wasn’t something he’d done.

      “It’s an army, Mike. A damned army.”

      “Which army? The Russians? Chinese? Then Mike gulped, “Americans?”

      “Yetis! Fucking yetis. Has to be close to a thousand of them. They came out of the woods and attacked. Luckily Stephanie and I had never gotten out of the UTV. Walde had been getting ready to pump fuel and a rock struck the pump and knocked it over. Fuel was going everywhere. When the major restarted the engines, the fuel blew. The rest you know.”

      “A thousand?” Mike looked at Trip’s sprawling estate. It was built beautifully, and he imagined structurally it was sound, but was it strong enough to sustain an invasion? Could they defend it? Doubtful. There would be far too many entry points. “We need to go before they get here.”

      BT remembered what Mike hadn’t. “Their pantry is huge, and it’s built like a bunker.”

      It made sense to wait the yetis out. They would pass by quickly enough if there was nothing to kill or eat. “Let’s get situated now. They’ll never leave this place if they see us go in.”
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      Ten minutes later the majority of those in the bunker were sitting or standing close to the monitors that circled the entire mansion. Mike whistled softly when the first line of yetis emerged from the woods. Most were carrying stones of varying sizes, but more than a few were carrying enormous, sharpened sticks, some more than fifteen feet long and as wide around as Mike’s thigh.

      “Weapons? They’re using weapons?” Reed asked.

      “I didn’t realize they were in the tool phase of their evolution,” Mad Jack muttered.

      “I wonder what else we don’t realize,” Benson said.

      "Know your enemy," Trip said, lighting up.
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