
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER ONE

	December 15

	 

	6:03PM

	Morgan closed her laptop, rubbed her eyes, and looked out the living room window at Broadway. The usual lines of cars and taxis waited at the light. Buses spewed passengers at the stops on both sides of the street. People poured out of the ground at the 86th street subway stop. It had gotten dark while she was doing homework, so she navigated to the light switch with the help of the streetlights, car lights, and Christmas lights that made sure it never got too dark in the apartment. 

	She looked at her phone. Several texts from Jessica, variations on a theme: I think Ravesh likes you. 

	Pssht. He’s just a nice guy, Morgan sent back, mostly because I don’t believe he, or really any boy, would ever be interested in me romantically was too long and depressing.

	You need some self-esteem! Jess sent back, as though she had read the unsent text in Morgan’s mind. 

	“Yeah, well, easy for you to say,” Morgan said. Jessica was beautiful, thin, outgoing, and funny. If Morgan was any of those things, she thought, she’d probably have more self-esteem. “That’s not the world we live in,” she said to her phone, but what she sent back was yeah.

	Promise me you’ll text him Jessica sent.

	And say what? Sup?

	Invite him to your show! Duh! Morgan was scheduled to play a middle schooler in a student-written one-act at NYU at the end of January.

	Yeah, because me playing a literal twelve-year-old is super hot, Morgan sent.

	Talent is hot, Jessica sent back. So is confidence.

	Well, Morgan thought, I guess I’m halfway there.

	She was hungry, so closing her texts, she opened the delivery app and began to swipe through the options. "Cam, what do you want for dinner?" she called down the hall.

	There was no response. Her brother was in his room killing people, or zombies, or dragons or whatever on his Xbox. He probably didn't hear. And if he did, he probably forgot that he heard as soon as the next zombie came around the corner. 

	Morgan sighed and walked down the narrow hall that led from the big space that was their kitchen/dining room/living room to the much smaller spaces that were the three bedrooms. She knocked on Cam's door. She could hear the gunfire from the other side. He didn’t answer. She knocked louder. Still no answer.

	This was ridiculous."Cam!" she yelled, pounding on the door with her fist. 

	"What?" Cam called out. "Why are you yelling?"

	"I've been–" Morgan stopped and opened the door. "I've been knocking on your door for like five minutes." Cam didn’t even look up as he continued to play, spraying a crowd of zombies (she was right!) with gunfire and cackling as their heads exploded in blooms of gore. "What do you want for dinner?" she asked, but Cam was gone again, sending his avatar creeping on his stomach through the ruined castle, rotating the camera and checking his heads-up display to see if any zombies were tracking him.

	Morgan frowned. Her brother could be so annoying. Letting out a huff, she went and stood in front of the TV.

	"Hey!" Cam yelled. 

	"Just pause it, will you?!" Morgan yelled. 

	"Fine," Cam said. 

	Morgan felt her shoulders relax as the screen went blissfully silent. "What do you want for dinner?" she said.

	"I don't care. Whatever. When's Mom getting home?"

	"She texted us."

	He gestured at the TV.  "Well, I was a little busy. I didn't hear the text come through."

	Morgan sighed. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. In through her nose, out through her mouth, just like her acting coach had taught her. When she opened her eyes, she said, "Mom texted, and I quote, ‘crunch time—'"

	"’--be home late, don't wait up, love you,’" Cam finished.

	"How’d you guess?” Morgan said, smiling. 

	“Just lucky,” Cam said. “I mean, that and the fact that she sends that exact text once a month.”

	Yeah," Morgan said. "Okay, then. I'm getting Szechuan Garden."

	"Not Szechuan Garden again," Cam said. His finger hovered over the pause button.

	"Aaagh! You literally just said you didn't care!" Morgan said. "But you obviously do! So tell me what you want!"

	"I don't care," Cam said. "Just not Szechuan Garden."

	At 14, Cam may have been two years younger, but he was already taller than her, so her fantasy of administering a  big sister beatdown evaporated as soon as she looked at him. Stupid testosterone. 

	"Vegan Planet?" she suggested. 

	"Fine," Cam said, unpausing the game and going back to his zombie killing. Morgan walked out of his room. For a moment, she considered slamming the door to show Cam how annoying he was, but what was the point? He was back in his zombie killing trance and would probably never even know she'd done it. She closed the door quietly. 

	Morgan walked back down the hall through the kitchen/dining room and into the living room, typing in their order as she went. She had been planning to reward herself with some bad reality TV after finishing her math homework, but Cam had ruined her chill. And she definitely didn’t feel like more texting with Jessica about Ravesh who was good looking and smart and funny and so was probably in love with Jessica like everybody else. So she decided she might as well do more homework while she waited for their food to come.

	She dug into her backpack and lugged out the ridiculously huge AP Bio textbook. She took out her Lamy AL-Star fountain pen--hot pink--opened her Clairefontaine notebook--green for Bio--and began to read. Or, anyway, she tried to read. But the textbook was so boring, and she was mad. Mad at Mom for being gone, like always, mad at Cam for being annoying, mad at herself for getting annoyed with him when she knew what he went through every day. Next to her notebook, her phone buzzed. She looked down. "DAD" the screen read.

	"Fantastic," she said aloud, impressed by the top-notch sarcasm she managed to get into that one word. Maybe she should audition for one of those reality shows where there were cameras on you all the time so when she did a great line like that, it would be recorded. The phone continued to buzz while she pondered this. She then weighed the annoyance of talking to Dad against the annoyance of getting a pissy voicemail from him and having to be the one who called him back. She decided calling him and dealing with him being annoyed that she hadn't answered was worse than just talking to him now. She answered, immediately in character. "Hi Daddy!" she said in a voice that she found nauseatingly perky and that Dad probably just thought was the way she talked.

	"Hey, Princess," he said. She hated that nickname. Like she was still five years old or something, trick or treating in her blue Belle dress. "I thought I was gonna go to voice mail there for a minute." Yeah, Morgan thought, you almost did. She wasn't going to apologize for not picking up on the first ring. Nor was she going to get into a fight about whether she should apologize for not picking up on the first ring. So she said nothing and waited. "What do you think about Aruba?" Dad said, after just too long of a pause.

	"I don't think about Aruba at all. It's an island, right?"

	"For Christmas!" he said. "Tropical beaches. Umbrella drinks. Well, virgin umbrella drinks for you, although the drinking age is 18 there, so one more year and--"

	Was he kidding? The rush of anger that flooded through her made it impossible for Morgan to stay in her "perky teen daughter" persona. She broke character as she boiled over. "Dad! How are we going to get to Aruba? Swim? Take a boat from Manhattan?" 

	"No, we'd fly, obv--"

	"Right, Dad. We'd have to fly. Tell me if you remember what the problem is with that plan."

	"Oh," Dad said. "Right. I thought he'd be over that by now."

	Morgan really really wanted to throw her phone across the room and scream. She hated how he just said “that,” like he couldn’t bring himself to admit that his son had an obvious anxiety disorder. And of course he wasn’t over it! How could he be? Are you helping Cam get over it? she wanted to say. Is Mom helping him get over it? Has anyone tried to get him some therapy? Does anybody in this family but me spend any time with him? Does anybody but me in this family care about him? But instead she just said, "Nope."

	"Oh." Dad couldn't even keep the disappointment out of his voice. 

	Words once more sat at the tip of Morgan’s tongue. Sorry your son's crippling, untreated anxiety ruined your last-minute plan for the one week a year you spend with us, she almost said. But she didn’t. She just let the silence stretch out. 

	"Well. Okay. New plan, then." He had the tickets already. Morgan could hear it in his voice. Probably because his latest girlfriend had picked Aruba. Now he was going to have to find a new place for them to spend Christmas. Which was ten days away. Maybe he won't be able to pull anything together, Morgan thought hopefully, and maybe he won't take us and I'll just stay here with Cam and it'll be "Silver Bells, Christmas time in the city." It would be just the two of them because Mom wouldn't cancel her tickets because Dad flaked, and they'd go to Rockefeller Center and see the tree and do all the corny touristy stuff and it would probably be the best Christmas ever. 

	She really wanted to tell Dad just to go to Aruba with his girlfriend and not worry about them, but then he'd get all mopey about why they don't want to spend time with him. And then she'd yell at him that he lived less than an hour away and only bothered to see them once a year. And then he'd tell her that phones work both ways and she could call him once in a while, and then they'd hang up and he'd call back and ask if they could just start over. She decided to skip the whole thing by holding her tongue. "Okay. I'll get back at you soon with the deets," Dad said. 

	Morgan rolled her eyes. "Great," she said. “Can’t wait.”

	 

	#

	Cam examined his veggie burger. He knew it was dumb. He knew it was annoying. And he had to ask it anyway. "Do you think this is, like, mold or something?" he said, pointing at a small green fleck on the edge of the burger.

	Morgan sighed. "It's a veggie burger, dude. It probably has kale in it or something."

	Cam examined a fry and ate up to the end which was black, but that just happened to potatoes sometimes so it probably wasn't deadly but still, he wasn't going to eat it. "But is it kale, though?"

	Morgan rolled her eyes, obviously exasperated. "I don't know if it's kale, okay? Why don't you call up Vegan Planet and ask them if it's kale or if they have a sudden outbreak of deadly mold that they helpfully mixed into their veggie burgers so they can kill us all?"

	Cam picked up his phone. He knew how annoying he was being. If you think it’s annoying hearing this stuff, imagine having to think it all the time, he wanted to say whenever someone got annoyed with his need for reassurance, imagine not being able to walk away from it. Ever. And hearing it over and over about every little thing. But he never said anything because he was afraid they’d hate him forever. He knew, in the rational part of his brain that it was probably kale. Or maybe spinach. He knew that even if it was mold, he would probably eat it and survive.

	But knowing his fears were unlikely and irrational didn't stop them from cycling through his brain. He called up the Vegan Planet menu and scrolled till he found the Signature Vegan Burger. Made with Chickpeas, Brown Rice, and our Signature Spice Blend, and Fresh Parsley. Topped with avocado and our house made veganaise. "Parsley!" he called out and took a bite of the lukewarm burger. 

	"Man, am I glad we cleared that up," Morgan said. She was looking at her phone too. They both looked at their phones during dinner when Mom wasn't there, which was most nights. No phones at dinner was one of Mom's rules, but no Mom at dinner was closer to the actual policy.

	As if on cue, Cam's phone buzzed in his hand: Mom. He fought back the jolt of panic he always felt when the phone rang. It was the police; they had found Mom's phone and called her most recent calls and since he called her a lot it would probably be him and they'd tell him that Mom was dead and could he please come down to the station and then they'd have to go live with Dad in New Jersey and change schools and leave home or maybe they could just find a way to stay here and have Morgan take care of everything since that's what usually happened anyway, but eventually Child Protective Services would find out and they'd wind up in foster care because Dad didn't want them, he never had…. The phone buzzed a second time, and Cam tapped "Answer."

	"Mom?" he said.

	"Didn't your phone tell you it was me?" she said. He could hear the sigh in her voice. 

	"Yeah," Cam said. He left it at that because he didn't want to get into his entire train of thought. 

	"Just checking in on you guys. Everything okay there? What'd you have for dinner?"

	"Vegan Planet," he said.

	"Cam had it cold because he thought parsley was going to kill him," Morgan yelled. Cam didn't know if Mom had heard or not, but he didn't want a lecture from Mom about how he had to get over it and realize the world wasn't out to get him.

	"Rrrgh! Shut up!" Cam said. Morgan smiled and Cam flipped her off.

	"You guys fighting?" Mom asked.

	"Yeah, but only with brass knuckles," Cam said. "The knives haven't come out yet."
      "Well, go to your neutral corners before they do," Mom said. "Listen, we have to stay here till the Hong Kong market closes. That's 3 AM our time. Do not wait up," Mom said.

	"I won't," Cam said.

	"You better not," Mom said. "Love you."

	"Love you t—" Cam said, but the phone beeped. Call ended.  He looked at Morgan. 

	"I'm sure she'll call me next," Morgan said. But they both knew she wouldn't. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWO

	December 20

	 

	10:15 AM

	Pain. 

	Always pain. 

	Her head was pain. Her arms were pain where the things went into them. 

	The man smiled. Smiled at her pain. She did not hunger, but she longed to hunt. To hunt the man. To smell first his fear, then his urine and feces as terror took him and flavored his flesh. Hungry or not, she would taste his hot blood, and she would tear and tear and bite and rend and paint herself red with gore. 

	The man picked up her arm and let it flop down to the hard floor. Pain again. 

	He walked away and said something to the other man. They both smiled and made that curious barking sound that people made when they smiled. When they were glad about her pain.

	She could never move when the man came, but then, after he left, she would move again. And they would lock the door and slide the food inside. And she would eat the food that tasted like nothing and she would long for death. Hers. Theirs. Or both.

	This time, though, when the tasteless food came in, she would not move. She would not get up and she would not eat the food and she would die and the pain would stop. 

	 

	#

	1:01 PM

	"Honestly?" Ken said, "I'm not at all bummed about spending Christmas here as long as Grant's on vacation."

	"Mmm," Elaine said. She was bummed about spending Christmas here. She had been really excited to score an internship with a biotech startup, and when they'd asked her to work on a special project in Vermont and told her they'd put her up in an apartment, she'd thought it would be all skiing and maple syrup. She hadn't realized she'd be working all day in a windowless concrete building, in this dark room with a bunch of computer monitors and a big window that looked on a sad captive animal, and that the "apartment" wouldn't be in a town but would, instead, be a quonset hut thirty seconds’ walk from where she worked. She told herself this was how you got jobs after graduation, and Grant was a rising star, and she was paying her dues so she could get a big payday later. None of which made it any less depressing to spend Christmas in the middle of nowhere with Ken.             

	She clicked a button on her screen that put all the data from November into line graphs and pie charts. She chose colors for the charts. She liked this part. 

	She did not like listening to Ken play some stupid game on his phone. "Hey, can you at least put headphones in?" she asked.

	"They're in my locker," Ken said, continuing to play. 

	After ten more minutes of tinny music punctuated by occasional explosion sounds, Elaine was ready to scream. Instead, she said, "Can you record its food intake? I need to input that into today's numbers." This was not true. She would not need to input the food intake numbers until after it had been fed dinner. But of course Ken didn't know that.

	"Yeah, yeah," Ken said. "Geez, Grant leaves and now I'm getting bossed around by the intern." Ken laughed. "Just kidding."

	"Good one," Elaine said, flatly. Ken never got tired of reminding her of her lowly status, as though she could forget.

	"I don't have access to the room. I would do it myself, but--"

	"Fine," Ken said, stopping the noise and looking up from his phone at last. 

	"Hey. It hasn't moved," Ken said. "It's just lying there."

	Elaine looked up from her computer. "Well, if you're getting it coffee, get me some too. Four sugars."

	"It's not funny," Ken said. "Look at it."

	Elaine did. It was, like he said, not moving. "Yep. You are correct," she said.

	Ken's face turned red. "If that thing dies on our watch, Grant is going to kill us! What are we going to do?!"

	Elaine did not like being yelled at. She did not like this internship. She did not like Ken. She thought about telling Ken in minute and excruciating anatomical detail what he could do, but "fired from her internship for emotional instability" was not a great line on her resume. So she just said, "I am not going to do anything. I am, as you're fond of reminding me, just an intern. I did not prepare or administer the sedation. I did not design the implant or perform the surgery. I collect data. I will continue to collect data. If the vital signs stop, I will collect that data. When Grant gets back from his little vacation, he can deal with it."

	"That's great. Real helpful," Ken said. He stormed out of the room and slammed the door. Elaine had been joking about the coffee, but now she really wanted some. Sighing, she looked back to her work. One more data set to import, run the macro, and then she'd reward herself with coffee. 

	She wasn't sure how long she'd been working; when she got really into her work, she lost track of time. But she was startled by a thump against the plate glass. She looked up and saw only a red streak. That wasn't good. She logged out of her computer and stood up. And then she screamed.

	 

	#

	1:08 PM

	She fed. Fed on the hot blood, the flesh, the guts, the legs, the head. 

	The man had caused her pain. He had come in and poked at her and then poked at her head, where it hurt the most. She had struck out, shredding the meat of his legs and enjoying the sounds he made: the cries of fear and pain, so different from the happy barking he and the other man had made every single time they caused her pain.

	She struck and struck and struck again, with claws and teeth. And she fed, the sounds of his cries sweet accompaniment to his tangy flesh, to his hot blood. Finished, she looked up. 

	She was not afraid. She was not tired. She was not hungry. She still had pain, but for the first time in a very long time, she felt something else too. She felt strong, powerful, and, no longer sad, but still angry.

	She left a pile of flesh and bone and a sea of the man's blood behind and walked out the door. 

	It was not hard to pick up the scent of the other man. She would find him. And kill him. And more. She would kill and kill forever and never stop killing and the whole world would turn red. 

	 

	#

	1:10 PM

	Shivering under her desk Elaine cried. She knew, of course, what they were working on here. She knew what the beast was for. But knowing what it could do and seeing it actually do it were two very different things.

	She hadn't liked Ken, it was true. But not liking someone and seeing them devoured, screaming as they were eaten . . . well, those were very different things too.

	She stood up and looked around. She'd had the presence of mind to lock the door, but she did not expect the door to keep the beast out. She had to get out. There was a protocol—buttons to press, numbers to call, forms to fill out—but she couldn't remember any of that in the moment. She'd memorized it all when she got here, and then days of boredom became weeks of boredom became months of boredom, and she'd forgotten every step of the emergency protocol. Well, she could do everything later. Once she was safe. Once she was out of here. 

	She gingerly unbolted the door and looked up and down the hallway. She saw nothing. Moving slowly, heart in her throat, she crept down the hallway. It was quiet. It was also very cold. She reached the place where the hallway turned right and saw why: the door had been destroyed and the outside air was filling the facility. 

	The beast was out in the world. 

	This was bad. This was very bad. She had to alert someone. What was the emergency phone number? Which buttons was she supposed to push? She'd figure it out. Later. As soon as she got to the safety of her car and got miles away from here.

	Reaching the open door of the building, she looked to either side before venturing out. She didn't see anything unusual--trees, mostly, though a hawk was circling overhead. 

	And then she heard it. A low growl. And panic took over.

	She didn’t run to the car because it locked automatically—instead she ran toward the Quonset hut that served as her apartment. She never locked the front door because when there are no people around, there's no danger of a break in. She was glad she wouldn't have to fumble for keys and try to spend time unlocking the door. She just hoped the door would hold once she was inside. She ran.  That sound behind her was nothing, it wasn't the beast, it was nothing. She grabbed the doorknob and nearly cried with relief. Yanking the door open, she suddenly found herself looking at the sky. 

	She was on the ground, with blood running in her eyes and no idea how she got there. And then the beast was looming over her and she went to raise her arm to fend it off, knowing it would be useless but acting on instinct. But the arm never appeared. She looked--it was gone. Blood coursed from the place where it should have been.

	And then the beast's slavering maw opened wide, and the last thing she heard was the crack as the beast's teeth penetrated her skull.

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER THREE

	December 22

	 

	5:03 AM

	Morgan's phone buzzed. "He's here!" she said. "Let's go!" She hated being up this early. And five hours in the car with Dad would be . . . well, she was glad she had headphones. 

	Cam stumbled out of his room, carrying his giant backpack on his back and a duffel bag in each hand. Morgan looked at her own little wheeled suitcase and then at Cam. "We're only going for a week," she said.

	"Gotta be prepared," Cam said. "Oh. In fact—h " he went to the sink and filled his water bottle, then reached into the cabinet and grabbed a handful of protein bars.

	Morgan opened the front door. 

	"Bye, Mom!" Cam called. A mumbling sound came from Mom's room, and they walked into the hallway and pressed the button for the elevator. 

	"Shotgun," Morgan said as the door closed.

	"You can have it," Cam said. 

	"I know I can. Because I called it," Morgan said.

	"Yeah, but I didn't want it," Cam said. 

	"Then you shouldn't mind that I called it!" 

	"I don't."

	They both smiled. They did this bit whenever they had to ride somewhere with Dad, which, admittedly, was not that often. Still, the comfort Morgan got from the routine wouldn’t last all that long, and they had at least three hours in the car with Dad. Morgan wanted either coffee or sleep, but she knew she probably wasn't going to get either one.

	She also, it turned out, wasn't going to get shotgun. When they got onto the sidewalk, the Range Rover was sitting there with the hazard lights flashing and Dad's latest girlfriend occupying the passenger seat. Morgan had kind of thought she would meet them at the mountain, though she realized now that was dumb. She should have been relieved that she didn’t get shotgun and with it, the burden of paying attention to Dad for three hours. But she wasn’t. 

	Dad popped open the back without leaving his seat, and Morgan and Cam hoisted their bags up and then tried to wedge them into the back which was already jammed with way more bags than any two people should need for a week away. 

	Morgan climbed into the back on the driver's side, Cam climbed in on the passenger side. "Hey Dad," he said. "Hey, Liz." 

	Morgan looked down and covered her eyes with her hand. Cam could be forgiven for thinking that was Liz in the front seat. Like Liz, and like Becca before her and Heidi before her, the woman had shoulder-length blond hair and wore aviator glasses and one of those expensive coats with the dead coyote on the hood. 

	Dad grinned, pretending he hadn't heard. "Angela, these are my kids, Morgan and Cameron." 

	When Morgan had been in Hairspray last year (Dad: sorry, sweetie, I'm traveling that week, but good luck, get Cam to record it for me, okay?), she'd had no trouble playing Tracy Turnblad. The chubby part obviously came naturally, but the positivity and open-heartedness had been a real stretch. Still, she'd done it. And she had nailed it. So she knew she could act. (And so did her summer intensive theater coach, who'd told her that she could really be up for a wider variety of roles if she would drop twenty pounds, but Morgan knew plenty of classmates whose moms had passed on eating disorders along with trust funds. She sometimes heard them puking in the bathroom. She always heard them talking about how much they hated their bodies because that was all they ever talked about. She'd stick with getting the chubby best friend roles and not hating herself.) 

	So she had decided that when she was with Dad, she'd be Tracy Turnblad—undeterred by the obstacles life threw at her and ready to take on the world. "Hi, Daddy! Hi, Angela! It's great to meet you!" she said. 

	"I'm really glad to meet you both," Angela said, not gushing and phony like Morgan had been, but apparently (and, to Morgan's way of thinking, surprisingly) sincere. 

	"Hey," Cam said in a flat voice. "Let's hit the slopes.”

	Morgan knew he was probably freaking out about the prospect of skiing. And about the prospect of being judged by Dad for several days. So she got why he wasn’t acting enthusiastic. 

	Dad, of course, didn’t even notice. "That's what I'm talkin' about, buddy!" Dad said. He pulled the Range Rover into traffic, and soon they were heading north. 

	Angela had command of the radio. She chose the Top 40 station, which was, Morgan thought, kind of embarrassing for an adult—though as she looked at Angela a little longer, she realized that adult might be stretching it. She might be ten years older than Morgan, but five or six was probably more accurate. Gross. 

	Angela asked some typically annoying questions about school and their extracurricular interests, but Morgan gave monosyllabic answers and Cam made a big show of taking his headphones out and saying, "I'm sorry. What was that?" every time she spoke to him.

	It was more than Liz or Becca or Heidi had ever done, but Morgan wasn't interested. There'd be a new one next month.

	Eventually Angela gave up trying to have a conversation, which was a relief. She and Dad then started talking, mostly about the people they hated at work. Dad made Angela laugh a lot, but Morgan couldn't tell if his jokes about the people they worked with were actually funny, since she didn't know them. 

	Well, if Dad and Angela could talk trash about people, so could she and Cam. That was awkward when you thought she was Liz, Morgan texted.

	I knew she wasn't Liz, Cam texted back, and Morgan had to clench her jaw really hard to stop from laughing out loud. Previously undetected levels of evil and pettiness from Cameron Davis Junior! She liked it. She sent back the high five emoji, and when Cam's phone buzzed, he looked down at it, then back at her, and smiled. 

	 

	#

	The first two hours of the car ride had been blissfully stress-free.  Dad had kept Angela laughing about people they worked with, which meant there was no interrogation from Dad about why Cam was such a mess, why couldn't he just take life by the horns and man up and be a go-getter like his dad? 

	Cam felt a little bad about being mean to Angela. He knew he was being mean to Angela as a way of being mean to Dad, and that Angela, though she pretty much had to be an idiot if she'd fallen for Dad, probably didn't deserve that. She had actually asked questions about them, which was more interest than any of Dad's other girlfriends had ever shown.

	Still, he couldn't go back in time and be nicer to her.  So whatever. 

	He'd played games on his phone, appreciating the Range Rover's rear-seat USB port so he wouldn't run out of juice, and then Dad pulled into a little diner. "I'm starving," he said. I think some greasy food would do us all some good, don't you?"

	Angela sighed. "You said there'd be kale smoothies!"

	Dad laughed. "Yeah! We will totally make those, and whatever other terrible healthy food you want, once we get to the condo. I promise. But right now I need some real--I mean, you know, greasy and satisfying-food."

	Angela rolled her eyes. "You know it doesn't have to be fried in butter for it to be real food, right?"

	"Says you," Dad replied.

	 "Fine," Angela said. She seemed only about half as annoyed as she was pretending to be. "Let me just book myself another Soulcycle class for next week right now." She took out her phone and started tapping on the screen.

	While Dad and Angela discussed the philosophical question of what made food real, Cam went on Google Maps to find out what county they were in, then looked up restaurant inspections and found Debra's Home Cookin'. The last time it was inspected was in October. It had ten violations. 

	"I'm actually not too hungry," Cam lied. He was very hungry, but he wasn't about to eat at a place with violations for insects and rodents present, food prep surfaces improperly cleaned, and, most worrisome of all, handwashing facilities inaccessible, improperly maintained, with soap and hand drying equipment missing. This place was pretty much a ticket to E.coli. 

	He was, of course, afraid of getting injured, but he didn’t really think he was going to die on the ski slopes. Especially since he planned to snowboard rather than ski. Not every state separated out ski deaths vs. snowboard deaths, but where they did, pretty much everybody who died on a ski mountain was on skis and not a snowboard. 

	But he definitely thought he would die from eating at Debra's Home Cookin'. 

	Morgan looked over at his screen, then at him. "Dad, this place looks gross," she said, reading the fear in his eyes. "Can we go somewhere that's like, clean?"

	Dad eyed them in the rearview mirror. Morgan held up her phone. "I just Googled their last inspection. They had rodents, Dad." Cam felt a surge of gratitude for Morgan taking the hit so Dad wouldn't lecture him about manning, nutting, or cowboying up.

	"Oh, you mean like every apartment in New York City?" Dad said, annoyed.

	"Rodents?" Angela said. "Yeah, I think I'll just wait for a smoothie at the condo."

	"Okay," Dad said. "No big deal." He put the car into reverse and took them away from Debra and her rat-infested cookin'. He was smiling, but Cam could see his jaw muscles working. He was mad. 

	"Looks like there's one of those rest areas with a bunch of fast food places about five miles ahead. You wanna look up their inspection for me?" Dad said to Morgan, smiling. Angela smiled too, obviously not seeing how pissed Dad really was. Well, she probably didn't know him very well. And it wasn’t like Dad was going to tell her the truth about his “weirdo” kid—since he was clearly almost as embarrassed by Cam as he was annoyed by him. Ignoring them, Cam did the research. The rest area had a Subway, a Burger King, a Sbarro, and a Starbucks, and they were all inspected separately. None had any violations. Cam nodded his head at Morgan, then caught Dad looking in the mirror at him. So Dad knew it was him. Great.

	"Rest area looks good!" Morgan said, in this bright and cheery voice that sounded nothing like her.

	"I'm so glad," Dad said in a sarcastic, fake-jolly voice that sounded exactly like him.

	 

	#

	She followed his scent, running through the woods. For the first time in as long as she could remember, no human had tried to cause her pain. Instead, she had caused them pain. Their screams and cries were sweeter than birdsongs. 

	But the other man still lived. She would find him. His scent was mixed with a horrible burnt smell from the metal box he was in, but she could follow it. She would never lose that scent. She did not know how long she had been following. The sun had come up and gone down, but she didn't care. She didn't sleep. Rabbits fled from her approach, raccoons scurried up trees, coyotes yipped warnings to each other, but she ignored them all. Her belly was still full of delicious terrified human meat, and she would not waste time with small prey. 

	She stopped at a stream and drank the cold water. When she had finished, she noticed that his scent was strong. Stronger than it had been since she had left The Place. He was near. She lumbered slowly through the trees, and when she came to the place where the trees no longer grew, she saw a strange sight. Many of the metal boxes all pressed together, and many Places all over the mountain, and tiny dots moving down the mountain while other, bigger dots moved up. 

	There were humans everywhere. How would she find the man? She had planned to rush him as she had the others, charging at him, knocking him to the ground, and tearing and biting. But there were so many humans. She would just have to start killing and keep killing until there were no more. Until none of them could hurt her ever again.

	But first, she would rest. She burrowed into the snow and settled down, and the fatigue from her long journey finally caught up with her. She was asleep as soon as she lay her head down.

	 

	#

	11:56 AM

	After her first-ever morning of snowboarding, Morgan realized she was no longer going to be able to stay in character and pretend to be perky and chipper. She was cold and sweaty at the same time, which was gross; her butt and hip hurt because she kept falling; and she was cranky because Jessica had checked in at Atlantis and was now no longer texting since she was presumably having fun in the sun, but also because Cam, who she was sure she was going to have to babysit for the entire week, had turned out to be a natural on the snowboard. He was uncharacteristically, improbably, fearless on his board, and therefore much better than her. If she had been a better person, she would have just been happy for him. And a part of her was—he so rarely got to enjoy anything because he was always worried, and for a moment, Morgan even dared to hope this might be the kind of success he could build on. But tshe was also  jealous and embarrassed.

	After an hour and a half on the bunny slope, Cam had wanted to try a real trail. Morgan did not want to try a real trail. She wanted to go home and call it a day. But there was no way she would hang back while Cam charged ahead. That was a role reversal she was definitely not comfortable with.  

	But getting to the top of a real slope meant they had to stop using the little tow rope that brought them to the top of the bunny slope and get on the real chairlift. And there, at least, Cam reverted back to his “normal” self. While Morgan enjoyed the view of snow-covered mountains and people having fun, Cam rode the entire way with his eyes clamped shut and his hands gripping the armrest. When a gust of wind came up and the chair rocked a little, she had actually heard him whimper. But then, to her surprise, Cam had barreled down the mountain with no hesitation, beating her to the bottom by what was probably several minutes, since she zigzagged down as slowly as possible and still wound up falling four times.

	Then they did it again. 

	Cam, the single most anxious person she knew, was not the least bit intimidated by the real slopes. With every new success, Morgan allowed herself more hope that this would mean he was turning some sort of corner, though she'd done enough web searches for his symptoms over the last five years to know he needed talk therapy, medication, or both. Which Mom was never going to get him because, "I worry too, do you want to pump me full of drugs?" and also, "I'm sorry you think I'm such a terrible parent that my son needs therapy!" None of the sources she'd consulted listed snowboarding as effective treatment for anxiety and OCD, but maybe Cam would be the first. 

	Now Cam had zipped down the mountain and off the trail to the condo and was probably already enjoying some hot chocolate while she was still out here sore and freezing and not having fun. Well, maybe she was just grumpy from being hungry. She'd feel better after lunch. She got to the trail that led to the condo but ran out of momentum, so she had to get off her board and trudge through the snow to the front door. She leaned her rented board against the outside wall, got out of her rented boots, and padded in her socks into the condo, where Angela was in the little kitchen under the stairs making lunch. Cam sat by the gas fireplace, his feet up, a mug of hot chocolate in one hand and his phone in the other. 

	"Hey," Angela said. "I've got some for you." Morgan cocked her head. Angela was holding out a steaming mug, and Morgan grabbed it. "Thanks," she said. "This feels great on my hands."

	"I made guilt-free versions for you and me," Angela whispered conspiratorially. Morgan's eyes darted around the kitchen, looking for telltale packets of disgusting sugar free hot chocolate mix, but she didn't see any. She looked down at the mug and noticed her hot chocolate was all wrong. Or, more accurately, it wasn't hot chocolate at all. It was water. With a lemon wedge floating in it. 

	And with that, Tracy Turnblad temporarily disappeared from Morgan's repertoire. "Water? You gave me hot water?" The word dripped from her lips with venom.

	To her surprise, Angela looked hurt. "It's hot spa water. I drink it all the time. It's basically calorie free, but it warms you up and--"

	"I don't care about calories. Why would I care about that?"

	Angela’s cheeks flushed and she shifted uncomfortably on her feet. "Well, it's the curse of being female. One of them, anyway," she said, and Morgan suddenly felt ill. "I just . . . after the way you maneuvered your dad out of stopping at that diner, I figured you were like me, watching your . . . I mean, you know, guys can eat anything, but not us, you know? I have to work out all the time."

	Morgan sat her mug down on the green formica countertop, walked out of the kitchen, and stomped up to her room.

	She pulled out her phone, took a picture of her angry face, and posted it to her finsta with the caption "When U get fat shamed by your dad's girlfriend who you can't even slut shame because then you'd be a bad feminist."

	The likes started pouring in, and because this was her finsta, with only her best friends she'd been in plays with at school or in the summer following her, nobody commented "OMG, you're not fat," which Morgan appreciated because that was just a lie, and what she wanted to hear was "you're fat and that's okay." 

	Jessica took time out from posting poolside bikini selfies to text. So sorry things aren’t going well. We’re coming back here for spring break. Wanna come?

	She texted back OMG YES because the thought of having a few days at a resort where she didn’t have to take care of anybody was absolutely glorious. But then the same thought she always had after a good thought popped into her mind: if she didn’t take care of Cam, who would? 

	And also: did she really want to go be the fat best friend to Jessica’s romantic lead, sitting poolside while guys clamored for Jessica’s attention? 

	Morgan dropped her phone on her bed and put her head in her hands. Why couldn’t it just be a simple yes? 

	There was a tentative knock at the door. 

	"What," Morgan barked, not looking forward to Angela’s awkward apology.

	"I gotta talk to you," Cam said. Morgan opened the door. 

	"What."

	"I just . . . I'm sorry. That was terrible."

	"Did you even hear any of it? I thought you were lost in your game." 

	"I always hear, even if I don't look up."

	"So when you're gaming at home, and I call your name like eight times, you hear me every time?"

	"Well, yeah. And in my head, I go, 'yeah, just a minute,' and then I think I've actually said it out loud. But I guess I don't."

	"No. You don't."

	"Dad came back, and he and Angela are arguing in their room."

	"Awesome. This is going to be a great Christmas."

	"I'm gonna make grilled cheeses," Cam said. "You want two?"

	"Yeah," Morgan said. "That sounds great."

	 

	#

	1:20 PM

	 

	Angela didn’t reappear after Dad came back, and Dad came out while Cam and Morgan were eating their grilled cheeses and talked to them in a low, quiet, angry voice about how they had to be nicer to Angela, and they weren't children anymore, and they had to accept people who were important in his life.

	"I accept Cam," Morgan had said, and then quickly followed it up with, "Oh, sorry, you said people who are important in your life. Never mind."

	Cam knew that hooting out loud and high-fiving Morgan at that moment would have been a bad idea, so he just snickered into his grilled cheese. Dad's face got really red, and he stood up and lectured them for another five minutes about how he'd worked really hard to give them this great Christmas vacation and he wasn't going to have them ruining it by being petty, and they were really selfish and needed to think of someone else for a change.

	He then stormed back into his room, and Cam and Morgan looked at each other and started laughing. 

	Cam also wanted to cry, but laughing felt better. For now. And he supposed he could try and offer an olive branch when he got back and tell Dad that he really liked snowboarding. He was as surprised as Morgan about that.

	He still hated the chairlift. There was a gondola, but it only went to black diamond and double black diamond trails. And while the gondola was enclosed, if it fell off the cable you would definitely die, whereas at least at some points if you fell off the chairlift you could maybe land on snow and either sink in or just snowboard away, possibly, though he suspected that there might be science-y reasons why that wouldn't work. Like that you'd break through the snow and just sink in. Depending on how high up you were, you might end up shattering both femurs, buried in the snow screaming for help that would take forever to come and maybe you'd never walk again if the impact compressed your spine. 

	After they cleaned up from lunch, they went back to the mountain, because snowboarding was fun and, as a bonus, allowed them to avoid any more time with Dad stomping around. 

	They spent hours on the trails until, on what they both agreed would be the final run of the day, Cam decided to try—just try-- to keep his eyes open the whole ride. He figured that way, if something terrible was about to happen then maybe he could prepare himself. Somewhere a few rides back, he had deduced that Being in eyelid-enforced darkness and suddenly tumbling earthward was pretty much a guarantee that you wouldn't survive. So he opened his eyes—and kept them open. And found out it was actually really pretty up here--even over the fear and adrenaline he could appreciate the view. 

	Finally they got to the top of the mountain, boarded off the lift, and headed to the top of the blue square trail. But then Cam looked at the sign. "Let's go to the terrain park," he said. 

	"Are you nuts?" Morgan said. "You want to grind some rails and get some sick air?"

	Cam frowned, annoyed. Morgan got frustrated with him when he didn't want to try things, when he was too afraid to do even simple things that anyone should be able to do (she never said it that way, but she didn't have to, and anyway Cam agreed with her and hated himself for his fears that he knew were irrational but governed his life anyway.) And now she was frustrated because he wanted to actually do something. "Yes," he said, flatly. "I want to grind some rails and get some sick air before we head in. You coming?"

	He couldn't read her face behind her mirrored goggles, but she said, "Okay. Let's do it."

	 

	#

	4:00

	Morgan was not a stranger to physical activity. That was a stereotype about theater kids, like because they didn't chase balls around on a field or court, they didn't know how to move. 

	But theater is all about movement. She'd taken plenty of movement classes, and stage combat classes, and dance classes. Musical theater, despite her triumph in the lead role of Hairspray, wasn't really her thing, but you had to keep your options open. She could definitely sing well enough to make an ensemble, and she didn't want to lose jobs over an inability to dance. That is to say, when she started going on auditions for real. Which she hadn't actually done, despite living in the live theater capital of North America. Because if she started auditioning and she didn't get any parts, then would she still be an actor? Acting was all she had, or that was how it felt, anyway, and if she lost that, what would she have? An estranged dad, an absent mom, an anxious brother, and a bunch of friends bound to her by a passion for the theater who she'd probably lose if she lost the theater.

	So she wasn't afraid to move and was game to try the terrain park. She wasn't that confident on the board yet, but how hard could it be to hop up on a rail six inches off the snow and slide down it?

	She watched as Cam did it, flawlessly, and as she approached the rail, she shifted her weight to her back foot, bent her knees, and pistoned herself into the air. Right over the rail. Which was not what she intended to do, but which seemed pretty cool nevertheless. She looked down, trying to catch sight of Cam. He was headed for another ramp. What Morgan could see that Cam couldn't, because she was way off to the side after jumping the rail instead of grinding it, was that this new ramp was actually the roof of a barn that was covered in snow. There was a drop of probably at least ten feet on the other side. 

	Well, he was definitely going to catch some sick air. "Cam!" she yelled. "That's a huge drop!" but the wind took her words well before they could even try to penetrate Cam's helmet. 

	She watched as he bent his legs and then sprang into the air at the edge of the barn roof. He did actually catch some sick air, but he obviously wasn't prepared for it, and she watched as he started pinwheeling his arms in midair, which the people in the Olympics never did. He came down on the front edge of his board and faceplanted into the snow.

	Great, Morgan thought. Assuming he's not seriously injured, this would confirm all his worst fears, and they'd spend the next six days of a ski vacation inside on their phones listening to Dad complain about how he brought them here and they didn't even try to appreciate it and have fun, blah blah blah. She boarded toward Cam, her heart pounding. She managed to stop right next to him, which she was pretty proud of, since stopping was not her strong point. He was still face down in the snow, his shoulders heaving. The poor kid--he'd tried something new for the first time in forever, and now he was so hurt he'd probably spend the rest of his life sitting in a chair wearing knee pads, elbow pads, and a helmet. Poor her: she was the only one who cared enough about him to try to help him through any of this.  

	"Cam?" she said, placing a hand on his shoulder.

	He moved then, putting his hands out in the snow and pushing his face up. When he looked up, Morgan nearly swore out loud. He was not crying. He was laughing. 

	"That . . . was . . . awesome!" he yelled. 

	"What . . . who even are you?" Morgan asked.

	"I'm a guy who just caught some sick air!" Cam yelled. 

	"Yeah, you caught some sick ground right afterwards," Morgan pointed out. 

	"Yeah!" Cam said. "I really did!"

	"So why are you so happy?" she asked.

	He laughed. "Because the worst thing happened. I didn't land the jump. And I'm okay!"

	She wanted to tell him not to get cocky, that he could get really hurt trying stunts he wasn't ready for, but given that this was the first time she could remember him showing confidence about anything that wasn't a video game, she decided not to. She wasn’t a complete asshole. 

	She helped him to his feet, and they went slowly down the rest of the trail, avoiding all the terrain features, and arrived right outside the lodge. Skiers were going in and out, more in than out as darkness crept in.

	"Let's get some hot chocolate," Cam said. "With lots of whipped cream. I'm buying."

	Technically Mom was buying, since she'd given Cam a credit card knowing that the most extravagant thing he'd ever spend money on was new downloadable content for a video game. But still, it was a nice thought and she wouldn’t turn down the treat.

	They parked their boards in the rack on the deck, and Morgan found a seat by the firepit while Cam went in to get their hot chocolate.

	When he came back, he had gigantic cups of hot chocolate with a pointy whipped cream mountain on top. Morgan tasted hers. It was a hell of a lot better than lemon-infused hot water.

	They sat side by side and watched the fire, and finally Morgan's curiosity overcame her. "So," she said. "Can you explain to me how you won't fly in an airplane but you just actually flew over the side of a mountain on purpose?"

	Cam sipped his hot chocolate. "I don't know," he said. "I guess because, like, I'm in charge on the board, but not in the plane."

	Morgan thought about pointing out that he wasn't actually in charge of gravity, but decided it was more urgent to mock his attempt to sound cool. "On the board," Morgan parroted, doing a passable imitation-bro voice.

	"Yeah," Cam said. "On the board. I am now a cool snowboarding dude. Get on my level."

	Morgan's phone buzzed, and she pulled it out of her pocket. Angela is still really upset, Dad said. We're going into town. You guys can eat at the lodge. Put it on my tab. See you when we get back.

	She laughed.

	"What is it?" Cam asked. 

	"Well, poor Angela is still really upset that I got mad when she fat-shamed me, so Dad is taking her out to dinner. We can eat in the lodge. He's generously offered to pay for our dinner."

	Cam smiled. "Well, one less awkward dinner we have to sit through!"

	Morgan smiled. "I don't know about you," she said, "but I feel like lobster."

	 

	#

	9:37 PM

	Gabe cursed himself. Again. "Take a gap year," he said to the empty interior of the snowcat. "Work at a ski resort. It'll be awesome."

	It was not awesome. It had been cool the first time he'd gotten to drive one of the snowcats to groom the trails. He'd even felt proud. After all, if the trails weren't properly groomed, the rich people who came here from New York and Boston would be on their phones posting bad Yelp reviews before they even got to the bottom of the mountain. And climate change had made the last five winters so unpredictable that a lot of resorts, including this one, were hanging on by a thread. That's what Tiny Turner had said, anyway. A few bad reviews, Tiny (his real name was Thom with a TH, but his dad, the resort’s owner, was known to everyone who worked here as Turner, so Thom was Tiny Turner) could possibly make the difference between the resort hanging on for another year or shutting down and putting everyone here out of work, and by the way killing the restaurants and bars and stupid artisanal olive oil shops in town too, since nobody would go to any of those things if there were no ski resort here.

	So it had seemed like a pretty great responsibility to be in charge of grooming any of the trails. Although if it was so great, Gabe wasn't all that sure why Tiny Turner didn't do it himself.

	Now, he knew the answer to that: It was actually miserable work. The snowcat was loud and uncomfortable rumbling over the slopes, and it stank of diesel exhaust, which meant Gabe had to leave the windows open so he didn't die of carbon monoxide poisoning. He'd mentioned it to his supervisor, Tyra, and Tyra had told him she’d mentioned it to her boss, Bill, five times, and he eventually told her to take it up with Turner herself, but they didn’t pay her enough to have that conversation, and Gabe was welcome to try it if he wanted, blah blah blah. The bottom line was, the snowcat was not getting fixed. 

	So Gabe guided the sputtering snowcat over the trails, occasionally pounding on the dashboard when it misbehaved, which he knew was a dumb thing to do but which did, in fact, seem to urge it back to life.

	Except for this time. The cat had lurched to a stop five minutes ago, its lights shining into the trees at the edge of the trail. Gabe had struck the dashboard with the flat of his hand just like he always did. The engine gave a promising cough, then nothing. Gabe swore. He was three quarters of the way up the mountain, the wind was blowing, dropping the wind chill below zero, and he was going to have to walk down and then probably have Bill yell at him for not finishing the grooming. 

	He turned the key all the way off, stroked the dashboard he had just recently hit, and said, "Okay. Come on. Let's just get through this together. Okay? Start up one more time and I'll call it in as soon as we get back to the shed, and they'll have to maintain you like they should have done all along. Okay? It's not my fault. Please don't punish me."

	All his friends he had mocked for "staying on the school treadmill" and going straight to college were posting pictures of themselves at college parties with their college boy- girl- and nonbinary-friends, and none of them were freezing on a ski slope for minimum wage and a bed in a condo too old and run down to rent to skiers. Gabe tried not to think about this. No point. Just get back to the present moment and get off the mountain.  "Come on," he implored the snowcat again. "We've been through a lot together, you and me. You know the maintenance isn't my fault. I'd do it if I could! So let's just get back to the garage."

	Gabe turned the key, and he heard only a click. The snowcat had been deaf to his pleas. He hit the dashboard again, and called the cat a bunch of relatively creative vulgar names, hoping that anger would succeed where kindness had failed. 

	It didn't. 

	Gabe waited another minute, turned the key again, and heard nothing. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and grabbed his water bottle from the seat beside him. He took a long drink and tried to prepare himself mentally for the trek down the mountain. He cursed himself for not just bringing his board in the cat--after all, he'd known this was going to happen some night, and he should have thought enough to be prepared for it instead of just hoping things would be okay. 

	"Well," he said. "Let's do this." He looked up to where the lights were shining as he reached for the switch.

	And he saw a monster.

	Or did he? He knew, of course, that there were no animals that big in New England. Some black bears that might get to 300 pounds, but this thing was at least twice that big. He closed his eyes and opened them again. The monster was still there. This was not happening. It could not be happening. It made no sense at all for this creature to be here, so it couldn't be. Gabe's brain turned cartwheels trying to imagine a likely scenario. Someone had left an inflatable monster by the side of the trail to try to scare someone. It was a rug someone had put on a tree, and he'd just imagined it was a live creature.

	Nope. It was a live creature, and it was currently walking out of the woods on its hind legs toward him. It looked to be about the size and weight of Gabe's 2012 Honda Civic. Only with teeth. And claws. At that moment it opened its mouth and roared, revealing long, sharp fangs. Gabe felt his stomach lurch as he desperately turned the key again, pounding on the dashboard. 

	"Come on come on come on!" he screamed as the creature drew closer. "Please!" Tears were running down his face and freezing in the wind. The creature was nearly at the door.

	Gabe turned the key again, and miraculously, the engine coughed and came on.  Gabe didn’t even shout. He just pressed the window up switch, holding it down as if that might make it move faster. As the beast's slavering, gigantic jaws approached, the window slid up and into place. Gabe slammed the door lock down and cringed as the beast roared again. It brought an enormous paw down on the top of the snowcat. The metal of the roof screamed in protest and dented at least six inches. Gabe ducked reflexively. Claws raked through the metal, throwing sparks and making the metal scream in protest. Gabe couldn't even hear his own screaming over the noise. Fear flooding through him, Gabe looked around the snowcat, searching for anything that would help him. His eyes landed on a single shovel in the back, which would be useless as a weapon, but maybe he could use it as a sled like kids used to do, handle between his legs, butt on the blade . . . .

	He heard a roar as the beast lurched toward him again.  It reached for the door, and then with a terrible crash, the beast tore the door off the snowcat. Grabbing the shovel, Gabe scrambled across the seat to the side of the cat furthest from the beast. 

	His back was suddenly warm, and as he fumbled at the door and fell into the snow, he saw the blood running down his arms. 

	This wasn't happening. This couldn't be happening. It didn't make any sense. He was supposed to start at UVM next year and go to parties and meet a nice girl or maybe a lot of nice girls and learn stuff and have a whole life ahead of him, not die on the snow at age eighteen, gored by some horrible, cursed creature. It didn't make sense and it wasn't fair, and God or whoever must know this and would make it right.

	He ran, put the handle of the snow shovel out in front of him, and plopped his butt down on the blade. He started sliding down the mountain, gaining distance between himself, the cat, and the creature. He let out a laugh. He was going to get away. He'd had a brush with death, and he was going to get away!
      He slid about twenty feet before the beast was upon him. The weight of the beast knocked all the air from Gabe's lungs, and as he gasped for breath, he watched the beast's claws rake through his jacket, his sweater, his thermal shirt, and his belly. Blood gushed from his abdomen, and bits of something clung to the beast's claws. Gabe was strangely, morbidly curious.

	But the jaws were at his neck before he could figure it out.

	 

	#

	9:45

	Cam took his earbuds out. "Did you hear that?" he said to Morgan, who was watching her own phone on the other couch.

	She had earbuds in and didn't answer. "Morg!" Cam shouted.

	“What?” Morgan pulled out a single earbud, rolling her eyes as she did. “What’s wrong?”

	“Did you hear that?” Cam asked again.

	“Hear what?” Morgan asked, already starting to put her earbuds back in. "Text Dad if you're worried," she added. "They're probably just taking a long time at dinner. Or maybe they went out for dessert or drinks afterward. I don't know. Just—"

	"It's not that," Cam said, though of course she was right. He was probably at stage two worry about Dad and Angela right now. Which was weird. It wasn't like he really wanted to spend a lot of time with Dad or anything; he hated the way Dad made him feel terrible about himself, or, more accurately, more terrible about himself than he did already. 

	But it wasn't like he wanted Dad to be dead. And he'd been rude to Angela and felt bad about that. He'd feel worse if that was the last thing she remembered about him.  They really had been gone a long time. 

	"Seriously though, I did hear something," Cam said. 

	Morgan sighed theatrically. "Do tell," she said.

	"I don't know exactly, because I had my headphones on. But I think it was--like, a roar."

	"But you're not sure," Morgan pressed.

	"I mean, I heard it, and then when I took my earbuds out, I didn't hear it anymore."

	Morgan shrugged. "I mean, it could have been a mountain lion, maybe? I'm sure there are some out here."

	Cam shuddered. He had been hoping she would say coyote. But mountain lion? Was one ripping Dad and Angela to death outside, and that's what he'd heard? Would he go back to playing his zombie killing game and then they'd be dead in the driveway? But what could he do, anyway? It's not like he knew how to fend off a mountain lion. His finger itched and he thought about searching for anti-mountain-lion protocols on his phone, but then Morgan’s voice broke through his thoughts.

	"Cam," Morgan said. She took her earbud back out. "We're in the woods. There are animals here. But, you know, if there's a predator out there hunting, it's looking for small animals and not giant douchebags like Dad, right?"

	Cam couldn’t help it. He laughed. "I mean, yeah! I wasn't--it was just startling, you know? Not like the familiar sirens and incoherent yelling of home."

	Morgan smiled back. "I hear you. It's eerie to be in a place with no background noise."

	"Yeah," Cam said. He looked at his phone. 9:47. If they weren't home by 10:15, he'd text Dad, and Dad would tease him about being "such a little girl," and Cam would hate that because it was sexist and dumb and then hate himself for being stung by a sexist insult, but as much as he would hate all that, he hated worrying even more. 

	Morgan put her earbuds back in, and Cam unpaused his game but didn't put the earbuds in. Zombies killed him within about two minutes because he was distracted listening for animal noises.

	And then he heard the sound of tires crunching on gravel, and headlights shone in the window. 

	"Well, they're home," Morgan said, and Cam knew that was most likely true, though of course he, until he actually saw them he would wonder if maybe it was the local police coming to tell them there'd been an accident.

	But the key rattled in the lock, which would not have happened if it were the police, and Dad rolled in, obviously drunk. "Who wants to play Monopoly?!" he slurred as behind him, an obviously annoyed Angela walked in and hung the Range Rover keys on a hook next to the door. 

	"I'm beat," Angela said in a flat voice. She walked into their room without another word.

	"Come on!" Dad said. "You can't play Monopoly with three people!"

	"How about if we watch a movie?" Cam said, hoping to distract Dad from his sudden passionate interest in playing The Worst Board Game Ever.

	"Fine," Dad said. He flopped down on the couch next to Cam, picked up the remote, and started flipping through the on-demand selections. Morgan didn't take her earbuds out, but pointed at her phone screen. "I'm in the middle of a season here so watch whatever you want, but I’m gonna finish this. I have to find out if she gets with John or goes back with horrible Simon!"

	Dad chose some macho action movie that Cam didn't care about but thought was definitely preferable to playing Monopoly, or any competitive game really, with Dad. 

	Ten minutes in, Dad was asleep, despite the gunfire and explosions on the screen. Cam had silently given him fifteen before the drinks hit him. Disappointed he was on the over, Cam sighed, took the remote, and turned off the TV.

	Another night in paradise. But, he thought as he headed toward bed, at least he hadn’t heard that noise again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	December 23

	 

	12:17 AM

	Tyra had just gotten into bed when her phone rang. She looked at the screen. Stephanie. She sighed. Bill, the head groundskeeper, had promised her a hundred-dollar bonus to cover this weekend while he went to see his grandkids. "Nothing ever happens over Christmas," he'd said. "And anyway, you're closer to these kids' age. Maybe they'll listen to you."

	In fact, Tyra was exactly "these kids'" age. She just hadn't gone to college. She'd started working at the resort on a gap year and then just never left. It had been a surprising move—to her and Bill. Most kids who worked made it a season, or less. But she had stayed, which was why she was Bill's second in command on the grounds crew. It wasn’t the most important job ever. She mostly just oversaw the high school, gap year, and college students who staffed the place, and once they graduated, they'd have jobs that paid at least twice what Tyra made.

	Still, she was glad it was Stephanie, a high school kid who'd been brought in for the vacation rush, calling and not Tiny Turner. Tiny was also about Tyra's age but he had never worked a day in his life and who, whenever he showed up, ended up needing his hand held and his ego stroked while being reminded he was in charge, which was exhausting.  Letting out a sigh, Tyra pressed the answer button on her phone screen. "What's up," she said, trying to sound as tired as possible so Stephanie would feel bad.

	"Uh, hi Tyra, it's Stephanie," she said.

	"Yep, I know. I have caller ID just like you," Tyra said.

	"Heh. Right. Listen, I'm getting ready to lock up--I mean, I'm trying to lock up, but Gabe's not back with cat number three."

	Tyra sat up in bed.

	"What do you mean he's not back?"

	"Um. He hasn't returned?"

	Tyra didn't know if that was Stephanie making fun of her or if Stephanie was just being stupid. In either case, bed was going to have to wait. "Which trail was he on?"

	"I don't know," Stephanie said. "I mean, you made the assignments."

	So she had. And the spreadsheet was on her computer back in the shed. "Okay," she said. "I'll be there in ten minutes." Tiny was officially “in charge” while his dad was in the Caribbean for Christmas. For a moment, Tyra contemplated kicking this problem up the ladder, but if Gabe really was in any kind of trouble, she wouldn't trust Tiny to do anything helpful. Grumbling, she got out of bed and began layering.

	She pulled up outside the shed—actually more like a warehouse made of corrugated metal—eight minutes later. She hopped out of her "company car"—a Ford F-150 that had been manufactured when Tyra was in second grade-—-and walked in through the wide-open sliding door. The other four snowcats were right where they were supposed to be, but slot three was empty. Stephanie stood in front of it, phone at her ear.

	"Hey," she said. "It's me. Gabe, if you're like . . . we're worried, okay? Just call. Text. Something. Just trying to figure out if your okay or, um, like if something has happened…"

	Tyra had all kinds of ideas of what could have happened to Gabe. She had been running over them in her head on the drive over. The main one was, of course, that since Gabe was in snowcat 3, he had asphyxiated because Bill refused to get the exhaust system fixed. She hoped if that was the case that Gabe's parents would sue. Maybe shut this place down and force her to do what she knew she needed to do but couldn’t quite ever do and get out of this job.

	Lifting a finger in the universal sign of “hold on,” Tyra ran up to the office. The heat had been lowered hours ago so it was even colder than usual. Rubbing her hands together, she booted up the computer and looked at the schedule. Gabe had been out grooming the Pine Grove trail. She ran back down to where Stephanie was standing. "I'm gonna go look for him," Tyra said, climbing aboard a snowmobile. 

	"Can I . . . I'd like to come," Stephanie said.

	Tyra was torn. It was dark. It was cold. It was the middle of the night. She really didn't want to be responsible for anybody else, especially not a nervous 17-year-old. But then again, if she was going out—to very likely find a corpse in the middle of the night—she'd rather have company.

	"Hop on," she said. She started up the snowmobile and they rode out on the maintenance path, the headlights carving a slice of light out of the dark night. 

	They rode down the maintenance trail until they reached and turned onto the Pine Grove. Putting fresh tracks on the trail meant they'd have to close the trail in the morning until it could be re-groomed, but if Gabe's snowcat was stuck here, they'd have to do that anyway. 

	It was a broad trail, and the cat was right there, almost at the top. Tyra sped up to it and stopped once she had the vehicle completely in her headlights. Something was wrong. Really wrong. The door was open, so Gabe hadn't suffocated. That was good.

	But the roof was caved in and part of it looked like it had been ripped up. That was bad. Really bad. Had something fallen on it? She looked around. No trees seemed to be down. She left the headlights on, turned off the engine, and hopped off the snowmobile.

	"What happened?" Stephanie asked, letting out a gasp as she finally caught site of the cat herself. 

	"Hell if I know," Tyra said. "I’ve never seen anything like this." She pulled the flashlight from her belt and shone it on the wreck of the snowcat. There was nothing to show what might have done this. And there was no sign of Gabe. 

	And then Tyra and Stephanie walked around to the other side.

	 It took a moment for Tyra to understand what she was seeing. The snow was stained brown. But as she got closer, her heart began to thud against her chest. It wasn’t brown. It was red. Reddish brown. Blood. No. No. No. That didn't make any sense. Had Gabe committed suicide out here? Stephanie was looking inside the cat, and it occurred to Tyra that she should just get Stephanie out of here. No reason for both of them to see this. Whatever it was.

	And then she saw what “it” was. 

	Gabe had not committed suicide. But he was definitely no longer living. The trail of blood led to a snow shovel with the shredded remains of a human body all over it. It was hard to tell at first, because the only thing Tyra could make out in the bloody mess was a pair of boots. Spotting the worn leather soles, the last shred of calm fled Tyra’s body. She screamed. Behind her, she vaguely heard Stephanie’s voice calling to her but she didn’t care, and she forgot all about protecting Stephanie from this horror. Her mind felt broken. How was it possible she was seeing this? How was it possible that this had happened? 

	Behind her, the eerily calm voice of Stephanie brought her back to reality.  "What should we do?" she said, looking at the same thing Tyra was, but somehow keeping her composure. Maybe Stephanie should have protected me, Tyra thought, and gave a hollow laugh.

	"We should call Tiny," Tyra coughed out. She was tapping out. She did not get paid enough to deal with mangled corpses. She forced herself to turn away from Gabe's remains and take some deep breaths. She wanted to erase the image from her head. But she knew she'd see it for the rest of her life, every time she closed her eyes. 

	"I'll do it," Stephanie said, putting a comforting hand on Tyra’s shoulder. It was all Tyra could do to not lean into Stephanie’s shoulder and sob.

	 

	#

	1:48 AM

	Stephanie felt a rush of relief when the headlights of another snowmobile finally emerged out of the darkness. She was pretty sure Tyra was in shock. She hadn’t said anything in the forty minutes they had been waiting; she just stared into darkness, not answering when Stephanie tried to speak to her.

	Tiny Turner, a thin white guy in his 20's, got off the snowmobile. Normally he walked around with his head in the air, like he owned the place. Which, technically, he did. But now he looked scared. Stephanie felt a smug sort of satisfaction. She had tried to be calm when she called him but she had made it clear that they were in deep shit. Tiny she imagined, had been hoping to coast through the week his dad was away. Well, too bad. If she and Tyra were going to suffer, so could he. "So," he said, walking over. "What's up?"

	"It's Gabe . . ." Stephanie started. "He's . . . something ate him."

	Tiny looked at her like she was an idiot. She was used to it; that was the same way Bill always looked at her, the same way Tyra looked at her, the same way her stepdad Cal looked at her. She looked young, way younger than eighteen, and had blond hair and wide eyes, so she couldn’t possibly know what she was talking about. Ever.  "Okay, nothing ate him," Tiny said. 

	"Oh, okay," Stephanie said. "Well, I mean, sure, I'm new on this mountain, so I couldn’t possibly know all the reasons why a person might end up with their body shredded down to a bloody mess. Maybe it wasn’t an animal. Why don't you have a look and enlighten me?" 

	She moved slightly and pointed toward Gabe's remains, previously hidden by her body, defiantly looking Tiny in the eye.  She didn’t care about being rude to the “boss” because she had decided as soon as she saw Gabe’s boots that she was leaving. She had no patience for Tiny acting like she was an idiot just because she was young and female. This was a dumb seasonal job she took to get away from Cal and make a few extra bucks over vacation. She didn't need it enough to eat a whole bunch of disrespect from a spoiled rich kid who was doing the first work of his entire life at this moment. 

	"He's right on the other side of the cat," Stephanie said. "Go take a look!" 

	Tiny turned, looked at the broken-down cat, and swore. "Dad's gonna kill me," he said. "Not that it's my fault this idiot came out here and--"

	His voice trailed off and for a moment, Stephanie assumed it was because he was horrified and scared of what he had seen—Gabe’s shredded and lifeless body. 

	She was wrong.

	"Tyra!" he yelled.

	This, at last, seemed to bring Tyra out of the stupor she'd been in since spotting what used to be Gabe. "Yeah?" she said.

	"Get maintenance out here to clean this mess up,” he said. “Get the big cat—"

	"Number five," Tyra finished robotically.

	"I don't care what you call it. Get it out here to pull the other cat off the trail. We'll have to . . . damn. We need a story. This guy . . . okay, he disappeared. Too bad, but you know the kind of people who work at ski resorts. Undependable."

	Anger flooded through Stephanie.  Anger at the insult to her and everyone she worked with, as well as the naked immorality of Tiny's reaction, jumped in. "So what? You're just going to pretend this didn't happen? You're not even gonna call 911?" she asked. 

	Tiny turned to her. Any hint of the fear he had shown when he first arrived was gone, replaced with the smug, arrogant look he typically wore. "You want to keep your job here?" he asked.

	"Not at all," she said. Her friend Bethany worked at a tourist shop in Stowe selling cheese and maple sugar candy. She'd told Stephanie she could get her a job there, but Stephanie thought working at a ski mountain was cooler. Now she knew better. She'd be standing under fluorescent lights asking families from Massachusetts if they wanted to sample the jalapeno cheddar by December 27th.

	"Funny, but I don’t think you quite get it," Tiny said. "Let me break this down for you. News of this gets out, the resort is through. That's bad for me and my dad, obviously, but not just us: your job is gone, and Tyra's and everybody else who works here, and by the way everybody else in the county who depends on this mountain and the money it brings in. You'll go back to whatever trailer you live in and have a couple of kids, which you probably would have done anyway, but everybody else here is going to be much worse off. Do you understand? This entire county will die. You call 911 if you want, but I'm confident that Sheriff Grundy will see it my way. He's my godfather. Did you know? No money in the county means more crime, more drugs--Grundy doesn't want to deal with that. None of us do. No. Your friend here disappeared. End of story."

	She could see the threat in his eyes and felt a flicker of doubt. Despite his nickname, he was not a small man. But more worrisome than that, there was no trace of sorrow in his eyes for Gabe. She hadn't actually known Gabe other than as someone to say hi to, but she was sad he was dead. Not Tiny, though. She had a fleeting thought that  he might actually kill her to keep this quiet. Covering up a corpse was one thing, and murder was another. Was he capable of murder? Well, Mom always said you don't get rich by being a good person.      

	"Guess I'll disappear too, then," she said. Not waiting for a response—although she did have a moment of hesitation at leaving Tyra alone with Tiny and what used to be Gabe—she turned and hopped on the snowmobile they had driven out here on. After ten seconds, she turned around and looked for lights behind her. None. Good. So he wasn't going to kill her right away. Which meant he wasn't going to get a chance to kill her at all. She drove the snowmobile straight back to the condo she shared with Michelle, Caitlin, and Kelly. She woke them up, explained what had happened to Gabe and why she was leaving, and urged them to do the same.

	Forty minutes later, all four young women loaded their bags in the trunk, clipped their skis into the roof rack, and piled into Stephanie's ten-year-old Nissan Sentra. As Stephanie drove, Caitlin navigated social media sites until she figured out how to contact Gabe's parents. In the morning she would message them, and within three days, they would bring the wrath of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Vermont State Police, and a phalanx of attorneys down on the Turners and his ski resort.

	But by then it would be too late.

	 

	#

	7:34 AM

	The hand nudging her shoulder finally woke Morgan up. She opened her eyes and saw Cam standing next to her bed. She grabbed her phone from under her pillow, saw the time, and pulled the comforter over her head and rolled over. "Nope," she said.

	"Come on," Cam said. "Let's hit the slopes!"

	"Why. Why would I want to do that at 7:34 AM? Why would I want to do anything at 7:34 AM? Why would anybody?" 

	Cam leaned over and whispered in her ear. "Because Dad and Angeliz aren't awake yet, and the lifts open at 8 so we can get some runs in and not have to suffer through breakfast with them. Dad will be hung over and even more . . . Dad than usual."

	As much as she hated to admit it, Cam made a solid point. "Fine," she whispered angrily, because the fact that he was right didn't make the situation any less annoying. "But I'm going to need coffee."

	"Just, you know, hurry, because I don't know when they're going to wake up."

	"Fine. Get out," she said. 

	Three minutes later she was dressed and ready to go. She tiptoed to the bathroom, did what she needed to do, and crept out to the living room, where Cam was standing by the door shifting his weight from one foot to the other while Dad snored on the couch. 

	"You need to pee?" Morgan asked. "You're doing the dance."

	Cam looked annoyed, and Morgan was happy. That was what he got for waking her up before 8 AM. "No!" he whisper-yelled. "I just want to get out of here before it gets awkward!" 

	"Okay, okay," Morgan said.

	Quietly creeping through the front door, they shut it behind them, grabbed their boards, and walked over to the slope. Cam was apparently more awake than she was, because he stopped and pointed at something in the snow. "Morg," he said. "What. Is. That?"

	She looked. "Paw print?" she said, shrugging. "Paw prints, I guess?" she corrected when she saw an entire line of them. 

	"They're huge," Cam said. 

	Morgan looked. They were really big. Like probably about a foot long and close to that wide. "I dunno," she said. She didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with nature questions at this hour of the morning. "Maybe it's a moose."

	Cam looked at her, clearly annoyed. "Moose do not have individual toes. And look at the holes in the snow in front of the toes. Those are claw marks."

	She sighed but looked back down. He was right. So what? It was probably some kind of bear. Everything she'd ever heard about bears was that they didn't really care about people unless you got between a mother and her cubs. And if Cam decided now based on these tracks that he was terrified of bears, they'd spend the next six days holed up in the condo with Angeliz and Dad, and that sounded like the worst vacation ever. 

	"Well, you know," Morgan said. "We're in the mountains. Bears come by and root through people's garbage cans, stuff like that. It was probably what you heard last night."

	"But New England only has black bears," Cam said, his voice taking on the nasally tone it did when he was thinking—and worrying—too hard. "And they don't get nearly big enough to make tracks this size."

	Morgan didn't have to ask Cam how he had come by his bear knowledge. He'd probably spent at least a half hour researching predators of New England after he might or might not have heard a bear roar last night. "Black bears, brown bears, I don't know," Morgan said. "But I do know that we can totally be seen from here if Dad and Angeliz decide to look out. Thanks for that, by the way. I'm gonna mess up and call her that, and then it will be a thing."

	Cam's worried expression was momentarily broken by a smile. "Okay," he said. "Let's get out of here. Who knows--we could be standing between a mother bear and her cubs, and that never ends well."

	He pushed off and headed down the mountain, and Morgan followed, wondering how he knew that was what she had been thinking

	Even though it was the crack of dawn, there was already a line for the lift, so they got in it. "Tomorrow," she said to Cam as they shifted back and forth on their boards, inching slowly forward, "we can use my strategy, which is to stay in bed until after they eat breakfast."

	"But that's boring," Cam said. "And you can't count on that. Dad would totally come barging into my room going, 'Up and at 'em, Tiger! Go wake up your sister!'"

	Morgan snorted. "Does he really call you Tiger?"

	"No. I mean. He never has. But you know he would."

	Morgan was not going to argue the point. Great. So it was going to be a vacation without sleeping in. Fantastic. She knew Cam was right, but she needed a moment to sulk about it. 

	She couldn't get too lost in her thoughts, though, because the woman behind them was talking loudly, as if she were in the privacy of her own home, not in a ski lift line at an ungodly hour.

	"Eighteen to twenty-four inches," she said to the man standing next to her, apparently reading off her phone screen. "It'll be awesome skiing when it's over, but I don't know if I wanna get stuck up here."

	The man, a tall, thin, guy in very expensive snow gear who Morgan might have mistaken for Dad if they both had their goggles on, pulled out his own phone. "No way," he said. "The way storms have been this year? Flooding in Boston and Manhattan? You don't know what's going to happen. We're getting out tonight."

	"Ugh, to go where?" the woman said.

	The guy tapped on his phone. "Six oh-eight flight to Miami. How's that sound?"

	The woman laughed. "Like a really smart call."

	Morgan quickly pulled out her own phone and opened the weather app. Winter Storm Warning, the app said, flashing a red triangle with an exclamation point inside just to show it meant business. Just as the lady behind them in line had said: 18-24 inches coming, along with sustained high winds and the strong possibility of power outages, especially in rural areas.  

	Cam, of course, had heard the whole thing. "You think it's gonna be okay?" he said, looking over at her phone. Even under his goggles she could see a fresh wave of anxiety flood his eyes.

	"I mean, it's snow at a ski resort," Morgan said. "It's probably something they've seen before."

	"Right," Cam said. She dreaded the long conversation that was sure to follow, but then it was their turn to get on the ski lift, and Cam, still apparently terrified of it, rode in silence, scanning the slopes for possible dangers the entire time. 

	Watching him, Morgan suddenly felt a surge of pity. As exhausting as it was to talk him through all his worries, she knew she only heard a small percentage of them. The rest just swirled around in his head all the time. She wished she could tell him not to worry, that it was all going to be okay, but she knew that wouldn’t help. It never did.

	 

	#

	11:12 AM

	"This is my last run," Morgan said as they once again stood in line for the lift. "I'm starving."

	Cam looked at his phone. "No way! It's not even lunch time yet," he said. He was not ready to stop. First of all, as soon as they stopped and went back to the condo, they'd have to deal with Dad. Second of all, he felt better on the snowboard than he did almost anywhere else. He had been grinding rails and getting air that was, if not exactly sick, at least moderately under the weather, all morning. It was awesome. For the first time in a long time he felt almost normal. 

	"Come on, please" he said to Morgan. He knew he sounded whiny, but he didn’t care. "One more after this, at least. Then it'll be closer to lunch time."

	Morgan shook her head. "It's close to lunch time now because you woke me up at the butt crack of dawn. I want food and a nap."

	A nap would make them lose another hour of daylight, which was in short supply this time of year anyway. And what was he supposed to do while Morgan was asleep?

	They inched toward the lift. The guy running the thing was not really paying close attention to the machinery, which made Cam a little nervous. Instead, he was yelling into a walkie-talkie. "Where's Kelly?" he said. "She's supposed to cover my break at eleven and she's not here."

	"She's gone," a man's voice squawked from the walkie talkie.

	"Well, where'd she go?" the lift guy said. "I really have to pee! Somebody needs to cover me!"

	"She's just gone," the man said. "Stephanie, Kelly, Caitlin, Michelle, Gabe, and Tyra. All left in the middle of the night."

	"The hell do you mean they left? On a holiday week? What are we gonna do?" the guy yelled, and then it was time for them to get on the lift.

	Cam did what had become his usual routine when getting on the ski lift. He closed his eyes and took four deep breaths. Breathe in, two three four, breathe out, two, three four.  After the fourth breath, he opened his eyes and saw Morgan's phone about an inch from his face.

	She quickly jerked it away with a guilty look on her face. 

	"Are you putting me on your Instagram story?" Cam said. 

	"My Finsta. I was actually going to post something about how proud of you I am.”

	“Wait, really?”

	“Of course! You’re better at this than I am, and it’s scary as shit hurtling down a mountain! Also, I mean, I’m updating my story because I have to do something while we're on the lift. It's like a ten-minute ride, and you never say a word."

	"It's six and a half minutes," Cam said with confidence. He had timed it. 

	While Morgan had said something very nice, and he appreciated that, he felt the urge to check what she’d actually posted. He took out his phone and checked her Instagram story. There was a close-up picture of his face. "Terrified of the lift, but king of the half pipe," the caption said.

	Cam smiled. "I wish you hadn't said terrified, but the king of the half pipe thing was nice."

	"I was exaggerating. You might be, like, the duke of the half pipe at best."

	"I’ll take it," Cam said. They rode in silence for a minute. Cam looked around—it was amazingly beautiful up here if you didn't think too hard about how far above the ground you were. Which of course Cam did. Which made him look at the ground. 

	Which was, he quickly realized, a big mistake. 

	Something was moving in the trees below them. Not a skiier--there was no trail marked or groomed. He looked again. This time he saw nothing. Trying to slow his racing heart he took some more deep breaths. It was probably a deer or something, he told himself. But he didn't really believe that. It was the bear. Or maybe it was one of the bears. Maybe there was a whole family. 

	And suddenly, Cam found himself swamped by a wave of anxiety. His stomach tightened, his breathing got shallow and rapid, and his body was covered in an instant sheen of sweat. He clamped his eyes shut. "I think we should go," he said between tight lips.

	"That's what I'm saying," Morgan said. "Get some food, a nice nap--"

	"I mean go home," Cam said. “To the City.” 

	"But . . . what happened? I thought you were . . .” Her eyes narrowed as she tried to process what was happening. “Literally two minutes ago you were trying to stop us from even getting lunch. I thought you wanted to move up the hierarchy of the halfpipe."

	"I just . . . I saw something down there. In the trees."

	"Yeah," Morgan said. "We're on the side of a mountain. There are probably like deer and raccoons and all kinds of things down there."

	"Raccoons are nocturnal," Cam said.

	"Fine," Morgan replied, rolling her eyes. "But you know what I mean. That's the animals' home down there. You can't be too surprised when they're in it."

	"But that guy—did you hear him on the walkie talkie? The guy was saying five people disappeared."

	"No—he said ‘left’. Not disappeared. He said they left. Not the same thing."

	"Okay, but maybe they left because they know something! And there were big paw prints and now we're going to be stuck up here in a blizzard, and I just want to go back to the City. Like, we had fun, but I don't want to be here anymore." By the time he finished the words were coming in a rush and his voice was at an uncomfortably high pitch.

	Morgan didn't say anything for a second. He knew what she was thinking. Cam is losing it again like he did when they got on that plane bound for Orlando and had to get off before it even left the gate. But he wasn’t completely wrong. Not this time. There was a storm coming. You couldn’t argue with the weather channel.

	"Well," she finally said, letting out a deep sigh. "I'm not so in love with skiing that I want to stay here for that. And I definitely don't want to be stuck in the condo with Dad and Angeliz for twenty-four hours while there's a blizzard raging. Especially if the power goes out and we have no wifi. Oh my god could you imagine? What would we do? Talk to each other?"

	"Dad would haul out the board games and talk about how he didn't have the internet when he was a kid, and then we'd start to play and he'd get really competitive and mean and then Angeliz would cry and they'd disappear into their room so he could apologize," Cam said.

	"Whoa," Morgan said, nodding approvingly. "Good call. Like, excellent call. That is exactly what would happen. You're so right. We've got to get out of here. But first open your eyes. We're here."

	Cam did as he was told. Morgan was right. They had reached the top and the off ramp was quickly approaching. Lifting the bar, they boarded off the lift. Stopping to strap in, Cam considered his options. He still wanted to get off the mountain fast. But they would have to board to do it and so they might as well enjoy the last ride. "Do you mind doing the terrain park again?" he asked. "I really like it."

	"I hadn’t noticed," Morgan said. But then she smiled. "Fine. But teach me how to grind a rail. I'm bored with hopping over them."

	 

	#

	11:50 AM

	After a successful run down the Terrain Park—or successful for Cam, since Morgan still couldn’t “grind” for shit—they arrived back at the condo. Morgan and Cam took off their boots and snow pants and walked inside in socks and long underwear. Morgan paused, listening for the telltale signs of company. But nobody else was there. "Score!" she whispered. "Let's make some mac and cheese or something and hide."

	"Lemme get some real pants on, and then I'll do it," Cam said. Morgan found it kind of annoying that he didn't trust her enough to allow her to make his food--only he and Mom and, of course, a selected group of restaurants with A ratings from the board of health on the Upper West Side, were allowed to do that. But, on the other hand, she got to kick back and let him make lunch. Which really eased the sting of him not trusting her.  

	She sat on the couch, and her phone buzzed. A text. From Grandma. Not Mom. Never Mom when they were with Dad. Which, for the last ten years, had only been at Christmas time. But still. It was noticeable, like Mom just felt like she wasn’t their parent at all during this week. Big storm coming! Are you prepared?

	"Hey, Grandma wants to know if we're prepared for the storm," Morgan said. 

	"Prepared to get the hell out of here!" Cam said, zipping up his jeans as he walked back into the living room. At the same time Dad and Angeliz walked in.

	"Get out of where?" Dad asked, all smiles and jollity.

	Cam looked at Morgan, panicked, and hightailed it into the kitchen. They hadn't made a game plan for how to bring this up, but it certainly wouldn't have involved Dad overhearing Cam yelling about leaving. She could see the unspoken request on Cam's face even from the kitchen: will you handle this? Please?

	"Here, Dad," Morgan said, holding out her phone which displayed the weather app. "There's supposed to be some big storm coming tomorrow with high winds and power outages, and it just seems like--"

	Dad barely looked at the screen. His face had gone dark. "It seems like I paid a fortune to do this at the last minute, and you guys want to get out of spending time with me. How do you think that makes me feel?"

	Morgan knew that was coming.  “Poor Me” would be followed by an angry outburst and eventually a halfhearted non-apology: “I’m sorry if you felt like I was attacking you.” But always poor me first. The guilt trip was one of Dad's go-to moves. About a year or so ago, it had stopped working on Morgan. Dad was right, of course, that they didn't want to spend time with him or talk to him, but he was wrong that they should feel guilty about that. 

	Where were you? Morgan thought. Where were you, like, ever? How many times had she scanned the audience during curtain calls, looking for him because he'd promised to come and never followed through? She used to keep count, but she'd given up on that long ago. And now he wanted them to feel guilty because they didn't want to pretend to have a relationship with him once a year? Hell no.

	Since she had nothing to say that wasn't yelling, she said nothing.

	"Dad, the staff is leaving," Cam said. "I heard them talking about it today. People are sneaking off in the middle of the night. If the power goes out, it's going to get cold."       

	Please don't mention the paw prints. Please don’t mention them, Morgan thought trying to mentally get the message to Cam. It's only going to hurt your case. 

	"And I saw--we saw--enormous paw prints today. Like, huge. I looked it up. The black bears that live around here have seven-inch-long paws. But these were at least a foot long. Something—some kind of really big animal is here. Something that's not supposed to be here. We need to--I just feel like I can't stay here."

	Morgan bit back a groan. He  had to mention the paw prints. 

	"Bears?" Dad said. "You want to leave—you want to cancel Christmas—because there are bears in the woods? You know we're on the side of are mountain here, right?"            Morgan hated the scornful tone in her dad’s voice. You don't get to be that annoyed with him unless you're part of his immediate family, she thought. She didn't jump in, though. Dad was severely testing her resolve to be civil. 

	"Yes, Dad," Cam continued, soldiering on through Dad’s disdain, which made Morgan even prouder than his being Baron of the Halfpipe, "but you're not listening. There aren't supposed to be any paws that size on this side of the continent. It's not right. And we're going to get snowed in. And the power is going to go out. The staff isn’t even staying. They are all leaving. This is just a bad place to be."

	Dad took a deep breath. He was silent. But his expression was anything but calm. Morgan cringed. Well, if this wasn't a bad place to be already, it sure was now. Finally he said, in a really quiet voice, "If you want to leave, that's your business. But I'm staying. See if you can get your mom to come and pick you up."

	"Mom's in Florida," Morgan pointed out.. 

	"I know," Dad said. "If she's not willing to drop everything and ruin her holiday because of some irrational fears, then neither am I. So good luck. I'll make sure there's lots of wood for the fireplace if the power goes out. And don't expect any Christmas presents from me if you're not here."

	His demands stated, he stormed off into his room and shut the door behind him, leaving Angeliz standing there awkwardly.

	She turned to them. Oh, I dare you to say something, Morgan thought. She had an avalanche of emotion she hadn't unleashed on Dad, but she had made no promises to herself about being civil to Dad's girlfriend of the week. 

	"I agree with you guys," Angela finally said, her words shocking Morgan’s angry thoughts into silence. "I'll talk to him and try to bring him around. I don't particularly want to be snowed in with giant bears all around either."

	"Thanks," Cam said. His voice was shaky and he looked like he was about to cry. "It’s just…scary, you know.” Angela nodded and it looked like she really did know. Cam’s lips stopped quivering and he gave her a small smile. I'm…I’m really sorry for being a jerk to you. You didn't deserve that."

	Angela’s face lit up, and Morgan suddenly felt bad for her. She must have very low self-esteem to get into a relationship with Dad, and then she and Cam had frozen her out so Dad was the only person she could talk to, and Morgan suddenly realized what a harsh punishment that was.   "Thank you,” Angela said. “I didn't take it personally. I was a teenager once." But her smile said she did appreciate the apology.

	

	"Were the prints really a foot long?" Angela, not Angeliz, asked. If she was going to talk to Cam like he was a person, which was better than Liz had ever done, Morgan figured she deserved to be called by her own name. 

	"He's not exaggerating," Morgan said. "They were at least a foot long."

	"Wow. That’s big." Angela took a deep breath. "Okay, guys, let me see what I can do," she said. "Wish me luck."

	"Good luck!" Morgan said, and Angela walked down the hall, opened the door, and slipped into the room.

	A few seconds later Dad began yelling. Morgan winced. She didn’t envy Angela right now. Dad had already been a bad mood. Having his girlfriend side with his kids wasn’t going to make things better. As if reading her thoughts, Cam sighed as he dumped the pot of macaroni into a colander. "I don't think it's going well," he said.

	"Did you honestly think it would?" Morgan asked.

	"No," Cam said. "I guess I should be glad it's her taking the heat, but I feel pretty terrible."

	"Me too," Morgan said. "Just another fantastic Christmas!" 

	 

	#

	3:40 PM

	She had fed more than she could ever remember. She did not need to feed this often. But it felt good. And she would keep killing until she finally killed the man. She could still smell his scent on the air, but she would not run into a crowd of people.  She had learned that people could be dangerous. Like the ones who had surrounded her, a lifetime of pain ago. And then she had woken up in the Place. And her life had been nothing but pain. Until she had killed everyone there. Everyone except the man.

	She fed now not because she was hungry but to show her triumph. To show that they would never hurt her again. 

	But feeding had made her sleepy. So she had dug herself a nice hole under a fallen tree, and slept. She dreamed. Happy dreams of roaming through the woods. Of her mother. 

	Her dream was shattered by pain. Sharp, terrible pain in her head, as though some other creature was inside clawing and biting and trying to get out. 

	She crawled from her bed, roaring. She thrashed about, batting her head, raking her claws across the trees. She was dimly aware that her cries had brought her surroundings to life, that birds and squirrels and bigger animals fled before her rage.

	And still the pain would not subside. She slammed her entire body into a tree. The tree cracked and fell, and still the pain did not subside.

	And then, suddenly, it did. Her senses returned, no longer fogged by pain. She looked around her and saw where her claws had scarred the ground and where her body had broken the tree and she was glad she had destroyed things in her pain, but she wanted to do more. She wanted to destroy creatures. Many creatures. All the creatures. Everything in the world, until the pain stopped for good. And if the pain didn't stop, then herself.

	But right now a terrible fatigue washed over. She staggered, struggling to get back to her makeshift den. She crawled in, curled up, and slept.

	 

	#

	3:41 PM

	After Cam and Morgan ate lunch, Dad and Angela had emerged from their room and Dad had announced that they were not leaving their ski vacation because of snow and that they’d thank him when the storm blew over and there was another foot of fresh powder on the slopes. Angela had given them an apologetic look. She’d tried, but the decision was made: they’d stay here because Dad said so. Cam tried to forget about bears and blizzards and neglectful parents. He hit jumps. He caught air at the edge of the halfpipe and wiped out about half the time. He tried the big jump over the barn again and face planted again.

	And it was good. Mostly. Yesterday, and even this morning, he'd been able to turn off the worries, to not think about anything but getting down the mountain. But the worry was working its way back into his thoughts. Now he'd land a jump and think about Dad's unfair guilt trip and his unfair scorn that matched the scorn Cam had for himself which made it hurt twice as bad. At the bottom of the mountain he watched the staff carefully. They were nervous. He could tell. He wasn't the most socially adept person in the world, but he definitely knew when someone was worried. He wore that "I'm trying really hard to pretend everything is fine but really my stomach is in a knot and my heart is hammering" look too often to miss it on someone else's face.

	Like the woman loading the lift, who flashed a big fake smile and looked like she was about to cry. Like the guy at the snack bar who said, "snowcat was destroyed" to his co-worker before turning, fake-smiling, and saying, "What can I get you?"

	They were afraid. And Dad was at least partly right. It snowed too often up here for that to be what was worrying people. It was part of living in the mountains in northern New England. And so were bears, but not big ones. Not ones that made the staff feel like they had to run for their lives in the middle of the night. Cam didn’t know for sure that was the reason, but it seemed plausible.   

	He had scanned the woods every time they rode the lift, but he saw nothing.

	On what they’d agreed would be their second-to-last ride of the day, as Cam approached the buried barn jump, he heard it. A roar. A terrifying sound of pure rage and pain that made the back of Cam's brain yell "get away!" at him even louder than usual even as he brought his board to a stop. He looked over at Morgan who was on the trail beside him. She had heard it too--everybody on the mountain must have heard it. Some people had stopped mid-run and were pulling out their phones, aiming their cameras at the woods. ButMorgan just kept going and gestured emphatically toward the bottom for him to do the same. 

	He should have skipped the jump and just concentrated on getting down the mountain, but then he heard tree limbs cracking and looked over to the treeline. Animals poured out of the woods. The deer came first, leaping gracefully, and then the coyotes, looking like small, big-eared dogs and not chasing the deer, but just running for their lives. The rabbits came running behind them and the raccoons and possums waddling behind them as something behind them roared again and Cam really did not want to see what it was and then he was at the jump and he'd forgotten to look—

	He flew into the air just as a gigantic deer ran below him. It had large and very pointy antlers, and as Cam hit the top of his arc and started heading down, he realized he was headed right for it. If one of them didn't change their path or their speed, Cam would wind up impaled, trampled, or possibly both. 

	"MOVE, BAMBI!" he screamed. The ground and the antlers approached and the deer didn't even look up. He tried leaning forward on his board like a ski jumper, hoping to get that extra inch or two that might keep him alive.

	The deer, possibly motivated by the coyote right behind it, took a sharp turn to the right, sparing Cam from injury or death. He landed six inches from the deer's rear flank, and felt the vibrations of the deer's hooves in the ground below him and let out a shaky breath. He'd miraculously managed to keep his feet, so he headed toward Morgan whose face was still frozen in terror, presumably because she thought she was going to watch him die...

	He reached her, and in silence they boarded all the way to the deck of the lodge. Popping their boards off without putting them in the rack they ran into the relative safety of the building. 

	As soon as he was inside, Cam's knees buckled. He tumbled to the floor and just stayed there, breathing and listening to his heart pounding. He tried to push himself up, but his muscles felt like rubber. He couldn't move, so he focused on breathing. In, two three four. Out, two three four. Slowly, his heart beat began to calm. He was able to breathe. And he hadn't been killed by a deer, or by whatever had roared in the woods. All in all, he felt pretty positive about things. 

	"Cam," Morgan said. "CAM."

	"Yeah," Cam said. 

	"Are you hurt?"

	"Don't think so," Cam said. "Just a little . . . overwhelmed."

	"No kidding. You scared the shit out of me."

	"Me too. I mean, not literally. I don't think. Do I smell?"

	Morgan laughed. "Nothing beyond the normal teenage boy funk you always emanate. Now get up. I'm afraid someone's going to step on you."

	Cam opened his eyes. He saw booted and sock-clad feet moving precariously close to his prone body. Morgan was right. If he didn’t get his ass up he was going to get stomped on. He decided to try his arms again. This time he managed to get a few inches off the floor before his elbows buckled. Progress.

	"I think I'm going to need some help," he said. Morgan grabbed his hands and pulled him to a sitting position. "Okay," he said. "Let's try the legs again." With Morgan hauling on his arms, Cam was able to force his stubborn legs to lift him and support his weight. For a few steps anyway, which was all it took to get to a table. 

	What, he wondered as they sat down, just happened?

	 

	#

	4:01 PM

	Morgan came back from the snack bar with two hot chocolates. The initial panic after the roar and stampede, with people darting back and forth through the lodge, talking on their phones and staring up at the terrain park, had given way to a kind of frenzied party atmosphere. 

	Morgan was not much of a partier herself, but she understood. Not dying was a great reason to celebrate.

	Cam took a couple of sips of hot chocolate. He was breathing a little more normally, but he it was definitely on edge. And Morgan didn’t feel great herself. She had no idea what had happened up there on the mountain. No one seemed to. And not knowing freaked her out. All she wanted to do was go home, curl up in a little ball, maybe, get under covers and binge something mindless to comfort herself. But she couldn’t because once again, it fell to her to be the grownup.

	They had a problem. Well, another problem in addition to whatever was out in the woods. It had gotten dark out. The condo was a third of the way up a ski trail. Normally they could just walk up, but tonight she was not exactly comfortable with that. She thought of calling Dad, but just as quickly, the thought fled. Dad was still sulking about them wanting to leave, and would probably have some snarky response to a request for help. He would probably mumble something about Cam needing to cure his anxiety by “facing his fears.” Dad was out.

	She found herself wishing she had Angela's cell number. Because, fat shamer or not, she was at least a more rational person than Dad, and one that he might actually listen to, since he wasn't her parent, even if he could be, age-wise. 

	Okay, Morgan thought, you're playing someone else. Someone older, more confident, more competent. A woman in charge of her own destiny. What would this woman do?  

	Okay. First, she would address the bigger issue. How were they going to get out of here? The strong, independent woman she was playing would not count on convincing Dad. She would go to plan B. 

	Mom.

	"I'm doing it," she announced to Cam.

	"Doing what?" Cam said.

	"Getting us the hell out of here," she said. She tapped Mom's name on her phone and waited. Mom picked up on the fourth ring.

	"Hey, Merry Christmas, sweetie!" Mom answered. "Having fun?"

	"Well, kind of," Morgan said.

	Mom sighed. "What did he do? Is the latest bimbo being mean to you?"

	Morgan felt that both she and the character she was playing would probably want to educate Mom about her internalized misogyny, but not until the major issue was solved. 

	"It's . . . there is a big blizzard coming, and there's . . . something here. At the ski resort. Some kind of, I don't know, giant bear or something. It just caused a stampede of deer and coyotes and rabbits out of the woods, and Cam almost got trampled, and we'd really like to leave, but Dad is refusing, so can you Venmo us bus fare and we'll just take a cab to the bus station and . . ."

	"Wait, wait wait, slow down," Mom said. "Is Cam okay?" 

	Morgan looked at him. "I mean, he's the same as usual. So no, he's not okay."

	Cam smiled and flipped her off, which was actually a relief. He was recovering. 

	"Okay, well, here's the problem. I can't just send you the money to go home. That would put me in violation of the custody agreement, which, knowing your father, would mean another trip to court, which is not something I think any of us wants to do."

	None of us want to get mauled by a ravenous beast either, Morgan thought, or get snowed in on a mountainside and starve and freeze in the dark. But she did not say these things. Her character would not lose it in this situation. She would stay rational in order to get what she wanted.

	"Neither Cam nor I feel comfortable staying here anymore," Morgan said, trying the calm tactic. "While it's certainly true that we don't want to go to court--"

	"It wouldn't be you," Mom said. "It would be me. And a very expensive lawyer, and a huge chunk of time that I just can't afford to take off right now. I'm lucky I was able to get Christmas off!"

	"Well, God forbid we should cause you any inconvenience at work," Morgan said, and hung up. So much for the cool, competent, independent woman. Maybe she could be the tough-as-nails bitch who got whatever she wanted and didn't care who it hurt instead. That was a better part anyway.

	Her phone began to buzz in her hand and she absently looked down.  Mom calling back, but Morgan ignored it. A moment later Cam’s phone began to buzz. Morgan shook her head at him, but he picked it up anyway. "Hey Mom," he said. "Yeah. Yeah, I did a jump and nearly hit a stampeding deer. That really happened."

	Morgan could hear Mom's tinny rebuke from across the table. "JUMPS? WHY WERE YOU DOING JUMPS?!"

	Cam sighed. "Because jumps are fun, Mom."

	"Well, if you're so worried about getting hurt, maybe you should just stop trying to do stunts and just--"

	"Mom. I'm not worried about getting hurt from falling. I'm worried about getting hurt from getting eaten. Morgan wasn’t lying. There's something here, Mom. Something big. Something that shouldn't be here."

	"Do you know how you sound?" Mom tinned in from Cam's phone. "Ski resorts are on mountains. There are animals in the woods. There always have been."

	"Okay thanks, Dad, talk to you later," Cam said, and hung up the phone. He turned to Morgan. "I hate Christmas. If we live through this, we are staying at Josh's and Sarah's house and going to the movies and eating Chinese food next Christmas."

	"We're gonna live through it," Morgan said. "I mean, it's gonna suck, but it's not like we're literally going to die. Like, we're not deer. We'll just stay inside tomorrow."

	"And what about tonight?" Cam said. "I'm not walking to the condo in the dark."

	Morgan thought. She opened Yelp and checked her surroundings. Spotting something that might work, she called Dad. "Dad," she said. "Did you know Tony Michel is running a pop-up restaurant in town? Yes, the Food Network guy. It's in a yurt! Can we go?" 

	On the eve of a blizzard, the exclusive pop-up restaurant from Tony Michel would probably be mobbed and Dad would have to throw a lot of money around to get them a table. She knew Dad wouldn't be able to resist that kind of power move in front of Angela, and sure enough, he called back in two minutes saying he'd been able to get them a table, but they'd have to leave RIGHT NOW. 

	"OK," Morgan said. "We're in the lodge. You can swing down and pick us up."

	Cam shook his head, pointing at his snow pants. "No real pants!" he said. Morgan gritted her teeth. 

	"If you can just grab a pair of jeans for Cam off his bed, that would be great. He's only got the snowboarding pants."

	"My boy lives to board!" Dad bellowed.

	"Yep. That's him, all right," Morgan said.

	"Cool. See you in five," Dad said. Not minutes. Just "five." Morgan rolled her eyes and ended the call.

	"Well, that's one problem solved," Cam said. "But," he looked at his phone, "it looks like the inspection for the pop-up yurt--"

	"The yurt's not a pop-up. The restaurant is a pop-up. In a yurt."

	"I don't understand or care what the difference is," Cam said. "The point is that they haven't had an inspection posted to the county website yet, though it looks like the site is at least two weeks out of date, so--"

	"So you're gonna have to take one for the team and risk your chances with food prepared by a world famous freaking chef unless you want to walk up to the condo alone in the dark," Morgan snapped.

	"You suck," Cam said. He stared at his phone, pouting. 

	Morgan put her head in her hands. It was hard enough to be the only grownup in the family, but the worst part was that it was a completely thankless job: literally everybody hated her for it. She opened Instagram, saw more pictures of Jessica sunning herself, and sighed.

	She knew from movies and books that people like her in small towns grew up and dreamed of running away to New York to make it on Broadway, but sometimes Morgan felt like she really wanted to run away from New York. Away from Mom, Dad, and even Cam, and just take care of herself for a change.

	Maybe she'd go to L.A.

	"Sorry," Cam said in a small voice, breaking into her spiraling thoughts. And then Morgan felt guilty. Fine. She'd stay in New York until this twerp was out of high school. And then they'd both go to L.A.

	 

	#

	4:25PM

	Grant had heard the roar, of course. Everyone on the mountain had heard it, or if they hadn't, they'd seen the stampede that followed. He knew it was irrational, but he felt a stab of fear. It couldn't be…it.. That thing he'd created. Or at least modified. That thing—Project Black Diamond-- was in a secure facility sixty miles from here. 

	Still, just to be safe, he'd broken his own rule about communicating while on vacation and sent a text to Elaine. Just checking in. How's the patient? he wrote.

	Fifteen minutes later, she hadn't responded. So he sent the same text to Ken. As the other skiiers in his group chattered around him, he tried to distract himself. He broke another of his personal vacation rules and opened his work email. There were twelve emails from Pretorius asking for status updates.  Grant rolled his eyes. Getting an "eccentric" billionaire to bankroll his biotech startup had probably been a mistake. But Pretorius had been the only one who hadn't made an issue of Grant's youth. Of course, Pretorius also had a personal project he wanted Grant to work on before the startup got off the ground, so instead of being in Silicon Valley, Grant was stuck in the middle of Vermont, working in a box that Pretorius had bought years ago when he first thought of his ridiculous project, code named Black Diamond, Grant assumed as a nod to the fortune Pretorius’ family had made in South African diamond mines during the apartheid era.

	Pretorius was the only person who'd emailed Grant in the last two days. But maybe this wasn't too unusual. Neither Ken nor Elaine was the most conscientious worker in the world, and they probably figured they wouldn't need to do the daily status reports since he wouldn't be checking email while he was away.  And since they worked literally side by side, they didn't have any need to email each other. Everything was fine.

	So why weren't they texting him back? 

	Grant let his mind wander to the worst-case scenario. What if that thing had gotten out? 

	It would kill a few people, sure, but the really bad thing was that it had his proprietary technology in its head. Eventually it would be brought down—they certainly hadn't made it bulletproof—but when it was, the tech in its head would be out in the world, and his intellectual property—well, technically only half his, since Pretorius owned half of everything—would be studied and copied, and his startup would never launch and he'd be washed up, a failure at twenty-one. 

	Eventually someone would trace the money through Pretorius' shell corporations and figure out that the guy who'd been banned from Twitter for tweeting, "The blacks are getting out of hand. They need to be controlled. Violently. It's the only language they understand" was the same guy behind Project Ursa, and they'd assume that Grant was working on a weapon to be deployed against protestors. Which he supposed he might be, but his job was just to build the weapon. A weapon built to inspire fear and, if necessary, to kill quickly, messily, and without remorse. A weapon that was cheaper to operate than a police force, that never asked for a raise or overtime, that never had any qualms of conscience, and that could never tell anyone what it had done. This wasn’t a vehicle that could be sabotaged or a tear gas canister that could be batted back. This weapon would cause terror. And panic. And thus, in Pretorius’ formulation, restore order. The client, in this case Pretorius, would decide where to aim it.

	There was an emergency number he was supposed to call if everything went sideways. Pretorius would send a cleaning crew, and both the creature and the facility would be wiped from the face of the earth as though they had never existed. 

	His career might survive that one. He'd be cut off from the Pretorius money, but if Pretorius was going to make sure Project Ursa was erased from memory, he definitely wouldn't tell anyone that Grant had been working on it. Maybe he should call the cleaners. He checked his texts again. Nothing. He thumbed the volume up on his phone. 

	But then what if the whole thing was just a matter of a bad cell tower by the facility? You don't call the cleaners unless you are 100% sure the project has gone sideways. Right now he was at about 20%. Maybe inching toward 25%. And he hadn’t gotten as far as he had so quickly for making rash decisions. 

	If the cell tower was down and his employees weren't getting texts, they should still have internet. And they would still, hopefully, be checking it. He sent an email to Ken and Elaine. 

	CONTACT ME ASAP was the subject line. In the body, he typed, Need to check on something. Call, text, or email as soon as you receive this. He marked it urgent. 

	And then he waited. 

	 

	#

	 

	5:15PM

	Dad had bragged the whole way to the yurt about how hard it had been to get a table, and said, "And you guys all wanted to leave!" when they walked in and were enveloped in warmth and delicious smells. Despite, or possibly because of, the impending storm, the yurt was packed full of wealthy people eating plates piled high with locally-sourced food.

	Now he sat at a round, candlelit table with a white tablecloth while Austin, who would be their server tonight, talked about the specials. Cam couldn't look at Austin. The guy had a beard which made Cam wonder if he wore a hairnet when he was working and that made him wonder if the other servers or staff had beards and that made him worry that he was going to find hair in his food. It was easier to just stare at the menu. 

	The yurt specialized in local meat, so everything on the menu had deer, moose, or worse in it. Cam ordered a side of garlic mashed potatoes, a side of green beans, and a side of curried sweet potato chunks, and did not miss the look Dad gave the waiter. Cam knew what the look meant. "Can you believe this kid?" Cam didn’t care. There were no USDA standards or inspections for moose or deer meat, so he was just supposed to be trusting that Chef Tony Michel wasn’t cutting any corners on food safety and hadn’t let a moose carcass sit out for too long, for example. No thanks. Sorry I embarrassed you in front of your buddy Austin, Cam thought in Dad’s direction. 

	After Austin left, Dad sat back and sipped his wine. "So we passed a 24-hour Wal-Mart on the way here,” he said. “I figure we'll stop off and get some canned goods and maybe a kerosene space heater in case the resort doesn't deliver enough wood to keep the fireplace roaring."

	"Kerosene space heater's a bad idea, Dad," Cam said before he could stop himself. "High risk of asphyxiation."

	Dad rolled his eyes. "OK. Fine. We'll just pick up more wood then."

	"Awesome," Cam said. He had expected more of a fight. While his dad looked like he had a lot of choice comments he could make about his “weird son”, he apparently thought a famous chef's yurt-bound pop-up restaurant wasn't the best place to do that. 

	"You guys will see," Dad said instead. "Snowed in on Christmas. It's going to be awesome." 

	"We should get water too," Cam said. "Just in case. Of course there's the risk of ingesting microplastics with the plastic bottles, but compared to dehydration, a little microplastic is a walk in the park."

	"There's running water in the condo," Dad said. "It doesn't depend on electricity."

	"But in case of a prolonged power outage the county water purification system could--"

	"Then we'll melt some snow," Dad said, raising his voice just enough to let Cam know that, yurt or not, the subject was closed.

	Thankfully, Morgan decided to jump in before things could escalate any more. Cam thought about how much Morgan looked out for him. He wondered if she knew how much he appreciated it. Probably not, since he’d never told her. "So, Angela,” Morgan said,  “ttell us about yourself. What do you do for a living?"

	This got Angela talking about whatever she did, which involved innovative investment instruments, whatever those were.  It was so boring that Cam considered recording it on the sly so he could play it back when he had trouble sleeping. Morgan, on the other hand, looked fascinated. She really was a good actor, Cam thought.

	"And once I've got a couple more years' experience under my belt…” Angela was wrapping up. ‘I'm going to get my MBA, hopefully at Harvard or Wharton." 

	"Is it difficult being a woman in your field?" Morgan asked, and Angela's face lit up.

	"Uh-oh, it's feminism time," Dad said to Cam. 

	"Heh-heh." Cam forced a laugh, because he wasn't interested in what being a woman in an investment bank was like, but he also wasn't interested in whatever bro-ish nonsense Dad was going to talk about, so he tried to make a noise that indicated both of those things. Apparently he failed, because Dad leaned over to talk to him, man-to-man.

	"Hey, buddy," Dad whispered.

	"Yeah?" Cam said. 

	"When we're at Wal-Mart, you keep the girls busy, and I'll go over to sporting goods and get a gun. Just in case of wildlife attacks. Would that make you feel a little safer?"

	Cam nearly vomited. What was he going to say? Given your anger issues, Dad, the thought of you having access to a firearm doesn't make me feel even a tiny bit safer? Having a gun in your house actually makes you more likely to get shot to death than someone with no gun in the house? No. Logic wasn't going to work here. He had to think fast.

	"Pssht," Cam said, trying to keep the panic from his voice. "I literally jumped over a charging stag on the way down the mountain today. I don't need anything to keep me safe from animals."

	His fake bravado seemed to work and his dad burst into a big grin. "Wait, you did what? Morg—is this true? Did he jump a deer?"
      "Yep," Morgan said, like it was no big deal at all, which perfectly backed up Cam's macho act. Had she been keeping one ear on this conversation while Angela droned on about year-end bonuses?

	"Wait, start at the beginning," Dad said. He was beaming. Had he ever looked this proud of him? Cam certainly couldn't remember a time. He hated that Dad was only proud of his semi-phony Man of Action persona, and he hated even more how good it made him feel to see that look on Dad's face.  

	So he told the story, leaving out the part about his terror and how he'd messed up the jump because he was paying attention to the animals rather than the ramp and focusing on how he'd leaned over his board like a ski jumper and landed the jump anyway. 

	"That," Dad said, "Is awesome! Man, I wish I'd seen that!"

	 

	#

	8:02 PM

	In the brightly-lit aisles of Wal-Mart, the idea that they were in any danger from whatever was in the woods seemed kind of absurd. 

	Morgan had definitely let Cam's fear infect her. She was annoyed--she was supposed to be the rational one, the one who brought Cam back to earth when he was spinning out of control. Instead, she'd started to spin with him. Maybe it was just being in an unfamiliar environment--in the woods, with deer and coyotes stampeding, with people you didn't feel especially comfortable around, it was easy to feel vulnerable. 

	But here, under the fluorescent lights, with shelves full of food, even on the night before a blizzard, it just seemed dumb. Like, how could anyone be in danger from an animal when they could come in here and buy graphic tee shirts and licensed bobbleheads?

	She and her family weren't deer, Morgan thought defiantly. They were people. The same kind of people who worked in this store and packaged the food and designed the Lego kits in the toy section. There was plenty for a ravenous beast to eat outside in the woods--it had no reason to try and break into a house to attack people. She needed to get a grip. 

	As Morgan dropped some canned black beans into the cart, she had to admit that there was actually something comforting about the idea of being snowed in, as long as they had adequate supplies. Sure, Dad would be there, and that was bound to be annoying due to his board game competitiveness, which would be worse if he spent the day drinking, a strong liklihood if there was nothing else to do. 

	But Angela was tolerable. In fact, Morgan was actually starting to like her. Which was odd because she worked on Wall Street and was attracted to Dad, which would normally be two strikes against anybody, but, unlike Liz and the ones before, Angela actually seemed smart and thoughtful, or at least smarter and more thoughtful than Dad, though admittedly that was a low bar to clear.

	Of course that meant Dad was definitely going to dump her, or she was going to dump him. Either way, this relationship probably wouldn't even last as long as Dad's ususally did… 

	Just then Angela came back to the cart with an armful of frozen food. Morgan looked at her quizzically. "Um," Morgan said, "if the power goes out, the freezer . . ." 

	"Won't work, but we'll have a pretty big cold area where we can keep this stuff. Outside."

	"Oh. Duh," Morgan said. "Right."

	Angela smiled and they ambled down the canned goods aisle together. "I'm sorry," Angela said after a moment. Morgan almost asked why but then realized, looking down in the cart, that Angela was apologizing for not getting them out of there. Instead of heading south, they were here stocking up on pre-blizzard supplies.

	"No, it's fine," Morgan said, shrugging. She had given up trying to play a part. At this point, there was no reason to hide anything or be anyone but who she was from Angela. "Once Dad sets his mind to something, he doesn't change it. I should have told you not to bother trying to get us out of here."

	Angela laughed. "Actually, I meant because I spent the entire dinner talking about myself, and I never asked anything about you. So tell me about yourself!"

	Morgan raised an eyebrow. Was Angela serious? But looking at her earnest face, she saw she was and for a moment, she was tempted to put it all out there. Well, she could say, I am breaking from the pressure of holding this family together and trying to keep up with all my schoolwork and having rehearsal and I feel like I want to scream all the time. But instead she said, "Well, I do theater. Musicals and plays."      

	"So what's your favorite role you've ever played?" Angela asked, sounding genuinely curious. It was all Morgan could do not to throw her arms around her and thank her. Mom always made it to at least one performance, but she never asked this kind of question. Cam came to every one of her performances, but she never felt like she could really talk about acting with him without him making fun of her for sounding pretentious. And of course Dad didn't care about anyone but himself. 

	So as they finished their shopping, Morgan talked about herself--about what she was good at, what she struggled with, and what she wanted to do after high school. So wrapped up in the moment, she was almost surprised when she saw Cam and Dad. She had forgotten them for a moment.  As they came closer, she saw their cart full of survival supplies. 

	Angela rolled her eyes. "I love how the women had to get the food, while the men got the manly survival supplies. Your dad definitely has some work to do on his gender attitudes."

	You'd have better luck with one of the coyotes, Morgan thought. "Yeah,” she said aloud. “He definitely does." Then, quietly, before the guys got too close, she added, "Um. Do you think we could like, stay in touch when we're back in New York? I mean . . ." She was shocked by her own question. She hadn’t thought about it, just blurted it out. You're way too good for Dad and he's definitely dumping you as soon as we get back, and I might like to text you some time just to remind myself  that there’s an adult world outside of my family and that I could maybe be a grownup without becoming either Mom or Dad, was what she thought, but that wasn't the kind of thing you said out loud, so she just trailed off, leaving the thought unfinished. 

	"I'd like that," she said. They took out their phones and exchanged numbers just as Cam and Dad came up.

	"Uh-oh, buddy," Dad said to Cam. "The girls are conspiring. That never ends well."

	"The women are exchanging numbers," Angela said. It sounded a little frosty to Morgan, but Dad either didn't catch the tone or, more likely, didn't take it seriously enough to care. He laughed and put his arm around Angela, who, strangely to Morgan's way of thinking, didn't shrug him away. Well, people were complicated. 

	Cam came up to Morgan's side and while the adults reviewed the carts, leaned closer. "Dad really wanted to buy a gun," he whispered.

	"Oh God," Morgan said. "That is an incredibly horrible idea."

	"I told him I was straight up not leaving this store if he bought the gun. Like I would literally go hide in a tent in the camping supplies section until the storm ends rather than go back to a condo that has both him and a gun in it."

	"What did he say?"

	"He said Mom was turning me into a beta male and that we needed to take some time together, just the two of us, to do manly stuff, like shoot guns at defenseless deer."

	"Oh God," Morgan said. 

	"Yeah, fortunately, he's not exactly known for his follow-through on stuff like that, or, you know, anything, so I'm not worried. And Mom would definitely miss work and go to court to keep me from having to go on a hunting trip."

	Morgan imagined it. "Yep. She definitely would."

	"So instead of a gun, we bought bear spray," Cam said. "Just in case. It's basically pepper spray, so you can use it on humans too, like if Dad starts losing at Monopoly or something."

	 

	#

	10:30PM

	Grant sat at a table in the lodge, still staring at his phone. Christmas songs played over the speakers in the lodge. While the place had been buzzing earlier, it was now nearly empty, with only a handful of guests and employees in their resort shirts sitting in a clump at one end of the bar. Grant figured the stampede had probably changed the minds of just about anyone who was thinking about riding out the blizzard here, and after some initial excitement, they'd all decided to pack it in. 

	The few people who'd passed through in the last six hours had all talked about the stampede, but no one could say they saw what started it. So, Grant tried to think optimistically, maybe it was just a freak thing, one of those weird quirks of nature that happens sometimes.

	Maybe it wasn't his project. It probably wasn't his project. It couldn’t be. Not sixty miles from the facility. They had put safety measures in place. Exit strategies. Hell, they had created it, they should be able to control it. 

	But whether his project had caused the stampede on the slopes or not, something had happened at the facility. Six hours, and he'd gotten no response to his repeated texts or increasingly urgent emails. This was not just a breach of protocol--it was an indication that something had gone terribly wrong. Even if the project was still contained in the facility, something was not right. It could be nothing. Maybe Ken and Elaine had just left the project to fend for itself. Or maybe they'd downloaded all the data and were taking it to some animal rights or civil liberties organization, or selling it to the highest bidder. It was, Grant reluctantly admitted to himself, probably what he would have done. 

	But their silence was deafening.

	It was definitely time to call the cleaners.

	He scrolled through his contacts until he came to Hoover Cleaning Service. Heart hammering, he pressed "call."

	"Hoover Cleaners," a woman's voice answered. "Can I have your customer number please?"

	"14XPBG," he answered.

	"How can we help you today?"

	"I'm afraid there's a bit of a mess."

	"Thank you. We'll send a team right over. Thank you for calling."

	The line went dead. The cleaners were on their way to the facility. He tried to relax. They would take care of it and then he would just figure out how to deal with the fallout. But at least he would have some answers. 

	 

	#

	10:31 PM

	She awoke to an explosion of pain. 

	She swatted at her head as if to scare off whatever was causing the blinding pain inside, but nothing changed. She bounded from the woods, hoping to outrun the sensation. And just as suddenly as it had started, the agony stopped.

	She wanted sleep. More sleep. But she could not rest until she made the pain stop. She slowed to a walk and began to hunt.

	And then the pain started again. And then it stopped. And, sometime later, started again. She had to find the man and kill the man. It was the only way to make the pain stop for good. 

	 

	#

	10:33 PM

	Thom “Tiny” Turner sat in snowcat #2 at the top of the mountain. He'd bought some night vision binoculars and a rifle with a night vision scope. He'd spent a couple grand, which Dad might get mad about, but if he managed to get rid of this thing, he'd save Dad tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of dollars, and possibly the whole resortIt seemed like a good deal.

	He was not a trained shooter. Like everybody around here, he'd done some hunting, but he had never liked it much. Being outside for long stretches of time was uncomfortable. So was sleeping in tents. So was crouching in a blind for hours at a time hoping something would happen. He'd rather party. 

	But the resort had a problem, and he was in charge, so he was going to fix it.  He would have delegated it to someone else, but too many people had left. He knew that everyone called him "Tiny" behind his back, but when things went wrong he turned out to be the only man standing tall around here.  Still, if Tinywas going to be honest with himself, this resort was circling the drain. One more warm winter would kill it off for sure. And an animal attack? Forget it. They would be done by the end of the week. Hell, the guy who'd been shredded—Chase? No—Gabe. He probably had family who would come looking for him at some point. Sheriff Brody was in Dad's pocket, but Dad's pockets weren't big enough to fit the state police or the FBI—didn't they work missing persons?—inside, and Tiny knew that if either of them ever started asking the staff questions, they'd flip in a heartbeat. 

	So maybe killing this animal was just putting off the resort's inevitable death. Still, if they sold it at the end of this season, they'd be able to get some money out of it, whereas if this thing killed any more people, the whole resort would be worthless. And that would mean Tiny would have to get a job and sit there taking orders from someone. No way.  He was going to end this tonight. 

	Gabe hadn't been armed. Any animal that came after Tinywould have a nice surprise coming. And as a bonus, maybe Dad would finally give him the respect he deserved. 

	He scanned the slopes with the night vision binoculars. Nothing. Nothing. Just like being in the deer blind with his old man. Finally, something moved, and Tiny's heart sped up. He lifted his binoculars. Only a deer. He exhaled, not even realizing he'd been holding his breath. 

	He looked. Another deer came out of the same spot. And at its foot, a rabbit. Tiny’s heart started pounding again, so hard this time he felt it in his throat.  A coyote came running out of the woods. Something was happening. Something like what had happened earlier. Those animals were running from something. And he was going to take care of it.

	He put the driver's side window of the snowcat down, opened the door, turned off the engine, and pocketed the keys. He stood behind the open door and rested the rifle on the window opening. He'd have a much better chance of getting off a steady shot if he wasn't trying to hold the rifle in his hands. He supposed a real sniper would lie face down in the snow, but he was not a real sniper. He was just a man with guts and a gun, and that was all this situation needed.

	He peered through the scope. Against the dark green background, small bright green spots continued to emerge from the woods. More rabbits, some possums. Definitely not what had killed Gabe. 

	And then he saw it. He couldn't make out the fine details at this distance through a night vision scope, but he could see enough. First was its size. It was enormous. And, despite its size, it wasn't moving slowly. It was powering itself across the snow, outrunning the rabbits. Well, it wasn't going to outrun a 7-millimeter slug. 

	Reminding himself to breathe, Tiny steadied the gun, tracking the beast across the slope. He exhaled and squeezed the trigger. Just like Dad had taught him.

	He hadn't fired a rifle in years and wasn't properly prepared for the recoil. The gun slammed into his shoulder, and, losing his balance, Tiny fell backwards into the snow. 

	He scrambled to his feet and put the gun back on the snowcat's door. He looked through the scope at the location where he'd shot. Nothing. No beast. No blood. Just empty space. 

	Swearing, he pulled the binoculars from around his neck and put them to his eyes. He looked across the slopes. If he'd hit the damn thing, it should have gone down.  He'd missed. In which case the thing could be anywhere. 

	But he couldn't see it. He kept looking at the part of the mountain where he'd seen the beast, but it just wasn't there. 

	And then a light green blur flashed past. 

	Swearing again, Tiny spun the focus dial. Something had run through his field of vision. And it was much closer than the place where he was looking. He hoped to God it was a deer. He scanned the slope frantically until he saw the flash of green again.

	It wasn't a deer. 

	"Oh my God," Tiny whispered, because now he could see the beast charging toward him, saliva dripping from its very long, very sharp, teeth.

	He was in trouble. 

	No. No, that thing was in trouble. Seven millimeters' worth of trouble. 

	Tiny peered through the scope and pulled the trigger. This time he was ready for the recoil, but it still pushed the gun away from his face. He steadied it and looked again. He saw green spots on the snow--blood. He'd hit it! But where was it? It should be on the snow, writhing in pain.

	He grabbed the binoculars, but he couldn't see it. Well, fine. Even if it had managed to stagger fifteen feet in this snow, it was hurt and probably dying. He'd have to try to collect the carcass in the morning. Maybe he'd get it stuffed and put it in the lobby, standing, with a plaque that read: "slain by Thomas Turner." He scrambled into the cat and squirmed in the seat trying to dig the keys out of his jeans pocket. 

	He got the keys, and the cat started right up. He threw it into gear and started moving. The rush of adrenaline made him feel giddy and he started to laugh, the cold night breeze on his face. He'd taught that damn thing to stay the hell off his slopes. It would bleed out overnight, and in the morning, he'd be up bright and early to claim its corpse and take some pictures and shove them under his dad’s nose. 

	Snow had started falling, and flakes flew in through the open window, melting on Tiny’s cheeks. Then they started coming down faster. Tiny hit the wipers on the cat, and hit the gas, but the cat's top speed was twenty miles per hour, and it crept up to that speed over the course of thirty or forty seconds. He looked behind him, almost expecting to see the creature, but all he could see was a wall of snow. 

	

	 

	 

	#

	10:40 PM

	 

	Tiny backed the snowcat back into the garage and tapped the button on the door remote. The chains rattled as the large door began to slide into place. The adrenaline rush was fading and Tiny suddenly felt exhausted. He was glad there was a couch up in the office because there was no way he was going to drive home in a blizzard in the state he was in. It would be a pretty vicious irony if he killed the beast and then died driving. He looked at the rifle on the seat next to him. He'd get it in the morning. He climbed out of the snowcat and felt biting wind on his cheeks. He glanced toward the door. Wasn't the damn thing shut yet?

	His eyes widened.

	Outside the door, was a wall of white. But as he watched, something broke through. 

	Tiny couldn't make sense of what he was seeing. So he didn't run. Not that it would have changed anything if he had.

	He gaped as snow parted and the beast emerged. It was massive, and it was angry. It let out a roar as the garage door slid shut too late. Even over the howling winds, Tiny heard—and felt—the rage in the beast’s cry. It sounded like equal parts fury and pain. 

	This can't be, he thought. I shot it. It's dead. It cannot be alive and in here. It's dead. 

	But it wasn’t.

	The beast tossed its head from side to side as if trying to shake something loose. It raised its front paws, each bigger than Tiny’s head, and swatted at the air. 

	On its rear right leg Tiny saw a small trickle of blood, bright red against the white snow that coated the whole creature. He'd shot it all right, but not in a place that would kill it. Not even in a place that would slow it down very much.

	All he'd managed to do was enrage the thing, and now it was here, screaming and writhing, in the garage. The thing was a colossal apex predator--Grizzly? Polar bear? Something that definitely was not supposed to live in New England, but he'd seen climate change nearly ruin the family business, so who knew what it was doing to the animal kingdom. 

	And then, Tiny realized with a flash of desperate hope, the beast was not really paying any attention to him at all. He might still have a chance. Frantically, he thought through his options. 

	There were a lot of steps up to the office, but even if he made it up there, this thing would shred the door like cardboard. The snowcat was right here, but he remembered what it had done to the snowcat that had once held Gabe.  He didn't believe there was anywhere to hide that this thing couldn't get into if it wanted to. 

	But it still hadn't noticed him. So, as exposed as he felt, he decided to stick with what was working and just stay put, standing as still as possible, breathing through his scarf to minimize the amount of steam that was escaping. 

	Maybe it wouldn't see him as prey. Maybe it would finish its fit and just curl up and go to sleep. And then he'd slip out and take his chances in the blizzard, hoping he could find the Lexus in the whiteout and get away on roads covered in two feet of snow.

	There was no scenario he could play out in his mind where this ended well for him. But he was not going to go out like this. He didn't have claws or teeth like that thing did, but dammit, he was a force to be reckoned with. 

	He could open the door to the snowcat and grab the rifle, but that would mean getting closer to the roaring beast and then taking his eyes off it. If it didn't notice him, he could probably get the gun and flip the safety off and get a couple of shots off. But if it did notice him, he'd be dead before he even got his hand on the gun. But then he remembered. There was another rifle in the office. Actually, there were three. Dad had bought them to keep the coyote population in check--coyotes were timid and no threat to humans, but try telling that to the people who came here from New York and Boston and thought the world was ending if they saw any wildlife. 

	The office was his best bet. He took a small step to the right, toward the steps. The beast did not seem to notice. He took another, bigger step. Still nothing--it had actually fallen to the floor and was writhing around like it was being tortured. 

	There was never going to be a better time for him to move. Tiny ran, reaching the stairs and taking them two at a time, adrenaline powering his muscles. He felt stronger and faster than he could ever remember feeling. Like he could fly up the stairs. Which he might need to, because as he reached the first landing, halfway up to the office, he heard the sound of claws on concrete. 

	"Don't look back, just run," he yelled to himself, and then immediately disobeyed his own order. The thing--definitely a bear of some kind, and definitely not native to New England--stood on its hind legs. It was ten feet tall. At least. Its eyes were level with his feet.  

	"Stay there, stay there," he said to the bear as he ran up the stairs. Unfortunately, the bear was no better at following his instructions than he was. The staircase shook as the bear's bulk hit it.

	Tiny kept going. Reaching the top of the stairs, he grabbed the doorknob and yanked. The office door flew open and Tiny ducked inside, slamming the door behind him and throwing the deadbolt. 

	Which he knew was ridiculous. A damn deadbolt wasn’t going to stop that thing.

	He ran to the end of the couch that sat against the wall next to the door and began pushing it in front of the door. It screeched across the floor just asthe frosted glass window in the door exploded, breaking into thousands of pieces. One hit Tiny, slicing across his cheek. 

	Ignoring the flash of pain, he shoved the couch in front of the door and stepped back. Lifting his head, he found himself staring right into the eyes of the bear. It let out a roar.. "Nice bear," he said. "It's okay, buddy! Nothing to get mad about!"

	The bear's breath stank of gore, and the smell filled the office. Tiny felt bile rise in his own throat as the beast began tearing at the wooden door and the couch. Bits of stuffing flew around the office like the snow flying outside. 

	Tiny needed those guns. He raced across the office toward the safe. Behind him he heard the terrible cracking sound of wood being torn apart and the grunting, wuffling, blood-soaked breath of the bear filled the office. Tiny spun the dial of the gun safe, his fingers shaking. Four right. His finger slipped and hit three. Focus, damnit! He tried again. Four right. Twenty-seven left. Ninety-seven right. "Happy birthday to me," he said as the safe popped open. He reached in, grabbed a rifle, and spun around.

	The bear had broken through the door and stood in the doorway. Tiny had one chance. He flicked off the safety, swung the gun to his shoulder, and pulled the trigger. 

	He could hear the "Click" as the hammer fell on an empty chamber. Elementary gun safety--you don't leave a loaded gun lying around, even in a safe. If Tiny had been thinking clearly, he would have remembered that.

	But it wasn’t going to do him any good now.

	The bear sprang at him. Not knowing what else to do,  and Tiny grabbed the barrel of the rifle and swung it like a baseball bat right at the bear's head. 

	Or where he thought the bear's head was going to be. But the bear was faster than he'd anticipated, and instead of being where the stock of the gun went, the bear's head was actually at Tiny's throat. Before he could even curse his own stupidity, he began to chokeon his own blood. Unable to draw breath, his chest grew warm and wet from the blood coursing from his neck. Mercifully, the blood loss pulled him into unconsciousness and, soon after, death.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	December 24

	 

	2:30 AM

	Cam lay on his side staring out the window at the snow. There wasn't really that much to see--it had looked like a solid wall of white for hours, but now he could see individual flakes blowing past the condo's outside light. 

	Before he had gone to bed he had watched the covered gas grill that sat outside become an unrecognizable hump in the snow. The furniture did the same. It was oddly beautiful. But now, all he could hear was quiet. And it freaked Cam out. It was literally never quiet in Manhattan, and Cam liked it that way. You always knew there were people around, even if you didn't know them. You didn't feel isolated. Not like here.

	Here Cam felt trapped. He could open up this window right now and scream at the top of his lungs and it was very unlikely anybody would ever hear him. Was there even anybody else left on this mountain? There had to be. Right? Even if the people who worked at the snack bar had all left, someone had to stay to keep the place running, right? Someone had to change the sheets in the rooms in the lodge. Someone had to run the ski lifts. 

	But where were they? And, if he absolutely had to, how would Cam find them? He was always running worst-case scenarios through his mind. Now, he found himself doing it, like a messed up calming exercise. They probably had enough food to last for a week. They could, as Dad said, melt snow to drink if they had to. But what if they were still stuck here after a week? The streets of Manhattan were clear two days after even the worst snowstorms. But up here? How many plows did they even have? Would the National Guard have to come in here with helicopters and rescue them from the roof? 

	He didn't feel great about that. Helicopters were dangerous. 

	He turned away from the window and tried to sleep. The power was still on. He hadn’t heard any roars. He was in a warm bed in a warm building while snow fell outside. He knew it was supposed to feel cozy. But he just felt scared and alone. Morgan was the only person here he could count on--okay, the only person in the world he could count on--but while she was great at reassuring him or just telling him to shut up and putting a dent in his anxiety that way, this situation wasn't just about emotional health--it was about their physical survival, and Cam felt like that called for the expertise of grownups. 

	He looked at his phone. 2:47 AM. One bar of service. Not enough to even watch anything. He cursed himself for not downloading a bunch of shows before the blizzard started. 

	But there was a TV downstairs. Well, he wasn't sleeping anyway. He grabbed his comforter and wrapped it around his shoulders. He went to the bathroom and peed, and then made his way down to the living room. 

	He curled up on the couch, grabbed the remote, and turned the TV on. Dad had it set to a news channel. People were yelling at each other. It was annoying, but also reassuring because it was normal.

	He flipped through the channels. Normally he liked to watch nature shows when he couldn't fall asleep, but he really didn't want to think about nature right now. 

	Instead, he found an old black-and-white movie. It was midway through so he didn't know what was going on but he didn’t care.  The voices just helped take up space in his mind so his worries couldn't fill that space and keep him awake.

	Cam looked at the screen. Every man was wearing a hat. Maybe he should start wearing a hat. He saw something out of the corner of his eye. A flicker of movement. He turned to the sliding glass doors. All he could see outside was snow falling in the cone of light created by the outdoor floodlight. The lump in the snow where the grill stood looked the same. The wind howled. Cam looked back at the TV. There was nothing out there. He shouldn't look because then he'd just spend the whole night staring out the sliding doors at the snow, and he'd never fall asleep and he'd get a sour stomach from worrying and Dad would berate him and that would all suck.

	He looked anyway. And this time, he saw it.

	Eyes. Just at the edge of the floodlight's beam, he saw eyes. They were glowing red. "Well, could be anything. Could be a deer," he said aloud, hearing the shakiness in his own voice.

	And then it stepped into the light. A bear. An enormous bear. It was covered in snow, but bright red blood covered its mouth and underside. It lifted its head and looked—right at him. Cam froze. 

	There was no way, Cam told himself, that this gigantic bear could actually see in here with the floodlight shining in its face. But if it did, sliding glass doors were not going to do anything to keep it out.

	Cam forced his eyes closed and took five deep breaths. It took all his will power not to open his eyes. But when he did, he nearly cried. The bear was still there. It hadn't moved. And it was still looking at him. (It's not really looking at you, his rational brain insisted. It's got a light shining in its face. It's just staring into the light.)

	It raised a paw and took a step forward. Two steps forward. It was heading for the glass doors. There was no way they could keep that thing out. Cam wanted to run, but he'd watched enough nature shows to know that predators were guaranteed to pay attention to anything moving. He didn't want to look like prey. So he just sat perfectly still as the bear approached. As it got closer, he saw something hanging from the side of its jaw. It was some kind of meat. It flapped in the breeze like a rubber band. 

	Cam bit the inside of his cheek and tried not to scream. That meat had definitely been part of a human. 

	On TV, a guy was yelling, "CK Dexter Haven!" and Cam cringed. The noise sounded deafening. Would the creature hear it? Think it was real?  He was doing a really good job of not screaming. He was whimpering, though. Cursing himself, he got control of the sound. But his heart continued to pound against his chest. What was he going to do if that thing came inside?

	Fling the comforter at it? Dive behind the couch? Run for the kitchen? They had a lot of canned goods in there, and his aim wasn't much but the bear was a pretty big target and nobody wants to get hit with a metal can full of beans or tomatoes or just about anything. 

	He still hadn't screamed. Carefully, he peeked over his hands. 

	The bear was coming closer. It had reached the inner edge of the floodlight's beam. Soon its head would be in darkness, and it would be able to see him, lit up in the glow of the TV screen. Why had he come down here? Why hadn’t he just stayed in bed? Because he couldn't sleep because he was worried. About the thing that was about to kill him because he had gotten out of the damn bed. So worrying was actually going to cause his death after all. He could appreciate the irony.

	The bear was just at the edge of the light now. As much as he couldn't stand not seeing, Cam pulled the comforter over his own head. Better to just look like a lump on the couch rather than to have his head on display for the bear to bite off. 

	He breathed. The air under the comforter was too warm and felt like it didn't have enough oxygen in it. He didn't hear anything, which was good. He would definitely hear if the doors shattered. It might actually be the last thing he ever heard, but he tried to push that thought away. 

	It wasn't easy.

	He took another breath.

	And as he let it out, he heard a faint click. The TV no longer lit up the space under the blanker. 

	The power had gone out. 

	 

	#

	2:51 AM

	Morgan had been sleeping with her door slightly ajar and the light on in the hallway. Otherwise it was just too dark. And quiet. She had never really realized how much background noise and light there was in their fifth-floor apartment until there was no noise or light.       

	So when her eyes snapped open, she knew something was wrong. It was too dark. Which meant the power was out. Which meant it was going to get cold. Fast. Morgan snuggled under her covers and turned over. Getting out of bed in the morning would suck, but she'd leave that problem for future Morgan. Maybe if she stayed in bed long enough, Dad would get up and build a fire and future Morgan would be able to go right down to the fireplace and get warm without suffering too much in the freezing cold.  

	Did Dad even know how to build a fire? Morgan certainly didn't. She could memorize a monologue in an afternoon, and she could have the choreography for the finale down by the second rehearsal, but fire building was not a skill they emphasized at theater camp. 

	She had just started to drift back to sleep when she heard something. A whimper. Definitely a whimper. The kind a dog would make. Or a kid. Or Cam. Cam having a nightmare, probably. 

	The whimper came again. Morgan rolled her eyes. It was bad enough she had to constantly reassure him in the daytime, but now she was going to have to do it in the middle of the night, too? She waited, counting in her head to twenty before another whimper broke the silence. 

	Well, apparently she was going to have to reassure him in the middle of this night if she was going to have any hope of getting back to sleep. Grumbling under her breath about how the kid needed to grow the hell up because she wasn't going to take care of him his whole life, Morgan got out of bed. 

	She grabbed her phone off the now-useless charger, turned on the flashlight, and walked across the hall to Cam's room. The door was wide open. "Hey!" she whisper-yelled into the room. "Shut up! I'm trying to sleep!"

	She shone her light onto Cam's bed. That ought to wake him up. But as the beam of light landed on the bed she saw itwas empty.He must have fallen asleep in front of the TV. He'd been known to do that at home. 

	Great. Now she was wide awake and annoyed, which meant it was going to take her forever to get back to sleep. Well, it wasn't like she had anywhere to be tomorrow. Or, more accurately, she supposed, later today. 

	She stood at the top of the stairs, lighting the staircase up with her phone. "Cam!" she said. "Wake up! You're keeping me awake with your sleep noises!"

	"Morg?" Cam called back softly. He sounded really shaken up. Must have been a really vivid nightmare.

	"Who the hell else is going to be yelling at you at three in the morning?" she barked, and then immediately felt guilty.

	"Shh!" he said. Then she heard, "Turn the light out! Quick! It's out there!"
      Morgan sighed.  He was freaking out about the creature. She really should have expected this and cursed herself for not doing anything before bed to inoculate against it. Taking a deep breath, she put her light out and sat on the top step. It was really, really dark. "Okay," she said. "Light's out. Will you shut up now?"

	"I saw it, Morg. I saw it!" 

	"Saw what?" Morgan asked, though she already knew the answer.

	"The . . . thing? The bear? The pawprints we saw? It's outside!"

	Well, that was horrifying but even if there was a giant bear outside, they weren't fish, or bunnies, or whatever those things ate. You sometimes heard about bears wandering into houses and raiding the pantry, but not intentionally crashing in to consume the inhabitants. 

	"Okay. So you saw it. But you're in here and it's out there. It's not going to come in here."

	"Because you know everything about how bears who are two thousand miles from home act?” Cam snapped back. 

	Morgan couldn’t help smiling. “That was a pretty good burn.”

	This broke through Cam’s panic. “Yeah, I’ve got quite the rapier wit,” he said.

	“Rapier wit? Who talks like that?”

	 “I do, okay! Now can we please talk about the imminent threat to our lives and not my mastery of wordplay! This thing was definitely not a black bear."

	Well, that was a pretty solid point, actually. There weren't really any guarantees that this bear would act like a bear should, since it was already not acting like a bear should act by being here in the first place.

	She hated it when Cam’s irrational fears became rational fears. Actually that had never happened before. But she hoped it wouldn’t become a trend. 

	"Fine," she said. "So get away from the sliding glass doors."

	"Predators are drawn to movement!" he said.

	"But they can't see in the freaking dark!" Morgan replied.

	Cam was silent for a moment, apparently thinking it over. "I’m not sure that’s true.," he said. “But you’re right. I’m too exposed here.” Then there was a loud thump.

	"What the hell was that?" Morgan said.

	"That was me flipping over the back of the couch so at least there's a couch between me and the doors."

	Morgan rolled her eyes. "Great idea. Now crawl up here and go back to bed."

	"Wait!" he said. "I have to find the bear spray!"

	She heard clunking and clattering in the kitchen and resisted the urge to tell Cam that he should maybe be a little less worried about what bears can see and a little more worried about what they can hear. But she didn’t need to make his anxiety any worse so she stayed quiet.

	"Okay. Got it," he said. "Ow!"

	"What happened? Did you get mauled?"

	" Don’t make me use my rapier wit on you again. I just walked into a chair."

	The next few seconds were filled with more muffled thumps and Cam swearing under his breath. Finally he reached the top of the stairs.

	"Can you stand guard for a second?" he said, pressing the bear spray into her hand. "I have to piss like a racehorse."

	"Fine," Morgan said. 

	She stood as Cam felt his way into the bathroom and closed the door. Morgan tried to imagine spraying a bear in the face. It seemed a little far-fetched, but so did everything right now. She figured she should probably at least read the instructions, so she flicked on her phone flashlight and shined it at the canister.

	"Non-stick cooking spray," it said on top. "PAM original Canola oil blend." Fantastic. This would work perfectly if a bear broke in and demanded a low-calorie stir fry.        

	Finally Cam emerged. "That fight or flight reflex is no joke," he said. "I think that was all the liquid I've consumed in the last two days. Actually, hang on. I should drink some water so I don't dehydrate."

	God, it was exhausting living with him. She could only imagine how exhausting it was to be him.

	She waited for him to drink from the faucet. And when he came out, she knew what was coming, but she was still annoyed when it happened.

	"Um. Can I . . ."

	"What."

	"Can I stay in your room? I don't need a bed or anything. There's no way I'm getting to sleep."

	That makes two of us, Morgan thought. She ran through the scenario. If she said yes, he'd keep her awake with all the fears running through his head. He'd talk about bear behavior, he'd speculate about how long they were going to be here and all the scenarios that could possibly result in their deaths. 

	But if she said no, she'd just lie there awake waiting for the inevitable knock on the door. 

	They were trapped in a blizzard; she could definitely sleep the day away, and needing sleep was a good excuse to not play board games. "Fine," she said. “Come on.”

	 

	#

	4:00 AM

	Grant hadn't slept. The call he'd been waiting for had come in a little after one. And it was bad news.

	"Hi, this is Hoover Cleaners," a folksy male voice had said. "It took us a little bit to get to your place, what with the snow and all, but the job is done. Two big spills to clean up."

	That would be Ken and Elaine. Well, too bad, but at least Pretorius would save the money he would have spent to buy their silence.

	"Afraid I've got some bad news, though. You asked us to check on your pet, and we couldn't find any pets on the premises."

	Uh-oh. He'd taken one of the deadliest land-based predators and implanted a radio-activated sensor in its brain that triggered its pain nerves and fight response, making it even deadlier to help fulfill the racist fantasies of a South African billionaire. And now it was out in the world. Well, in the middle of nowhere in the woods of New England--which didn't really count as out in the world, or they wouldn't have let him put his lab out here--but how long would it be until it was spotted? And taken down? And autopsied? So much proprietary tech was in that creature. He was going to be a useless failure if this got out. He'd have to drop back in to MIT and hope to get a job in a cubicle somewhere. When he had been on track to be the master of Silicon Valley. This was a disaster.

	So he'd spent the next hour dreading the call he knew was coming. It finally came in around two. The number was private, but with Ken and Elaine dead, only one other person on earth had this number: Pretorius. 

	“Hello?” Grant said.

	Pretorius skipped all the preliminaries and small talk. "Can you track it?" 

	"Well," Grant said, "it's chipped, of course. But it's GPS. Line of sight stuff. So if it's under the tree canopy, or if there is, for example, a blizzard going on, it's not going to be the most--"

	"You performed an experiment in the middle of the woods that couldn't be tracked in the woods?" Pretorius’ voice dripped with disgust.

	Grant took a deep breath. He couldn't curse out the funder. "We'll get a fix on its whereabouts. I've already downloaded the--"

	"Get a fix on it as soon as you possibly can. We cannot have this thing spotted. It's going to lead to a lot of uncomfortable questions. For you."

	"I unders—"

	"No you don't. If this gets out, you are completely on your own. There is not a single person on this earth who will admit to any knowledge of your project. You will face consequences on your own, and if you attempt to bring anyone else into this, you'll face something even more unpleasant than jail."

	"So people will think I dropped out of MIT and funded a multimillion-dollar biotech project on my own? They'll come looking for the money."

	"And they'll find the money. And when they do, they'll find the grant application you submitted, promising to study a promising new cancer drug."

	"I never--"

	"Told me that you'd be doing reckless experiments with wildlife. My fault for trusting someone so young. I won't make the same mistake again. If you have any documentation other than what was at the facility, I suggest you destroy it. If I am linked to this project, there's no telling what might happen."

	Grant knew what would happen, even if Pretorius wasn't being specific. An "accident" that would end his life.

	Well fine. Let Pretorius bluster and threaten. Grant would take care of it. He stared at his phone for a second, wondering if he had any other options, any other way out of this. He quickly decided he didn’t and put his phone away, and got to work. He had only two bars of wifi in this room, so he grabbed his laptop and went to the lobby where he'd be able to get enough bandwidth to do what he needed to do.

	Under normal circumstances, he'd never do anything classified in the public area of a ski lodge, but he was all alone. Almost everyone had left and those who had stayed were blissfully asleep. Grant wished for a moment he was just a normal twenty-one year old, sleeping off a rager. But he wasn’t. So it was time to get his head in the game. Even with the improved wifi, it took forever for the tracking page to load, and once it loaded, the program struggled to find a fix on the device number he entered. The one that was right between the beast's shoulder blades. 

	"Coordinates not found. Searching." 

	Grant refreshed the page, and continued to refresh the page at least once a minute. Each time the same words appeared. Where the hell was this thing?

	Finally, just when Grant was about to chuck the computer across the room, the screen flashed. "Coordinates found," the page finally said. He watched as the map on the site scrolled across the United States and began to zoom in, closer and closer until it stopped. . . here. 

	"No, you idiot," he barked at the computer. "That's where I am! Where's the . . ."

	As he watched, the signal moved. But he was sitting still in an armchair in the ski lodge lobby. Which meant the site wasn't wrong. He was wrong. 

	The creaturewas here. It was here, and it was hunting him.

	He knew what this beast was capable of. It could smell him out at a distance of twenty miles. Which meant he would have been out of range when it escaped if he hadn't stopped for lunch. But he had stopped for lunch, making sure his scent was available to a beast that wanted to kill him. It had been a good BLT, but no BLT is worth dying for. 

	Following him for the remaining miles to this place would have been child's play for it. And now it was here. For him. For revenge. For the pain of the surgery. For the pain he triggered when testing the implant designed to turn an already fearsome beast into a thrashing killing machine that would destroy anything in its path. He called Hoover again and gave his code name. 

	"Hi, I'm calling about my lost pet. I found it!" He gave the coordinates. 

	"That's in the mountains," the cheery female voice on the other end said. "As you know, there's some pretty heavy weather up there. It's going to take us some time to get up to clean. Just keep an eye on your pet and let us know if anything changes."

	The line went dead again. And for the first time since he'd been a child, Grant felt terror. Not the fear of career complications or public humiliation, but the fear that this thing was going to rip his throat out to pay him back for what he'd done to it. There was nowhere he could go that would be safe. His room on the fourth floor was not really any safer than being on the first floor—the thing could, and would, climb to him, and it would matchstick the cheap hotel room door with one blow. 

	As then, as he sat there, panic curdling his blood, the power went out. 

	He almost laughed out loud. Just when he thought things couldn’t get worse. Collecting himself, he tried to slow his racing heart. Panic wasn't going to keep him alive. He needed to be able to think. So the first thing he would think about was breathing. 

	He forced himself to take deep breaths, drawing air into his torso and counting to ten as he forced all the air out. After five of these breaths, he felt better; his mind clearer.

	The power was the first thing to address. The beast had very good night vision, and he couldn't afford to concede another advantage to an apex predator. So how was he going to get light? 

	As if on cue, he heard a low rumbling sound vibrating through the walls, and after a few seconds of this, the lights came back on. Backup generator. Grant gave thanks that the idiots who staffed this place had at least kept the generator fueled and that the idiots who owned the place had the generator set to come on automatically and not have to be started by some idiotic seasonal employee. 

	So, he'd at least be on equal footing as far as vision went. But where could he hide? What door in this place could possibly withstand the assault of the thing's claws?

	He needed a vault, or something like . . . a walk-in freezer. With a thick metal door that couldn't be shredded and couldn't be opened without opposable thumbs.

	He flicked on his phone light and walked into the restaurant. The door to the kitchen was locked, but he simply threw a chair through the glass and reached down and unlocked it, scratching his arm in the process. Perfect. Now the smell of his blood would be in the air. 

	Well, it knew he was here already. All the more reason though, to get into hiding. He walked through the kitchen and found the walk-in freezer. A panel on the wall next to the door read 20 degrees. He pressed the up arrow on the panel, but nothing happened. He pressed the down arrow. He pressed the "set" button. The panel didn't respond. Stupid thing probably required some combination of button presses to unlock. Fine. He wasn't going to make it any warmer than 20 degrees. He didn't know how long he could survive at that temperature, but he knew it was a lot longer than he could survive under the beast's claws and teeth. He went in, closing the door behind him.

	He did pushups and jumping jacks to stay warm, but it was still very cold. After a while, Grant’s toes began to ache, and then they just went numb. "Better to lose a toe than lose a life," he chanted to himself as he jumped up and down alone in the dark. 

	He just had to make it a few more hours and the blizzard would let up and the cleaners would arrive. He was sure of it.

	He was going to win.

	 

	#

	4:18 AM

	"Morg. Morgan," Cam's voice whispered. 

	"I'm awake," Morgan lied. She'd promised Cam that she wouldn't fall asleep, but once she'd told him to shut up and stop telling her bear facts, they'd been silent in the dark, and it turned out that it was very hard to stay awake under those circumstances. For Morgan, anyway. 

	Cam, on the other hand, was wide-eyed. He lay on the floor, capping and uncapping the can of PAM he thought was bear spray. 

	""Come on,” Cam whined. “You promised."

	"Fine," Morgan said. She sat up in bed and turned the pillow sideways behind her. "But I am not talking about bears anymore."

	"Okay," Cam said. He opened and shut his mouth a few times, clearly struggling to follow the rule. "What do you think Dad's getting us for Christmas?" he finally asked.

	Morgan actually laughed out loud. She thought back to the last two Christmases. It had been a fifty-fifty success rate. She had very much enjoyed the Hamilton tickets. She had not, however, enjoyed the P90X DVDs, which might as well have come with a card saying, "You're fatter than I would like you to be." 

	"I dunno," she said with a shrug. If it was some big gift, she hadn’t seen it lying around the condo. " Probably more sports video games for you--" Dad always bought Cam the latest NBA Live and Madden games, obviously hoping to turn him into the kind of son he thought he should be, all interested in the Knicks and the Giants. "And a big plate full of  fat shaming for me."

	"You're not fat," Cam said.

	"Don't say that," Morgan said.

	"Why not? You're really not."

	"Because you're making it sound like being fat is a bad thing, and I'm not that bad thing, even though I am. I'm trying really hard to just like myself the way I am, even though everybody tells me not to all the time." She followed all kinds of fat-postitive people on social media, but really believing their positive message was very easy to say here in the dark with just her little brother in the room but was brutally hard in the halls of high school, on the subway, and everywhere else where people tried to remind her that she should really hate herself. 

	"Okay, then! You're fat."

	"You're really lucky it’s too cold to get out of bed right now. I would beat your ass."

	"I would bear spray you before you could get here."

	Morgan was tempted to tell him he wasn't holding bear spray, but she was too tired to deal with the fallout. "Let's just not talk about my body,” she said instead. “Can we do that? Is that an unreasonable request?"

	"You brought it up! I don't want to talk about your body! I don't even want to think about you having a body!"

	"Fine. I am a being of pure spirit," Morgan said. She'd won by making him uncomfortable, so she sat in the darkness savoring the moment.

	"Morg," he said. 

	"Yes?"

	"You know this is real, right?"

	"What's real?"

	"The bear. I did see it. I wasn't dreaming. You saw the pawprints. It's a real thing, and it's here."

	Morgan hesitated. Was there really a bear here? Sure. Were they really in danger from it? Probably not. 

	"Great," Cam said, reacting to her silence. "You think I'm crazy."

	"I don't think you're crazy!" Morgan said. "I just . . . Like, I definitely know there's a bear here. I just don't know if we should be afraid of it."

	"If you'd seen it, you'd know. We should."

	Morgan  didn’t respond. She knew he was scared. But what good was being afraid? Cam kept talking, his voice soft and tinged with sadness. "I know . . . like, I know that most of the stuff I'm afraid of is dumb. That's why it never works when people tell me it's silly. I know it's silly. It doesn't matter. I know it's ridiculous for me to worry that, like, there’s arsenic in my veggie burger that just happes to look like parsley, or that I have some tropical disease on the Upper West Side, and I worry about it anyway. That's what sucks."

	Morgan thought of all the times she'd yelled at him, impatient, that he was being ridiculous. And, though she'd been ready to punch him only a few seconds ago, she felt bad. "I'm so sorry," she said. "I wish I could do something to help. I'm not--I don't think I'm very understanding." 

	"Eh," Cam said. "You're better than anyone else in this family." Morgan knew that wasn't really saying much, but she decided not to say anything. “And I’m sorry—like, I know you’re not a therapist. I think I lean on you too hard.”

	“Yeah, well, Mom thinks a real therapist will judge her for being a bad parent, so…”

	Silence fell over the room, and Morgan had a sudden and powerful feeling that they were going to be okay. They'd have a boring day snowed in here and be home in two, maybe three days. 

	There would be takeout, and light, and the reassuring background noise that came from living among 10 million other people, and not this terrible, echoing silence. 

	And just as Morgan was thinking that, the silence was broken by the sound of shattering glass.

	 

	#

	4:25 AM

	"It's here, it's here, it's here, it's here," Cam whispered. He uncapped the bear spray and pointed it at the door.

	“It’s gonna be okay,” Morgan said. Cam wanted to believe her. But then he heard something on the steps.

	And he felt a feeling he couldn't remember ever feeling before. He supposed it was calm. The bad thing—the very worst thing, in fact--was happening. Which brought with it a strange sense of relief. Now he didn't have to imagine a bear breaking into the house anymore. Now he just had to deal with the situation. Which he felt prepared to do, because he had turned over every possible scenario in his head a million times since he first saw that pawprint.

	He hopped up and stood next to the door, brandishing the bear spray in his right hand. 

	"What are you doing?" Morgan whispered.

	"Getting ready to spray the bear," he said. "Open the window."

	"Are you crazy? There's a blizzard out there!"

	"We're not going to have long to get away, and it'll be blocking the door. So we need the window open. There's enough snow that we can jump without getting hurt."

	"Cam, that's not bear spr--" she started, and the door flew open.

	"Rrrraaaaaagh!" Dad said, but by the time Cam realized it was Dad, he was already spraying. Slowly, Cam lifted his finger from the nozzle and the spray  stopped, but the damage was done and he guessed pepper spraying Dad would probably get him in trouble, but it had actually been pretty satisfying.

	But then he realized that his Dad’s screams were stopping and he wasn’t writhing in agony. In fact, his eyes were open and he looked…confused. He began to wipe at his face. . "Ew! What the shit? What is this greasy . . ."

	"It's PAM, Dad," Morgan said. "And you deserved it. You shouldn't try to scare us when we're already scared." She shined her phone light on him, and Cam could now clearly see grease, not pepper spray, covering his father’s face.  

	"Morgan!" Cam said, turning and looking at her. "You knew! You knew it wasn't bear spray! And you didn’t tell me?!"

	"Well… yeah. I’m sorry. By the time I realized it, it was too late to get the real stuff, and I didn't want you to freak out."

	That was a reasonable fear, of course, but then Cam connected the dots. "That means you don't believe me. If you believed me, you'd want us to have protection. But you don't."

	"I do!" Morgan said, then stopped. "Why is it freezing in here? What happened?"
      Dad actually smiled. “No bears here.  “Tree limb flew through the sliding doors. Hell of a mess, but no ursine interlopers."

	Cam's calm receded, and the old familiar worry came rushing in to fill its place. "What are we gonna do? We'll freeze to death before the night is over!"

	"No, we won't," Dad said. "I'll go get a fire started, and we can hang some blankets over the door."

	Blankets. Blankets a rampaging bear could just walk right through. Blankets that wouldn't do anything to keep the wind out. Staying here wasn’t an option. Cam’s mind raced. They had to get to the lodge. But going to the lodge meant being outside with that thing. Cam’s breath began to quicken. He couldn't think of a way out. 

	"Blankets won't keep the . . ." Cam knew it would be pointless to say anything about the bear, so he forced himself to make another argument. ". . . wind out," he said. 

	"Look," Dad said. "I know. It's not an ideal situation."

	"Not an ideal situation?” Morgan yelled. “It's a terrible situation!  We begged you to leave, and you made fun of us! Now we have to--"

	"You have to deal with the situation you're in," Dad said. "You guys can sit here and play the blame game all day, for all I care. I'm going to make things better." He turned around and walked downstairs, closing the door behind him.

	Cam stared at the back of the door. He used to fantasize that someday Dad would be proud of him, someday Dad would understand him, someday he'd realize how wrong he'd been about Cam for all these years. He'd apologize and they could have a real relationship.

	But now he could see the real situation at last. Dad wasn't changing. And he definitely wasn't going to apologize. He wasn’t going to tell him he loved him for who he was.. He was just going to be an open wound in Cam's life: something that would always hurt and never heal.

	"I don't care if Mom has to go to court," Cam finally said, turning and meeting Morgan’s gaze. "I am never spending Christmas with him again."

	"I'll be 18 next year, so I'm done," she said. "And I'll back you. But after this nonsense, I think we'll have a pretty easy time convincing a family court judge that he doesn't take your safety seriously. That ought to be enough."

	Cam really hoped so. If he lived to see next year, it was going to be different. Everything was going to be different. "Though if I had pepper sprayed him in the face, he probably would have insisted on leaving."

	"Yeah," Morgan said. "I'm sorry again. About not telling you about the spray. I should have said something. "

	"Well, I definitely would have freaked out, so . . ." They were silent for a minute. They could hear the sound of duct tape peeling off the roll and Dad swearing drifting up the stairs. 

	"So," Cam said, "wanna play the blame game?"

	 

	#

	6:12 AM

	Grant didn't know how long it took to freeze to death, but he knew he was getting close. Despite the jumping and running in place, he was shivering uncontrollably. He couldn't feel his feet. And he had no cell service in the walk-in fridge, so if the cleaners had made their way to come to deal with the mess, he wouldn't even know it. He didn't even know if it was still snowing. 

	He was almost certainly hypothermic. Soon he'd be confused, and he'd start undressing because hypothermia made people do that, and then he'd die. 

	He definitely didn't want to get mauled by his creation, but he also didn't want to freeze to death. He had to get out of here. 

	He pushed the door open and staggered into the kitchen. His face immediately felt like it was being stabbed with a thousand needles as his skin adjusted to the warm air. His hands did the same. He flopped to the ground, pulled his shoes and socks off, and started rubbing his numb feet. They were extraordinarily pale. Frostbite had set in, but there didn’t appear to be any permanent tissue damage. He kept rubbing. And when the feeling came back in his toes, he wished it hadn't. They pulsed with a terrible, throbbing pain. His fingers were okay because he'd had his hands under his arms for most of the time, but his cheeks were pulsing too. 

	Well, he reminded himself, the pain meant he was alive, which was better than the alternative. He looked down at his phone. Two bars of service. He called the cleaners and gave his number.

	"I'm sorry," the woman who answered the phone said, "we haven't reached your location yet. As you know, there's some heavy weather up there. We'll be there as soon as possible, but my crew is telling me it may be later today."

	"Like how much later?"

	The voice on the other end lost its friendly customer-service tone. "I cannot give you a precise ETA. Surely you understand how blizzards affect travel. The roads are covered with a foot of snow, and low visibility and high winds are preventing any aircraft from flying."

	"So send a vehicle that can get through!" Grant snapped.

	"Sir, our clients insist we operate with a high level of discretion. We cannot send military-style vehicles onto civilian roadways without attracting the very attention we exist to avoid. If you are not happy with the service, we suggest you clean up your own mess."

	And then they hung up. 

	Great. It would smell him. It would hunt him. It would kill him.

	Its sense of smell was far too powerful for him to be able to cover his scent. But he could at least confuse the issue. Scanning the shelves, he looked for something that might help. He found a large jar of minced garlic on the shelf and dumped it out on the floor. 

	Then he opened one of the fridges and grabbed all the meat and fish he could find, strewing it all over the floor.

	Finally he dumped all the cayenne pepper he could find onto the counter. Finished, he stepped back and wiped his hands clean on his pants. There, he thought with satisfaction. That ought to create some interesting scents.

	He crept into the restaurant and gazed through the picture windows to the slopes beyond. The sky above the mountain was just turning gray with pre-dawn light. He sat at a table with a view of the mountain. At least he was going to see it coming.

	 

	#

	7:21 AM

	It was light out at last. Morgan sat as close as she could to the fireplace without setting herself on fire. Despite the blanket over where the sliding doors had been, the condo felt like it was completely open to the outside. So Morgan was hot on her front and freezing on her back. At some point, she'd need to turn around and just hope a random spark from the fireplace didn't set her back on fire.

	Wow. She was thinking like Cam. Was that a sign of hypothermia? There! She was doing it again.

	She turned to Cam.  He sat right next to her, also facing the fire, but every two seconds or so, his whipped toward the windows and blanket. He now had the actual can of bear spray behind him, having spent five minutes talking out the proper location for the can: close enough that he could grab it in an emergency, but far enough from the fire that it wouldn't overheat and explode. About once a minute he reached down and touched the can, and he occasionally spun it around. Morgan guessed he was trying to keep it at an even temperature, but she didn't feel like asking.

	Angela sat next to Cam, tapping on her phone. "Snow's supposed to let up by about noon," she said. "And then I guess they can start clearing the roads. No estimate from the power company, but they're saying it might be as long as a week before power is fully restored."

	"Awesome," Morgan said. "Best Christmas ever."

	Angela gave a sad smile. "Your dad's digging out the car now," she said. "And—"

	Dad came in, swearing and holding a broken shovel handle. "Cheap Wal-Mart piece of crap," he said, slamming the useless tool to the ground. This was followed by a torrent of profanity about Wal-Mart, the Walton family, the entire state of Arkansas, and this resort, all of which were actually pretty inventive. Had it been coming from someone else, Morgan might have laughed appreciatively.

	But it wasn't coming from someone else. And because there was no humor at all underneath all the swearing, it was just scary. Dad had always had a temper, but Morgan couldn't remember ever seeing him in the state of perpetual rage he'd been in since the glass doors broke. Well, more accurately, since Cam had thoroughly greased up his face. She smiled at the memory. 

	He disappeared into the bedroom. She looked over at Cam, who snorted as soon as Dad disappeared. "He really flew off the handle!" Cam whispered. "Get it? Because . . ."

	Morgan rolled her eyes. "I get it. It's just not funny."

	Angela sighed. "I guess I should probably--"

	"Stay right here," Morgan said. "He's looking for a target. Just lay low so it won't be you."

	Angela stared at Morgan. "Is that like . . . is this how you deal with him? Like, is this a regular occurrence?"

	"We only see him for a week a year," Morgan said. "And it's never been this bad before. But yeah. This isn't, like, wildly out of character."

	"Ah," she said. 

	"I like you," Morgan said, "which is why I'm gonna tell you to head for the exit ASAP. Dad is not relationship material."

	"He's not even dad material," Cam whispered. And Morgan knew Cam had caught up to her. He'd given up on Dad completely. Which was sad, but, she was convinced, better in the long run. No sense going through life hoping for something that was never going to happen. 

	Dad re-emerged from the bedroom. "This definitely would not have happened in Aruba," he said. "Good thing we let your irrational fears dictate how we spent Christmas!" he barked at Cam.

	"Oh good," Morgan whispered. "He's found a target." She was getting ready to let Dad have it, but to her surprise, Cam beat her to the punch.

	He sprung up and yelled, "I wish you had gone to Aruba and left us on our own like you do every other week of the year! “You think I even wanted to come here? With you? You ruin everything! We wanted to leave yesterday! Remember that? But you were too stubborn! And now we're here freezing, and it's not my fault. No matter what you say. It's your fault. Yours. You made fun of me for wanting to leave! So just shut up about Aruba. Shut up about everything! You suck!"

	Cam sank back into the chair, angrily wiping at the tears in his eyes. Morgan put a hand on his shoulder, as much as a signal to Dad that she was on Cam's side as to comfort Cam.

	The gesture wasn’t lost on their father. "You see that, Angela?" he said, trying, and failing, to find someone to side with him. "Never have kids. You do your best for them, and they turn into ungrateful brats." He stomped toward the kitchen.

	"The sad thing," Morgan said, "is I think you actually have done your best."

	"What the hell's that supposed to mean?" Dad yelled from the kitchen.

	Morgan thought about explaining it to him, but then stopped. It would be pointless. So she just went back to watching the fire.

	"Angela," Dad said. "Come with me."

	"I'm good," she said. "I'm gonna stay here."

	Morgan didn’t lift her eyes from the red and orange flames, so she didn't see Dad storm into his room behind the kitchen. But she certainly felt the vibrations as he slammed the door. 

	"God bless us, every one," Cam said. It was a good joke, but Morgan didn't feel like laughing.

	"Welp," Angela said. "I guess that was me heading for the exit."

	Morgan was going to pass on her congratulations and try not to think about how weird it was to be congratulating your dad's girlfriend for dumping him, but suddenly everything changed.

	A terrible roar broke the snowy silence. The roar was followed by a loud thump. For the second time in as many minutes, the whole condo shook, but this time it wasn't because of Dad slamming doors.

	Cam had been right. Of course he had been.  Of course. This entire trip had been cursed from the beginning , and now there was an insane bear roaring at them and they literally only had a blanket to try and keep it away from them. 

	Angela had screamed when the roar came, and Morgan felt very strongly that she too would like to scream, but nothing would come out of her mouth. She just sat there with her mouth hanging open. 

	Cam, on the other hand, was clearly having no trouble figuring out what to do. He sprang to his feet, bear spray clutched in his hand. He ran and ripped the duct tape from the edge of the blanket.

	"Cam! What the hell are you doing?" Morgan yelled. 

	"Get on your board and head to the lodge! You too, Angela!"

	"No!" Morgan said. "I'm not leaving you!" 

	And that's when Dad emerged from the bedroom with a gun in his hand. 
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	The clarity that comes from having your worst fear confirmed had once again descended on Cam. He poked his head out from the blanket into the freezing cold wind. A curtain of snow took up his entire field of vision. And then, the wind stopped. 

	he first thing Cam noticed was that it wasn't snowing as hard anymore. The second thing he noticed, through the nearly-clear air, was the bear, about thirty feet away. It was swatting at its own head and thrashing around.

	And then Cam was pushed to the floor as Dad ripped the tape down and ran out into the snow. With a gun in his hand. 

	Well, he tried to run, anyway, but the snow was too deep to really allow more than a vigorous trudge.

	"Cam! Let's go!" Morgan said. She was wriggling into snow pants and grabbing her coat. Angela was doing the same. 

	"He has a gun," Cam said.

	Morgan didn’t bother to acknowledge the fact. "Come on!" she said. “We need to move—now!” 

	Cam shook his head, trying to understand. Dad had said he had to pee after they checked out at Wal-Mart. He must have actually gone back and purchased a pistol. Which he was now holding in front of him as he trudged toward the bear. 

	"Dad!" Cam said. "Stop!"

	Maybe the wind made it impossible for Dad to hear. Or maybe he just wasn't speaking to Cam. In any case, he kept walking toward the bear, pistol in his extended right hand.

	Until he walked into the snowdrift that was covering the grill. As he hit the grill with his midsection, Dad stumbled. The gun went off, and Dad swore. The gun fell into the snow. 

	"Dad! Let's go! Now!" Cam yelled, but Dad was digging into the snow where he'd dropped the gun, completely oblivious to the bear who had stopped swatting at itself and was now walking right toward him. It stopped, sniffing the air, and then, as if sensing something tasty, it bared its teeth.

	"Cam!" Morgan's voice came from behind him. "We have to go!"

	In a daze, Cam shook his head. "You go!" he said. He raised the bear spray and walked out into Dad's footprints in the snow. He didn't have shoes on. Or a coat, or anything, really, to protect him from the elements. 

	"What the hell are you doing?" Morgan yelled. 

	Cam wasn't quite sure how to explain. He didn’t know why his feet were moving him forward or why he was going to try to save Dad, who was now digging frantically at the snow with the biggest bear Cam had ever seen only a few feet away from him. 

	It occurred to him that he could just run and let Dad sacrifice his life to save them. It would honestly be the first good thing he'd done as a dad. But then Cam would have to live with himself for the rest of his life knowing he might have been able to save Dad and didn't even try. How do you live with something like that? Was it better to die than to try to live with yourself when you let someone else die? Cam hoped he was not going to find out. 

	The bear was closing the distance fast. Cam was easily within the thirty-foot range the spray required. "Duck, Dad!" he said, and pulled the trigger. The spray came shooting out from the can. At the same time, a gust of wind blew, sending the spray away from the bear, and making sure that a few drops came back into Cam’s face.

	It was just a few drops but that’s all it took to totally disable Cam, whose eyes, nose, and throat felt like they had actual fires burning in them. He couldn't see, he couldn't scream, and he had to work very hard to breathe. 

	He didn't even have time to think about how dumb he'd been to try to spray the bear. He could only deal with the fire in his head. He fell to the ground, coughing and thrashing his head from side to side. He buried his face in the snow, but it didn’t help. Everything burned.

	I’m going to die, he thought as he lay there, completely exposed and utterly helpless. Then he almost laughed. Maybe the pepper spray would work in his favor. Maybe he'd be too spicy for the bear to take a bite.

	Suddenly something grabbed his leg. He tried to scream but no sound came. His throat was closed and burning. His eyes were swollen shut so he couldt only feel himself being dragged, he couldn’t see the creature. Then, iit was suddenly all warm, and he wondered if that was his hot blood giving him a few seconds of warmth before he died.

	The warmth disappeared, replaced with something cold and wet. It poured on his face and into his mouth. He swallowed. Not blood. Milk. 

	"Just hold still." 

	Angela’s voice was the greatest thing Cam had ever heard. Hepried his burning eyes open. He could only see for a second, and that was blurred by the tears and milk that flooded his eyes, but it was long enough to see that he was inside. He was not being eaten by a bear. 

	Yet. 
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	The freezing cold air blew in, and Morgan could see the creature--it was a bear, but unlike any she had seen on tv or in books. It was standing on its hind legs. Dad was about six feet tall, and he barely came up to this thing's chest. As she watched, she saw her dad finally look up from the snow. His eyes locked on the bear that was now mere feet from him. She saw his eyes narrow. Of course he would be stubborn and stupid, even now.

	"Dad!" Morgan yelled. "Run!"

	Running wouldn't do any good, of course, but that wasn’t her dad’s plan anyway. She watched him look down at the snow in front of him where he had dropped the gun. Idiot, she thought. He was going to try and pull the gun he'd dropped out of the snow and shoot the bear. 

	It was a bad bet. The bear took a single swipe with its massive paw, and suddenly Dad's blood was everywhere. “No, no, no, no, no!” Morgan yelled.  Dad was screaming, a horrible, primal sound that Morgan wouldn’t have believed could even come from him. He was hurt and terrified and was going to die, and all Morgan could do was watch. And then  she felt Angela’s long cool fingers cover her eyes and the vision disappeared.  

	"You'll never be able to forget what you see," Angela said softly. "Don't watch the rest of it. It's already over."

	Dad's screams told a different story, but Morgan knew Angela was right. What she'd seen of her father's death was horrific, and the bear hadn't even begun to eat him yet. 

	Gulping down the bile that rose in her throat, Morgan freed her face from Angela and turned to look at she and Cam. " We need to get out of here," she said. "Cam, can you see?"

	He was at the sink splashing water and dish soap on his face.. "Ow. Blurry. But yeah."

	"It's gonna have to do. Let's get you into some outerwear and--"

	"No time," Angela said, her voice shaking as she stared behind Morgan. 

	Slowly Morgan turned. The bear, its face covered in her father's blood, was looking right at them. Falling to all fours, it began to move toward the condo. Angela was right. They had to go. 

	Yanking Cam to his feet,they ran away from the sliding doors, through the living room to the front door and out. Their gear was waiting. Since Angela had ski boots, she just stepped in and clamped them shut on her feet. Morgan and Cam, on the other hand, struggled, their cold hands making it hard for them to lace their boots. Behind them there was a big crash. 

	"It's inside," Cam said. "Shitshitshit." He yanked at his laces, snapping one. 

	Angela stepped into her ski bindings and clamped them shut. Pots and pans crashed inside as the bear explored the surroundings. Morgan looked at the front door. It was never going to keep that bear away from them. It might buy them a couple of seconds, but that was all.

	Judging by the sound coming from inside, fabric was ripping. Maybe the bear was shredding the couch. Morgan's heart was pounding, and she had the incongruous thought that if she actually lived through this, it was going to be great for her art. She'd have fear and anger and horror and disgust locked up in her head for the rest of her life, and it wouldn't take much effort to tap into those emotions any time she was playing a character who needed to feel those things.   

	"And grief, probably," she said.

	"What?" Cam said. More glass shattered and more furniture crashed. Cam was still struggling with his second boot. Morgan was into hers. She grabbed her board, stepped into the bindings, and started to tighten them. 

	She looked up in time to see the wall behind them begin to shake. The bench Cam was awkwardly sitting on began to bounce and then she felt vibrations traveling through the porch and up into her feet. The bear was getting closer. "Hurry up, Cam!" she said.

	"Oh, do you think?" Cam yelled. "What's the rush?"       

	"Time's up Cam. One-foot it if you have to!" Morgan shouted. Cam didn’t need any more encouragement. He grabbed his board and clipped one foot into the binding. 

	And then the door exploded outward. 

	The colossal, blood-soaked head of the bear appeared in the doorway and it let out a roar. The sound shook Morgan's whole body. She felt it deeper than that, though--it was the sound of every nightmare she'd ever had bursting from the dream realm and into reality. It wasn't just the sound of death; it was the sound of her death. The sound of her dying, screaming and terrified, while her body was shredded by a thing with no reason, no compassion, and no hatred. 

	She was going to die. For no reason. Not because the bear was hungry—there was no way the creature could still be hungry after what it had done to her father. Not because she'd done anything wrong. Not for any reason at all. Just because her number came up. She wasn't going to get to grow up, and there wasn't any reason, any person to blame. It was so, so unfair. 

	She was afraid of dying, but she was more afraid of what the claws and teeth would do to her beforehand. What had gone through Dad's mind when he felt those teeth tear into him? Morgan watched in horror as the bear turned and stared at her, as if reading her thoughts. A string of drool and Dad's blood dripped down from the bear's gigantic tooth and hit the snow below. 

	Morgan whimpered. There was no way she was getting out of this.

	And then Angela, already on the slope, threw a snowball, hitting the bear square in the nose. "Come get me, ugly!" sh shouted, and turned down the mountain. 

	Distracted by the moving target, the bear pushed its way through the door, breaking the door frame on both sides in the process. It ran right past Morgan and Cam, its eyes locked on Angela, who was taking a speedy line straight down the mountain. 

	Morgan watched for a moment, mesmerized. The creature was fast. But the snow was slowing it down. It couldn't charge straight ahead--it had to bound up and over the snow, and it looked from this angle like Angela was putting some distance between her and the bear. And then Morgan's view of Angela was obscured by trees. A moment later the bear disappeared too. 

	Cam finally had both feet in his bindings. "What do we do now?" Morgan said, turning to look at him.

	"We go after Angela."

	"And the bear."

	"Yep. And the bear."

	"We're gonna die, aren't we?" Morgan said.

	"Yes," Cam replied. "But not today."

	She wasn't sure where the sudden surge of confidence had come from. But she didn’t care. She just hoped he could infect her with it. And she really hoped he was right.
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	"Let's go," Cam said. 

	Morgan didn’t hesitate. Hopping off the porch they took a slow, curving path down the mountain. Cam scanned the trail ahead of them, trying to spot Angela—or the bear. Finally he let out a shout of relief.  He could just make out the tiny figure of Angela speeding toward the lodge, and behind her, kicking up clouds of snow, the bear. Cam and Morgan headed toward the tree line on the other side of the trail. They could duck into the trees if the bear spotted them, Cam figured, though of course he knew that the woods were the bear's turf.

	But he hesitated to go too deep into the trees. He felt like it was smart to keep an eye on the situation below, so they didn't take a path down the mountain and then find it was intersecting the one the bear was taking.

	Not much danger of that now, though. Angela was still headed straight down, and though the bear was fast, she was outpacing it. There was just no way the bear was going to be able to catch her at that speed. "Yeah!" Cam shouted. "Go, Angela!"

	He expected Morgan to chide him that Angela couldn't hear him, but she surprised him by joining in the cheer. Angela was nearly at the bottom of the mountain. She was going to make it. When they reached the trees on the far side of the trail, Cam and Morgan took a quick turn to the left, aiming toward the far side of the lodge by the ski shop and away from the restaurant Angela and the bear were headed toward. Cam hoped when they made it to the bottom, they could maybe distract the bear if it was getting close to Angela. 

	They headed toward the ski shop and the lockers. Angela had just made it to the side of the lodge with the café and bar. She swooshed to a stop and tugged on the sliding glass door. 

	It didn’t open. 

	Cam worried if that door was going to be enough to keep the bear out--actually, he knew it was not going to be enough to keep the bear out, but he hoped Angela would be able to run once she got inside, and that would be enough to keep her alive. Though how she was going to run in ski boots was a question he hadn't really considered.

	The bear was close now, having made up the distance it had lost when running through the deeper snow on the trail. It was thirty feet away. Then twenty-five. From their spot behind, Cam watched in horror as it got closer and closer. "Angela! Run!" he yelled. He knew it was useless. He had learned enough about bears from the internet to know that running would be futile. If Angela didn't get through the door, she was going to die. 

	Angela was now frantically beating the glass with her ski pole. It bounced off harmlessly. The bear was now fifteen feet from her. She looked back at the creature, then back at the door. Raising her pole up with both hands, she drove the point straight at the glass. It shattered into thousands of tiny pieces, and Angela leapt toward the opening.

	But it was too late. The bear was on her. Cam could hear Angela's panicked scream turn to a scream of agony as the bear began to tear at her.

	"No!" he screamed. "NO! NO! NO!"

	It didn't do any good. It was still happening. The bear flung something red to the side. Angela wasn't screaming anymore.

	"Look away!" Morgan yelled at him. "Get to the ski shop! Focus! Or we're going to die too."

	She was right. Cam turned his face away from the carnage of Angela's death and toward the shop. He headed straight down, not even looking to the side to see if the bear was tracking them. It would make no difference. They were going to the ski shop no matter what because they no longer had a choice. The building grew closer and closer, and Cam finally dared a look to the side. The bear had stopped its destruction and had its nose in the air. It was tracking them.

	"It sees us!" Cam yelled back at Morgan. 

	"I know!" Morgan said.

	What to do if the door is locked? They were on snowboards. They had no poles. Cam planned it out in his head, unsure if it would work. 

	They were closer now. The beast was roaring. In his peripheral vision, Cam could see it had begun moving. 

	Why isn't it full? Why isn't it tired? Why won't it stop? he thought. He arrived at the door to the ski shop and pulled. Locked. 

	The top half of the door was a window of double-paned glass. As Morgan arrived behind him, Cam popped off his bindings, picked up his snowboard, and, just like Angela had done with the sliding glass door (right before she died screaming, Cam's brain added), he drove the end of his snowboard into the glass as hard as he could.

	The glass broke, but only a little. It wasn't safety glass that would shatter into a million tiny fragments. Behind him, Morgan was screaming. Cam reached through the broken glass, turned the deadbolt, and opened the door. He ran in, Morgan right behind him. She turned around and slammed the door shut as a huge paw came swiping through the glass, drawing blood from the beast (or maybe that was Angela's blood, or Dad's, or, for that matter, his).

	"Go!" Morgan screamed, and they went, out the back of the ski shop and through the locker room, taking slow, clunky strides in the boots they didn't have time to take off. Was the bear through the ski shop door? Or the locker room door? They didn't know. They just ran. And Cam was not thinking about anything else. There was no excess noise. Just the wonderful clarity of running for his life. 

	He forced a thought. Where could they go? The ski patrol might have bear spray, but he didn't know where they were. But bear spray was just hot pepper. Which they should have in the kitchen. Which had to be at the back of the restaurant. Which they were rapidly approaching.

	"Double doors!" Cam said. "Get to the kitchen!" 

	"Why?" Morgan said. 

	"Hot pepper. Knives. Fire. Stuff we can use!"

	"Got it!" Morgan said.

	She hit the double doors and they flew open. Cam ran in right behind her, risking a glance backward. Nothing. Yet.

	Good. Now they'd have time to get set up. 
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	He'd seen it all--the woman skiing downhill, the thing bounding after her, her pounding on the door, and the terrible, terrible death. Which he could have prevented, maybe, if he'd responded to her panicked cries and unlocked the sliding glass door, but then his scent would have wafted over the creature, and it would have looked up and eaten him instead of her. 

	He knew he should have looked away when the moment came, but he was fascinated to see the thing in action. It ended the woman's life almost instantly, which was certainly impressive, but any anti-personnel weapon could do that. What would make his creation especially valuable was the aftermath. The blood and body parts flying everywhere and its gore-stained maw after it had eaten its fill, or possibly more than its fill would inspire sheer terror in the way no human ever could. 

	It would scatter crowds of protesters or intruders or whoever the first time it was used. They'd run screaming back to their holes and think twice before taking to the streets. Pretorius only wanted it for his estates, but after seeing this, Grant knew that every police department in America would want one. Governments around the world would want one. There would never be a riot again. Anywhere in the world. And even splitting the proceeds with Pretorius, Grant would be a very rich man. He could retire at 22.

	If, that is, the beast didn't kill him first. Sure, there were bugs to work out. It was clear the trigger that he’d implanted in the beast’s brain enraged the beast worked well--probably too well--but the off switch seemed to be broken. Judging by what he saw, the thing was on track to burn itself out, flailing and killing until its heart burst. Which he hoped happened before it got to him.

	As though the universe was looking out for him, when he dragged his eyes from the kill, he saw two kids on their snowboards coming down toward the lodge. They were going slower than the woman had, but the thing was still busy shredding her corpse, so they might actually make it to the lodge. Which meant they'd be perfect targets. The thing couldn't keep operating at this level forever, and putting two more bodies in front of it could only help his chances of getting out of here alive.

	The kids boarded out of view, and he saw the thing notice them and start running to the other end of the lodge. The crash that followed let him know that it had broken into the lodge. He sat very still. The only sound he could hear was the rushing of his blood in his ears as his heart pounded. 

	Then from the back of the restaurant he was still sitting in, he heard human voices in the kitchen. The kids were there. And then he realized exactly how to solve all of his problems. He rose from the table and walked into the kitchen.
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	Morgan took a step into the kitchen and immediately slipped. Her snowboard flew into the air and came down and smacked her on the head. "Ow!" she said, lifting her hand to find it covered with what appeared to be minced garlic.

	Cam grabbed her hand and pulled her up. There was a big pile of fish on the counter and steaks all over the floor. "What went on here?" she said.

	"I dunno," Cam said. "But bears like fish." He grabbed a bunch of the slimy bodies and tossed them out through the double doors. "Maybe that'll slow it down," he said. 

	Morgan knew it wouldn't. That thing could eat all those fish without breaking stride. They were trapped in here. No matter how much hot pepper they found (Cam already had a box of it in his hand) or how many knives they grabbed or how many homemade blowtorches they made with spray cans and lighters, they were not going to be able to beat something that big and powerful. 

	This was where they were going to die. 

	It was so unfair. There was so much life that she wanted to live. But she knew that wouldn't keep her safe. It hadn’t kept Angela safe. 

	"Here," Cam said, handing Morgan a big chef's knife. "Go for the neck if it comes to that. Probably our best chance to do major damage with minimum impact."

	And what kind of damage would the bear do to them if they got close enough to use a knife? 

	There was a crash from down the hallway. It was tracking them. Morgan's heart sped up. "Cam," she said.

	"Yeah?" he said, grabbing a little crème brulee torch and a spray can of industrial cleaner.

	"I'm sorry. I'm sorry for . . . everything. I love you."

	"We're not gonna die, Morg."

	"Cam."

	"Fine. I'm sorry for everything I ever did to annoy you. And I love you. But I'm not saying that because I think we're gonna die. Now help me find some brandy or something. If we can throw the brandy on it and then light it with this—" He lit the torch and pushed down on the spray can, sending a jet of flame about five feet into the air. "—we may be able to set it on fire."

	Morgan did not point out that the jet of flame Cam had just shot was actually shorter than the bear's arms. What was the point. They might get some shots in, but their best hope was to die while killing it. And their worst hope was to die while not killing it. 

	Cam was throwing more stuff out of the shelves and onto the floor in his hunt for brandy. Morgan was about to say something about the noise but stopped. The bear could probably smell them anyway--the noise wasn't going to make a difference.

	Suddenly, she heard the double doors fly open behind her. Taking a deep breath, Morgan clutched the knife out in front of her and crouched like she'd learned in stage combat class. 
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	The boy threw brandy on Grant. It stung his eyes, but a little bit leaked into his mouth and tasted pretty good. The girl was standing there with a big knife in her hand and the boy was lighting a crème brulee torch. Grant held up his hands in the universal sign of surrender. "Whoa, whoa! Fellow human here!"
      The girl lowered the knife and the boy let the torch go out. 

	"It’s right behind me,” Grant said. He pointed to the walk-in. “Come on! It can't get into the freezer! That door is eight inches thick! We’ll be safe in there."

	Grant ran toward the open door of the freezer, hoping they would follow him. They did, as out in the hallway, a loud roar boomed out. 

	As soon as the three of them were inside, Grant shut the door. The freezer was still cold. Looking down at his bare feet, he realized he should have put shoes and socks back in before coming in here. Well, he would only be here for a minute.

	"What--who are you?" the girl said.

	"I'm Grant. I’m a scientist," Grant said, going with the honesty route. Everything depended on them believing him and right now he was too rattled to make up a lie. "I was on the team that helped create that thing."  It wouldn't matter if they knew the truth, since if all went according to plan, they'd be dead soon anyway. 

	But the kids weren't falling in line. They were skeptical. "It's a bear," the boy said, raising an eyebrow. "I don't think you created it."

	Grant forced a smile onto his face. "No, I didn't. Not technically. I oversaw its breeding--it's a polar bear/grizzly bear hybrid--and I designed the components that are in its brain and performed the surgery to implant them."

	"What components?" the girl asked, her face full of outrage. 

	"Radio receivers that send stimuli to its pain centers. To make it fly into a rage whenever I want."

	The boy began to shake his head. "Why . . . why would you do that to an animal?"

	"Why would you eat a cheeseburger? Why would you wear a coat stuffed with goose down and trimmed in coyote fur? We use animals all the time! This one was going to be used to keep America safe!"

	"I don't feel especially safe right now," the boy said. Snot-nosed, disrespectful punk. 

	"Well, you'd feel unsafe if you had angry mobs in the streets setting your city on fire, right?” he said, trying again. “This weapon will keep order."

	"Yeah, okay," the boy said, rolling his eyes. It hadn't been that long since he had been one, but Grant hated teenagers. 

	"It's not a weapon!" the girl said. "It's an animal!"

	"Well, it's a weapon now," he said. "And whether you approve of it or not, it is out there, and it's angry, so you'd best do as I say if you want to live."

	"’You'd best do as I say?’" the boy said. "Who talks like that?"

	Brat.

	"Why don't you just turn it off?" the girl said. "If you can torture it to make it hurt people, can't you stop it now?"

	"Well, there was a . . . mishap. We didn’t have time to calibrate the equipment properly before it escaped. I was going to do that after Christmas. So now the implant is just firing on random frequencies. Cell phones could be triggering it, the ski patrol walkie-talkies, whatever. So I don't know . . . we haven't finished setting it up to respond precisely, so I—"

	"So you created a device that randomly tortures an animal to make it kill, and you don't know how to stop it," the girl spat at him.

	Grant had the overwhelming urge to smack her, but he had to gain their trust. Just for a few minutes, they had to trust him. The truth wasn't helping on that front. So it looked like he would have to lie after all.

	He put his head in his hands. "You're right! I . . . 

	Outside the walk-in doors, they could hear the sound of his creation tearing through the kitchen. It smelled him. He knew it. It wasn't raging. Not now. It was hunting. 

	The crash of pots and pans got quieter and further away. It had wandered back into the restaurant. Grant lifted his chin. It was now or never.

	"All right," he said. "I'm gonna go check and see which way it went. Keep the door open. I'll be right back."
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	Grant slowly and gingerly opened the door. Cam watched, his eyes narrowed. Something felt off about him. Even apart from the fact that he was super proud of how he’d tortured an animal until it became a killing machine.  Cam leaned over to Morgan. "I don't trust him," he whispered.

	"Me neither," she whispered back. 

	Cam heard the guy's footsteps for a second or two, and then nothing. He looked at Morgan, who shrugged. 

	Poking his head out of the door, Cam looked to his right. Nothing. He turned to the left—and felt something hit him in the face. He screamed. 

	After a second, he realized he wasn't being sliced to ribbons by a bear’s claws. In fact, whatever had hit him was soft. Reaching up, his fingers closed on fabric. Fabric that smelled like cologne. He tore it from his head and saw the guy standing there in his underwear. Looking at his hand, Cam realized he was holding the guy's shirt.

	"What are you doing?" Morgan yelled. She had come out of the freezer and was now holding the guy's pants, which he must have thrown while Cam's face was covered with the shirt. The guy didn't answer, and Morgan said, "Cam! Get back in and close the door!"

	They darted back into the freezer and Cam reached out, grabbed the handle, and pulled. Nothing. The guy had wedged something under the door. Cam looked at him. He had a spray bottle of cleaner in his hand and was spraying all over himself. This just kept getting weirder. 

	Cam reached down and tried to pull the rubber wedge that was under the door out, but it was jammed so hard that he couldn't budge it. Unless maybe he pushed the door out a little more so the fat part of the wedge would be free. He stood up and leaned against the door. 

	"Come here, you big, dumb idiot!" the guy yelled. Cam was going to object that he wasn't big, and that dumb idiot was redundant, but then he realized the guy wasn't talking to him. He was talking to the bear. Which slammed through the swinging double doors that led to the dining room and stood in the kitchen, impossibly huge in this human-sized room, like a grownup sitting at a kindergarten desk, except that was funny, and this blood-soaked, slavering beast was only terrifying. It looked at Cam, and Cam turned back to the door. He gave it a hard shove and kicked the wedge out from underneath it.

	And behind him, Morgan threw a box labeled "CHEESECAKE" with both hands at Grant’s back. The frozen cheesecake flew through the air and slammed into the back of Grant’s neck.. The impact sent him sprawling to the floor. 

	"No!" the guy cried out. The bear kept coming. All claws and teeth and bloody fur and muscle. Cam shrieked.

	Morgan grabbed Cam's back, pulling him back into the freezer. The freezer door was still open, and the bear ran right through it, ripping it from its hinges and sending it banging to the floor.

	The guy screamed again, either because he was afraid or because he was being killed. Cam searched himself and found he didn't really care either way.

	He also realized they had to go while the bear was preoccupied with killing the guy. "Let's move!" he said, and Morgan nodded. They ran out the way the bear had come in, through the double doors and out into the restaurant.

	"Where can we go?" Cam said. "It can follow us anywhere!"

	"The lift," Morgan said. "It can't fly. Come on!" she turned and ran toward the ski shop, and Cam followed.
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	Morgan could still hear the guy screaming in the kitchen. Good. The bear couldn't help what it was, what that man had made it into. At least the guy who had done it was going to suffer. It didn't balance the scales, it didn't make it alright, but it was something. 

	She threw open the door to the locker room and kept running. She dared a glance behind her--just Cam, no bear. Yet. 

	Into the ski shop, where Cam reached down and grabbed the board he'd used to break the glass.

	"Ow! Dammit!" he said, and Morgan looked back. His hand was bleeding. 

	"Are you--"

	"Just go!" Cam said, straightening up. "The screaming stopped!"

	Morgan kept running, listening for screams, hoping Cam was wrong. But he wasn't. Which meant the bear was finished and would be coming after them. She reached down and grabbed her board and ran to the chairlift. 

	Cam pulled the lever that started the lift, and it shuddered to life. She and Cam sat into the chair and were lifted into the air. And behind them--too close behind--the roar of the bear. 

	The lift moved them up and forward at an agonizingly slow pace. They had to get at least twenty feet off the ground to be out of range of its claws. They were not that high. Not close enough to that high. 

	This was a stupid idea, Morgan thought. Now they were trapped here, nowhere to run, and the bear was going to pull them from the air and tear them apart. Just like it did to Dad. To Angela. To the jerk from the freezer. 

	Just then the bear burst from the ski shop, taking the door frame and part of the wall with it. It was crazed, howling and batting at its head. "Maybe it won't notice us," she said.

	"I'm dripping blood," Cam pointed out. "That thing has a sense of smell a hundred times stronger than a dog's. It can smell us. And now we smell like that guy's cologne just from having his clothes on us. That's what he was doing, you know. Trying to make us smell like him so the bear would kill us instead of him."

	"That guy sucked," Morgan said. "I'm glad he died before us."

	"Me too," Cam said. The bear lifted its head and stuck its nose into the air. Then slowly it turned until it was looking right at them. 

	"I hope we're high up enough," Morgan said. "Pull your legs up."

	They both did, holding their legs straight out in front of them. "It's coming," Cam said.

	"Yep," Morgan said. 

	"I love you," Cam said.

	 "I love you too," Morgan said. "Nobody I'd rather die with."

	The bear was almost upon them.

	 

	#

	7:54 AM

	Cam couldn't make the calculation to figure how long until it was over. He didn't know how high up they were or how fast they were going or how far off the ground they were or how fast the bear was moving or exactly how fast the bear was moving. Probably Algebra stuff, he thought. He'd never live to do Algebra 2. He smiled. One decent thing about being ripped to shreds on a ski slope.

	The bear came toward them. Not slowly, but not as quickly as it had been moving earlier. If the freezer guy was right, it was still just a bear, not some kind of freaky robot bear or something. It would have to get tired eventually. Right?

	It came closer as the chairlift chugged them slowly up the mountain. There was a loud rattle as the top of the chair rolled over the pulleys on the suspension pole. In front of them, the ground fell away before rising up, and the poles got higher. They'd definitely be out of reach once they got to that part. But it was about 30 feet in front of them and the bear was about 20 feet behind them, churning through the snow and growling. It was a horrific bloody mess.

	They weren't going to make it. He didn't need Algebra 2 to know that. 

	Far too quickly, the bear was under them . Morgan screamed. He did too, because it's one thing to resign yourself to dying and quite another to have razor-sharp teeth and claws heading your way, ready to rip you to pieces. 

	The bear stood on its hind legs and swung a gigantic paw at them. Its claws screeched against the metal of the chair back, sending them swinging forward, then back. And Cam felt a searing pain in his back. He screamed again, this time because his flesh had been torn. As the chair swung back, Cam could see straight down the bear's throat. And he could see the paw swinging again. He winced, but the bear missed. The ground sloped down below them, and they were out of its reach. 

	"Ha!" Cam yelled at the bear. He tried not to think about the pain, or fact that they were on an already terrifying chairlift with a demon bear underneath them, not wearing coats and being whipped by a freezing cold wind and still rocking back and forth over the snow. He looked back and saw that he was sitting in a pool of blood.

	"Um," he said. "Morg. My butt."

	"What about your butt?" she said, turning to him in a daze.

	"It got me." 

	"Oh. Oh, wow. That's . . . I mean, I'm sure it'll be fine," she said. But her face had gone pale and he could tell she didn’t think he would be fine at all. 

	Cam reached a hand back and patted his butt cheek. It hurt, but not too bad. But when he brought his hand back, it was dripping blood.

	"No arteries in the butt," Cam said. "So that's a good thing." 

	"Yeah," Morgan said. "Fantastic." He appreciated her attempt to sound calm. Even know, she was trying to protect him from facts that would trigger his anxiety. 

	Below them, the bear was still following them. And Cam's blood was dripping into the snow, creating a map for it to follow. 

	Suddenly, Cam felt Morgan’s body tense. "Look!" she called, pointing behind them. "Plow!"

	Cam followed her finger to the bottom of the mountain. And there, sure enough, was a plow. A big one, clearing the road to the resort. If they could get down there before the bear and flag down the plow, they might have a chance.

	Except. It was more likely they would reach the top, and the bear would be there. And it would kill them both. 

	Unless.

	A lifetime of imagining worst case scenarios had trained Cam to make plans. "If the worst happens, what do I do?" was something he thought several times a day. 

	And now they were living the absolute worst-case scenario. There was no way they could both survive. But there was a way one of them could survive. He scanned the mountain. In front of them, the poles began to get shorter as the lift approached the mountaintop. They wouldn't even make it to the top before the bear killed them both.

	Unless.

	 

	#

	7:59 AM

	The plow was still chugging up the road. If they could get to the top of the mountain, they could try and get down to it. But how would they get to the top of the mountain? The monster--Morgan knew it was a bear, but that guy had made it into a monster, a blood-soaked, murderous monster that was going to kill them for no other reason than because it was in pain--was going to kill them before they got there. 

	She looked ahead. The chairlift rolled relentlessly ahead, bringing them lower and lower until soon the bear could simply reach up and tear them apart. 

	"Morg," Cam said. He put his bloody hand on her arm.

	"Yeah?" she said.

	"Get to the plow. I love you."

	Before she could ask him why he was saying that, he jumped.

	 

	#

	8:00 AM

	Before Cam could change his mind, he jumped, the bear directly below him. He was on the ground before he had time to think about the death he was jumping into. He hoped maybe Morgan would name a kid after him someday.

	The bear seemed to be as surprised as Cam was. It took a swipe at him, but it wasn't expecting him to suddenly be so close--Cam took the brunt of the bear's arm, but the claws missed him entirely.

	Cam had been punched before--he'd been bullied at school when he was younger, and he and Morgan had fought physically until she was twelve, but this was not like being punched by an eleven-year-old. It was more like being punched by eleven eleven-year-olds. His side exploded with pain, and he assumed that cracking sound was a rib or two or three breaking. He flew across the snow, tumbling through the freezing air. The back of his board, still attached to his feet, hit the snow first and he instinctively leaned forward. To his amazement, he found himself, improbably, standing up. His butt hurt terribly and when he inhaled it felt like someone was stabbing him in the side, but he was not dead. 

	Which was unexpected, but as long as he was alive, he figured he'd go with it.

	He twisted so the nose of his board was pointing downhilland started to move. Slowly at first, but he began to pick up speed.  

	Excellent. This would buy Morgan some more time. Despite the pain it caused him, he turned his head and looked back at the bear. It was following. Good.

	He'd never beat the bear on the open slope. Well, he'd never beat the bear anywhere, but if he got into the woods off trail, he'd buy Morgan even more time. 

	There was no time to think. He was going at a pretty good speed now. He cut to the right, into the woods.

	Trees came rushing at him. At least that's how it seemed, though of course he was actually rushing at them, and then sliding to the side at the last second and heading straight for the next one. Branches whipped his arms, legs, and face. Blood ran into his right eye, which did not make things any easier.

	He heard more branches breaking and wondered absently if it was him or the bear causing the most damage. But then he shook his head.  He couldn't think about the bear right now because failing to pay attention to his surroundings for even a fraction of a second would almost certainly mean death. A quick, easy death preferable to mauling, but he was committed to the whole fighting to stay alive thing now, even though he'd been willing to give up on it just a minute ago. He swerved to the right of one tree and to the left of another and suddenly there were no trees in front of him at all. In fact, there was no ground under him.

	 

	#

	8:01 AM

	She was confused. The blood leaking from the boy didn't smell like the man, but he did. When she'd killed the man, finally killed the man, the pain hadn't stopped. It just kept going on and on.

	It must be the boy. He smelled like the man. He was causing her pain. And soon she would stop him. She would drink his blood and rend his flesh and be at peace at last.

	She had to slow down running through the trees. The lower branches whipped at her, but she barely noticed. She was close. Very close. 

	And then he was gone. No longer in front of her. She turned to the right and followed the scent. 

	 

	#

	8:02 AM

	Morgan sat, stunned. Cam had dropped into the arms of the bear which had swatted him away, and then he'd started boarding down the mountain. When she reached the top of the mountain, she immediately headed down the slope to the left of the lift--it was a double black diamond, but it was the only path that might allow her to intersect Cam's path. 

	She was not good enough on her snowboard for this slope, but, thanks to Cam, she did not have a voracious animal chasing her. "Don't be dead, you dumbass," she whispered to Cam. How could she possibly live if he'd literally given her life for hers? What could she ever do in an entire lifetime to be worthy of a sacrifice like that? 

	No. He was not going to die. 

	Except.

	She looked to her left, and the woods at the top of the slope were, she saw, on the top of what became a pretty substantial drop as the mountain fell away. 

	She moved from one side of the slope to the next, trying not to build up speed she couldn't control, straining to her or see any sign of Cam. 

	And then she heard a scream. His scream.

	Looking over, she  saw Cam appear, flying over the cliff. And his scream wasn't one of terror. It was more like joy. He sailed into the air over the pine trees below, and, despite how injured he was, the idiot grabbed the front of his board and did a backflip in midair. 

	"Huge air, dude! Huge!" Morgan screamed. She had no idea if Cam heard her or not, but he'd just done a backflip thirty feet in the air, and it felt really important that he get some appreciation. It was awesome. And then Cam crashed into the stand of pine trees below him. She could hear branches cracking but no screaming. He had no helmet, no safety gear at all.

	"Be alive, idiot. Stay alive!" Morgan said. She boarded over to the trees, stopping with some difficulty at the big pile of powdery snow and broken branches, and, on top of it. Cam. (Not Cam's body, she said to herself. Cam. Not his body.)

	A tiny bit of steam was escaping from his mouth. "Cam," she said. "Are you okay?"

	His mouth formed into a slight smile. "Didn't stick the landing," he croaked out. Morgan let out a relieved laugh. But it was short lived. 

	Above them, more branches were breaking. The bear was still hunting them.

	"We've gotta go," Morgan said. "Can you move?"

	Cam tried to sit up and collapsed. "Everything hurts," he said. 

	"Well, we've gotta go," she said. "Now." She knew that moving someone with who knew what kind of internal and external injuries was a bad idea, but it was a better idea than getting ripped apart by a bear.

	She carefully lifted Cam up until he was standing wobbily in front of her. She unclipped him from his bindings. "Hold on if you can," she said. "I'm gonna wear you like a backpack." She hoisted him onto her back, grabbed a leg in each arm and started down the mountain. Risking a glance over her shoulder, she nearly sobbed when she saw the bear. It was still coming. And fast.

	Well, so much for a taking an easy path down the double black diamond. Morgan aimed for the bottom of the mountain. With Cam's additional weight, the board picked up speed quickly. Morgan's thighs were screaming with the effort of keeping both of them upright and trying to steer the board.

	And behind them, the bear. Morgan could hear its breath as it traveled through the thick snow. "Come on, come on," Morgan said. To herself, to the board, to gravity--she didn't know. She just knew that her body was not going to be able to take the strain for too much longer and that any mistake she made now would cost both of their lives. 

	"Action hero," she grunted out as they rocketed down the mountain. Be like the action hero who's never afraid, who meets every challenge with the confidence that they can overcome it. Play that character. Be that character.      

	"I can't bear this much longer," she grunted out, happy to give her nonexistent audience some comic relief.

	"Joke . . . as bad as the bear," Cam said. Well. That's why movies had screenwriters. They could punch up the dialogue.

	At the bottom of the hill, the plow truck had arrived and was clearing the parking lot. Its huge, gleaming blade scraped across the snow, pushing it aside and ripping into the dirt beneath. Morgan needed to get the driver’s attention but she  couldn't wave without dropping one of Cam's legs and losing her balance and killing them. She just had to hope the driver's eyes would be drawn by the movement on the slope and that they'd stop and help.

	But the driver wasn’t stopping. And neither, for that matter, was Morgan. The bottom was very close now, and she was going far faster than she ever had. She knew she'd have only one chance to stop, and that as soon as she tried to turn to slow down, she would overbalance and hit the ground. She'd try to do it so Cam would fall on top of her. Hopefully that wouldn't exacerbate whatever internal injuries he had. Well, it would be better than her falling on him, anyway.

	The plow definitely did not see them. Fantastic. Giant beast, giant truck. Straining her thighs, Morgan bent and tried to turn slightly to the left so she wouldn't hit the truck. Or, more to the point, so that it wouldn't hit her. 

	She didn't look back. Only seconds to go. But she heard the roar. It wasn't far off. 

	The truck's diesel engine rattled, and Morgan hoped she had enough speed to clear the blade. At the last moment, she closed her eyes because knowing where the plow blade was wouldn't make any difference at all, and she'd rather spend her last seconds on earth in hope than despair.

	She felt the vibrations of the plow and heard it scraping pavement right next to her. And then it was behind her. She turned and ditched, face-first into the snow, and heard a terrible sound. 

	 

	#

	8:04 AM

	She saw the truck, of course, though she did not know to call it that. She had smelled its stink from the top of the mountain. Normally she would have given something that large all the space it wanted. Not this time, though. Only one thing would stop the pain. She had to kill the boy and the girl and the pain would stop.

	But she had been running for so long. And her leg still hurt terribly. And though she was sure she was going to make it past the plow, she was wrong.

	It struck her, a powerful, terrible blow that shattered several of her vertebrae instantly.

	She tried to move, but she could not. She tried to draw breath, but she could not. 

	And then she realized something else was different. She had no pain. It had come at a terrible cost, but at long last, she had no pain. 

	She closed her eyes and sank into darkness.

	 

	#

	8:05 AM

	The plow ground to a stop. Morgan heard the driver's door open and the driver swearing, presumably at the gory sight of the dead bear in front of the plow blade.

	"Help," Morgan said, but it came out so soft that she could barely hear it herself. She definitely wasn't loud enough to be heard over the sound of the truck.

	Come on, Morgan, she thought. You've done things with your body that are way beyond what you ever thought you'd be able to do. And now you're gonna die in the snow because you can't be loud enough? What the hell kind of actor are you? You're trained for this! Now take a deep breath, all the way to your thighs. Fill those lungs with air, and project.

	"HELP!" she screamed.

	This time, her voice was loud enough for the driver to notice. Turning, she let out a swear and came racing around the side of the plow. "Oh my God," she said, spotting Morgan. "Did I hit you? Oh, God, I'm so sorry, I never text and drive but there was nobody out here and I--"

	"You didn't hit us, but my brother needs a hospital. Please take us."

	"You got it," the driver said. "I'll get him." Morgan saw the driver's strong, tattooed arms come down, and then Cam's weight was off her back, and she felt like she could fly. 

	Morgan tried to move her legs, but they had apparently turned to rubber and would not obey her commands.

	And then the driver unclipped her bindings and picked Morgan up as well. She lifted Morgan into the passenger seat next to Cam. "Okay. Let's go."

	The driver backed the truck up, and Morgan saw the bloodied corpse of the bear in front of the plow blade. She felt nothing. 

	The truck's engine roared as the driver turned it around and started rumbling over the already-paved road.

	"No traffic, so probably no more than forty minutes to the hospital," she said.

	"Great, thanks," Morgan said. She turned to her brother, whose face was ashen. "You stay alive, Cam. Seriously. If you die, I'm never speaking to you again."

	Cam whispered something, but Morgan didn't catch it. "What?" she said, leaning her ear right next to his mouth.

	"Your jokes suck," he said.

	"Yeah, well, I'm not at my best right now, unlike you," she said. "Now stay alive until we get to the hospital. Will you please?"

	"Doing my best," Cam whispered, and then he was asleep again. 

	Morgan looked at the driver. "Please hurry," she said.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER SIX

	December 25

	 

	1:45 AM

	Cam swam up from unconsciousness and broke the surface of the waking world. He forced his eyes open and was confused by what he saw. There was a TV. But it wasn't where it was supposed to be. Which meant he wasn't at home. Where was he?

	He looked to his left and saw machines with red and green lights. One held a tube that was threaded into his arm. Weird.

	He looked to his right and saw Morgan asleep in a chair. Also weird.

	Then he heard a series of beeps and saw a chart on the wall and he realized: hospital. He was in a hospital and everything hurt. His chest hurt. It felt like his head was going to explode. His feet felt like they were on fire. And he couldn't make his brain work right. It felt foggy. Worse than it usually did when he woke up. 

	Then he remembered the bear. He'd flown off the cliff, done a sick backflip, and then... nothing. 

	But, obviously, something. Because he wasn't dead.

	"Morg," he croaked, and Morgan's eyes shot open.

	"Hey," she said. "Welcome back!"

	"What happened?"

	" Well, you have six broken ribs, a broken left ulna, a concussion, and frostbitten toes."

	Cam shook his head. "We're alive. How did that happen?"

	"I'm alive because my idiot brother jumped into the arms of the bear that was trying to kill us. You're alive because your heroic sister dragged your semi-conscious ass to safety. And by dragged you to safety, I mean boarded down a double black diamond with you on my back."

	"Awesome," he said. "Thanks."

	"Nothing to it," she said.

	"Bear?"

	"Hit by the plow that just barely missed us. Dead."

	"Good," he said. He knew it wasn't the bear's fault. But still. "Thanks, Morg. I owe you."

	"No, you don't, ass," Morgan said. "You tried to die for me." 

	"Seemed like a good idea at the time," Cam said.

	"I know you're in terrible pain, so I'm not going to punch you. Or hug you."

	"Cool." 

	They sat in silence for a minute. 

	"Mom here?" Cam asked.

	"She's on her way," Morgan said. Her voice sounded frosty.

	"You mad at her?" Cam said.

	"Yep," Morgan said.

	"Yeah," Cam said. "She should have listened to us."

	"Yep," Morgan said.

	"But she didn't--do...whatever it was that guy did to the bear." Cam said. "She didn't make it happen."

	"No," Morgan said. "I guess not. And she is the only parent we have left."

	"Yeah," Cam said. The image of Dad's last moments surfaced in Cam's mind and then, mercifully, sank again. "She is."

	Cam thought about Dad. And Angela. And everybody else. A lot of people were dead. But, strangely, he wasn't.

	"It's weird," Cam finally said. "Not being dead."

	"Yeah," Morgan said.

	"We should celebrate," Cam said.

	"Definitely," Morgan said.

	His eyelids were suddenly very heavy again. "Later, though," he said.

	"Yeah," Morgan said. She reached out and gave his hand a squeeze, and he sank back into the warm embrace of sleep. 

	 

	EPILOGUE

	In the Sonoran Desert, somewhere in Arizona, Lodewikus Pretorius sat by his pool. He was piloting a drone of his own invention, flying it through a natural obstacle course of saguro cacti, occasionally firing the small-caliber gun mounted on it at passing lizards and snakes. 

	On the table next to him, his private satellite phone, encrypted end-to-end with proprietary technology--buzzed. Annoyed, he set the drone down on the desert floor and reached over to answer the phone. “What,” he said.

	“Hoover Cleaners here,” the voice on the other side said. “We’ve cleaned up the mess at the resort. But I’m afraid there are still two more messes we need to clean up.”

	So both Grant and Project Black Diamond were dead. He hated to lose all the money he’d invested, but all Grant’s data was backed up to Pretorius’ proprietary cloud service. He’d find another genius to continue to the project. But there were still two messes. Pretorius assumed these were Grant’s employees. It would be cheaper to have the cleaners deal with them than it would be to buy them off.  Annoyed, he barked into the phone, “yes, you have approval to clean up such things.”

	“I’m sorry,” the voice said. “These are minor messes.” 

	Children.  The cleaners were asking for approval to terminate two children. Pretorius sighed. The cleaners charged double for children. But it had to be done. 

	“Yes,” Lodewikus Pretorius said. “Proceed with the cleanup.”

	“Understood,” the voice said, and the line went dead.
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