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Chapter 1

Ellie fell out of the sky, trying not to think about death.
She stared out the plane’s window at the wilderness below, where the deep blue of the

ocean gave way to the dark, wild green of the forest. Mountains rose in the near distance,
magnificent, dour, and cold. They pulled at her, beckoning, daring her. She shrank back against
her seat as the nervous anticipation she’d been keeping at bay ever since takeoff finally hit with
full force.

What am I doing here?
The plane shook on its final descent. Beside her, Sam rested his forehead against the seat

in front of them and let out a sigh.
“The barf bag is in the little pocket thing in front of you,” Ellie said, turning to look at

him. His response was a stifled sound, something between a whine and a groan. She frowned.
“Didn’t you take a Dramamine?”

“I did,” he said, putting his head in his hands. “It just only does so much, you know?”
“Sorry.” It was always like this when they flew, and she never knew what to do other than

pat him on the shoulder and pray he didn’t lose whatever meal they’d eaten before boarding. She
had never experienced motion sickness of any kind, not even as a toddler on the winding roads
that led to their home in the mountains above Boulder. But she did her best to sympathize. That’s
what good sisters did.

Though if anyone should get sympathy for being here, it should be me, dammit.
“The good news is, we’re basically there,” she said. “All you have to do is survive the

landing and then you’re home free.”
A low grunt was all she got in reply, so she turned back to the window and watched the

bottomless expanse of the ocean hurtle up toward her. She hadn’t known that the Anchorage
airport was right next to the coast.

That water looked frigid.
Grimacing, she turned her attention back to Sam. He looked terrible; his forehead was

pasted against the seat in front of him, his arms flopped at his side.
“If there’s anything I can do to help you, let me know, okay?”
Sam’s only response was a single, brave thumbs-up.



From the seat behind them, their father reached a hand through and tried his best to pat
Sam on the back as the plane listed to the right. Ellie stifled a grin. His attempt to comfort Sam
was just as awkward as hers had been. She and her dad had a lot in common, including the fact
that neither of them felt like they were any good in situations like this.

“We’re almost there,” he said in his sonorous voice. The perfect attorney voice, with
enough strength to command a room’s attention and enough warmth to negotiate, wheedle, and
cajole with the best of them. Indeed, it was very hard to win an argument with Robert Forth. She
ought to know. But right now, the multimillionaire business attorney who finagled contracts for
Fortune 100 companies was gone. Instead, he’d been replaced by a kid in a candy shop, his eyes
alight with excitement.

“Think you’ll survive another flight, Sam?”
“I’ll live,” Sam muttered. “Don’t make me open my mouth again though, or we’ll all be

sorry.”
Their dad nodded. “You have my sympathy. What about you, El? You excited?”
She looked back at his storm-grey eye, the only part of his face she could see through the

gaps between the seats. If he had asked her that question during takeoff, her answer couldn’t
honestly have been yes. She was here to support him because he’d drawn the hunting tag of a
lifetime: Alaskan Moose. She was also here because Sam, in true manly-man fashion, had
jumped at the chance to rough it for a week in the backcountry of the Kenai Peninsula.

But mostly she was there because the three of them were all that was left of their family,
and after what her father had endured in the last few years, he deserved the vacation of his
dreams — with both of his surviving children. A week without a hot shower was a steep price to
pay, but pay it she would. She was even willing to stomach watching the death of some poor,
unsuspecting moose, even though her insides writhed at the thought.

But now, with the stunning blue of the ocean rushing underneath the plane’s wings and
the epic wildness of the mountains in the distance, she felt it. Just a tiny spark of anticipation. A
faint echo of her old adventurousness.

“Yeah,” she replied, breaking into a reluctant grin.
The look on his mostly obscured face warmed Ellie’s heart. It had been a long time since

she’d seen her dad look this alive, this happy. Yes, she decided. It would be worth it. Cold, lack
of running water, and all.

She turned back to the window as the runway rose up out of the bay to meet them.



Miraculously, Sam made it to the ground without losing his meager breakfast. Ellie was
impressed by her older brother’s sheer willpower; she was sure that she’d never looked that
green in her life because she’d always just given up and hurled first.

“You’ll feel better if you just find a bathroom and get it over with,” she said, not without
sympathy, as Sam shuffled miserably toward the baggage claim. Their dad had put them in
charge of collecting their luggage while he jumped through all the hoops required to claim his
hunting rifle.

“I’m not going to do it, Ellie. I just need to sit down for a minute and I’ll be fine.”
She raised an eyebrow at him, a move that she’d perfected in the mirror when she was

nine years old and had been using against him ever since.
“Seriously!” he said. “I bet I’ll eat more than you at dinner.”
“I’ll take that bet. Loser buys ice cream?”
Sam blanched, and stifled a burp. “Sure.”
Even though Sam’s slow pace had delayed them, it was no surprise when they beat their

father to the airport’s expansive atrium. They sat down to wait on a bench that offered an
up-close view of a huge glass case. Inside, a taxidermied Black-Tailed deer was forever frozen in
the act of leaping away from the largest bear Ellie had ever seen, who snarled protectively over a
half-eaten salmon.

“He’s a big fellow,” Sam remarked.
“He’s bigger than our whole family put together,” Ellie agreed, trying to keep the

trepidation out of her voice. “You realize the bears where we’re going are as big as he is?”
Sam nodded. “Or bigger. I heard a story of a guy who shot a thousand-pound grizzly

close to where we’ll be.”
Ellie looked over at him. “And that doesn’t bother you?”
“Nah,” he said, grinning and stretching out on the bench. “I can outrun all of you, and all

you have to do is be faster than the other guys.”
Ellie jabbed Sam in the side, right where she knew he was still ticklish. He may have

been a grown man at twenty-two years old, but she was thrilled that he hadn’t grown out of that.
He hunched over, swatting at her hand.

“That’s a low blow,” he wheezed. “I ought to throw up on you.”
“If you were going to throw up, you’d have done it when we bounced three times on the

runway.” Sam’s electric smile lit up his face, his gray eyes — the same color as both hers and
their dad’s — sparkling.



“You’ve got me there. That was not a good landing.” He paused for a minute, studying
the bear, and Ellie frowned as she looked at him. The color was returning to his cheeks
alarmingly quickly. Sam must have noticed her scrutiny because he broke out into a wide grin.

“You’re worried you’re going to lose our bet.”
“No.”
“You are.”
“I’m not!”
Sam chuckled, lounging and looking back toward the bear again. Ellie wished she could

share his nonchalance. He was only two years her senior, but he’d always seemed so brave to
her, so competent and in control. She blew out a breath as she looked back at the bear and her big
brother glanced at her, his grin fading.

“You going to be okay on this trip, sis?”
Ellie forced a smile. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
“Okay. I just know you struggle with… hunting and… and being squeamish, and I just

wanted to make sure—”
“I’ll be okay, Sam. Really. I’ve matured a little since I was twelve, you know.”
“You have?” he asked in mock surprise.
Ellie punched his arm and he held up his hands, laughing. She grinned — a real one this

time.
“You’re a pain,” she said fondly, then looked over at the deer again. It was amazing how

they could make its eyes look so alive. “I’m squeamish,” she admitted. “I just am. But I’ll just
walk away while you guys clean the moose; that won’t be a big deal. As long as I don’t get eaten
by a bear.”

Sam snickered.
“No, my real struggle is that I don’t like to, well, I don’t like to think about… death, I

guess? It’s so… shocking, watching it happen. That’s what really bothered me when I went
hunting with you and dad all those years ago and he shot that deer. And… I don’t know. I’ve just
gotten more sensitive to it since the accident.”

Sam’s smile disappeared, replaced this time by a concerned frown. He put his arm around
her. “I just worry about you. Really, you don’t have to do this. We can put you up in a fancy hotel
for a week and you can go swimming and rent a violin and go shopping or whatever you want to
do—”

“Well that’s the thing,” Ellie interrupted. “I want to come with you. I want the adventure.
I love the outdoors as much as you and dad do; just not hunting in particular.” She sighed, staring



at the deer again. “But it’s worth it to me to see you and dad happy. It’s not like this is going to
scar me for life. In fact, I figure trying to face my fear can only help me in the long run, right?”

Sam looked down at her in that big-brotherly way that he always had, his smile
bittersweet. “You’re amazing, El,” he said and hugged her against his side.

“I’m just trying to keep up with you,” she mumbled.
They sat like that for a minute, not speaking, until Sam straightened. “I think I see Dad.”
She followed his gaze. Across the atrium, their father was striding toward them, his grip

firm on the handle of a long, thin, hard-sided box. An affable-looking security guard kept pace
next to him.

“You’ve got our luggage?” their Dad asked them. They nodded mutely. “Good. This kind
gentleman is required to escort us and our live ammunition out.” He flashed a brief smile at the
guard, who took the comment good-naturedly.

“That’s right. I highly doubt you’d do anything illegal with it but hey, rules are rules,” the
guard said with a shrug. “We get lots of people coming up to Alaska to hunt,” he continued as
they made their way out the door to where their rental truck waited. “Most of them ship their
firearms but some choose to check them and fly with them too. It’s a little unusual, but not
unheard of.”

Her dad smiled and Ellie doubted that anyone but she and Sam, who knew him well,
would have seen the sorrow in it. “My wife gave this to me as a Christmas gift years ago. I’ve
never had a problem shipping anything, but this… it’s just too precious to risk.”

The guard smiled. “She sounds like a great wife, giving you a gun for Christmas.” He
missed the flash of pain in her father’s eyes, but Ellie didn’t, and by the look on his face, neither
did Sam. Luckily, the guard didn’t dwell on the subject.

“What are you after?” he asked.
“Moose,” Robert said, a smile — a real one — lifting the corner of his mouth.
“Nice!” the guard said. “That’s not something you get to go after every day.”
“No, it isn’t.”
“They’re amazing animals, moose are. Ours can be aggressive, so stay on your toes. I

hope you’re a good shot.”
“I’ve spent quite a bit of time at the rifle range.”
Sam snorted. “That is a gross understatement. He’s pretty much single-handedly paid for

our local rifle range to stay open. And remodel. And start construction on a second location.
And—”

“You exaggerate,” said Robert.



“But only a little,” Ellie teased.
The guard’s ready grin appeared again as they stopped in front of their rental, a sleek

black pickup. Ellie noted its cushy-looking leather seats and ample legroom with approval.
Perfect for sprawling and reading her book during the four and a half hours of driving they still
had to do tomorrow.

“Sounds like you’ll have as good a shot as any — no pun intended,” she heard the guard
say. “Where are you hunting?”

“On the very tip of the Kenai Peninsula, just south of a little town called Seldovia.
Portlock, I think the area’s called?”

Ellie looked back at the guard just in time to see the genial expression slide off his face.
Looking suddenly agitated, he ran a hand through his meager hair.

“Look, it’s your business where you go and I don’t mean to interfere. But you should
know that place is dangerous. More dangerous than maybe anywhere else in the state. Or any
state.”

“Oh?” Robert asked, frowning. “Why’s that?”
The guard cleared his throat. “There’s, just… rumors of something that lives up there

that’s not friendly. People disappear. There was actually a whole town there once, but something
ran them off. The tribes warned them but they didn’t listen. Only crazy tourists go there these
days.” He shook his head. “Human nature, I guess. They hear the stories and just have to go take
a look. But most of them leave as fast as they can and don’t ever go back.”

Ellie’s brow knitted as she looked sideways at the guard. He seemed earnest enough, but
still, she was skeptical.

So she almost succeeded in ignoring the chill that ran down her spine.
But then her father smiled his easy smile. “Well, we really appreciate you looking out for

us. I’ve hired a guide — one of the best I’ve been told — who says he takes people into that area
because no one ever goes there. His hunters have gotten some massive bulls over the years and
haven’t seemed to have any problems.” He shrugged. “I guess we’ll just have to see.”

The guard nodded but Ellie could still see the doubt on his round, honest face. Finally, he
shrugged. “That’s all you can really do is trust your guide. Just keep your eyes open. If
something doesn’t feel right, leave.”

With that, he stepped back from the truck. “Anyway, I don’t mean to scare you folks. I
really wish you the best of luck — hopefully I’ll see you in a week or so and you can tell me a
great moose story.”



“I hope so too,” Robert said, extending his hand. The guard shook it, his guileless smile
returning. “Thanks again.”

“No problem. Take care of yourselves,” he called over his shoulder as he turned back
toward the airport’s atrium.

It was easy to forget the guard’s eerie warning in the golden afternoon light that bathed
Anchorage. It flared off the strikingly blue ocean on one side and the mist-shrouded mountains
on the other, a depth of green that Ellie had never imagined could exist peeking shyly through
the swirling clouds. Though the temperature only hovered around fifty-five degrees, many
people seemed to be out and about as they drove away from the airport, walking dogs, playing
with children, mowing lawns. She pressed her lips together. This is the warmest it gets, girl.
You’re tough; you’ll survive.

Ellie smiled wryly; the voice in her head she used for her internal pep talks always
sounded just like her mother’s. Who, of course, would have loved this.

Sighing, she relaxed into the heated leather seat and lost herself for a moment, staring out
the window at a fisherman who was casually casting a line into the ocean like this was always
how he put dinner on the table. Maybe it was. She was just wondering what it would be like to
eat fresh, wild-caught fish every day that she didn’t even have to pay for when Sam’s voice
interrupted her thoughts.

“Dad, we need to find a good ice cream place. Ellie owes me some.”
“I do not!” she protested, lunging forward and punching him lightly in the back. “I can’t

have lost our bet when we haven’t even eaten dinner yet, you fool!”
Sam turned as she swung again, casually grabbing her fist. “It’s not going to matter. I feel

great and fully intend to kick your butt.”
“I’m not going down without a fight.”
“I know you’re not. That’s why I’m not letting you have this—” he squeezed her fist —

“back.”
“Good thing I’ve got two of them!” she retorted and lurched awkwardly forward, but her

brother caught her other fist as well, smiling smugly.
“Are one of you ever going to fill me in on what this is about?” Robert asked as Ellie

struggled uselessly to free herself.
“Ellie bet me an ice cream that she’d eat more than me at dinner since the plane made me

so sick,” Sam explained, still clinging dispassionately to her fists as she tried to twist away. She



had no idea how he was managing to retain a hold that powerful from such an awkward position.
Probably an inhuman number of push-ups or something stupid like that.

“Rather than subject her to the indignity of losing,” Sam went on, “I’m graciously
offering her the chance to pay up now so that we can eat our fancy fish dinner in peace.”

“Whatever. You just don’t want to suffer the indignity of getting beat by your little sister.”
“Don’t think I don’t respect your appetite, because I do,” Sam said. “But is it really fair,

you competing with me? I mean, I’m a running back. I burn a bajillion calories every day, and
you’re —”

With a loud “Ha!” Ellie finally succeeded in freeing her fists.
“I’m what exactly?
Sam shrugged. “A violinist?”
“Who’s super physically active! I run!” She threw a punch at Sam’s open palms. “And I

hike, and I ski, and I kickbox!”
“And don’t forget about the Zumba classes,” Sam said soberly.
“Hey, they’re a workout. You should try them sometime. Bring the whole team, while

you’re at it.”
Sam burst out laughing. “Now that would be entertaining. But—” and there was that

infernally smug smile again — “trying to change the subject doesn’t change the fact that you’re
going to lose our bet.”

“Bring it on. I’m not scared of you,” Ellie laughed, flopping back against the seat.
“Oh, you should be.”
Ellie rolled her eyes but couldn’t keep herself from smiling. Sam knew that coming on

this trip had been a huge sacrifice for her. The teasing, the banter — it was his way of cheering
her up, getting her excited. And, miraculously, it was working.

Despite Ellie’s best efforts, Sam’s words proved prophetic. She did, indeed, lose their bet.
After they’d checked into their suite for the night, she collapsed onto the room’s couch,
regretting her gluttony as her stomach lurched in protest. Below her, Sam sat cross-legged on the
clean carpet, books on microbiology and pathology spread out in front of him. He was starting
his fourth year in Colorado State University’s pre-pharmacy program, and though classes didn’t
start for another three weeks, he was already feeling the pressure to study. It would be his final
year there before he transferred to the University of Colorado to pursue his doctorate.

It was also the last year he was eligible to play football, which he loved more than
anything except his family and girlfriend, Darien. Ellie wasn’t at all surprised to see that he’d
brought his textbooks with him on vacation. She felt a small pang of guilt for being less diligent



but shrugged it off. There wasn’t much she could do in this situation. A degree in violin
performance required, above all things, a violin to practice. And since sensitive wooden
instruments didn’t get along with harsh, cold hunting trips, hers was safe at home, leaving her
free to just relax.

Instead, she frowned, thinking of Darien.
She hadn’t seen a lot of Sam’s girlfriend lately. They had all been busy working and

traveling over the summer, but Darien had become a permanent fixture in her life since Sam had
met her three years ago in his freshman biology class. The way he told it, they had bonded over
the sheer boringness of the course and a shared love of the outdoors. It wasn’t long before they
were dating, and their relationship had been going strong ever since.

Unless… it wasn’t. Which would be a shame; Ellie considered Darien a personal friend
and had often thought that she’d make a great sister-in-law.

“How’s Darien these days?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant.
“Beautiful, brilliant, and feisty,” Sam said through the pen he held in his teeth. “Why?”
“I just haven’t seen her a lot lately, that’s all. I was a little afraid you two had broken up

or something and you hadn’t told me.”
Sam shook his head emphatically. “Nah. No man in his right mind would ever break up

with that woman. She’s perfection walking.”
“And she still likes you back?”
“I think so. At least, she still sasses me all the time and goes on long hikes with me and

comes to all my games. And lets me kiss her and stuff.” A soft smile spread across his face
before he blinked and looked up at where Ellie was snickering at him.

“Lets you kiss her and stuff… what are you, twelve?” she teased.
Sam chuckled. “Not twelve. Just grateful.”
“Smitten, more like.”
Sam grinned, but their conversation lapsed as their dad walked in, clad in lounging pants

and an old sweatshirt, his hair still wet from the shower. Ellie caught a whiff of sharp-smelling
hotel soap as he plopped down in an overstuffed chair since she was unabashedly taking up most
of the couch.

“We were just talking about Darien,” Ellie yawned. “I hadn’t seen her in ages so I needed
a life update from Sam.”

“Ah,” her father said, looking over at his son, who met his eyes. Something significant
passed between them but Ellie was too tired to pry. Instead, she settled back into the couch with



the book she’d downloaded onto her phone and read until, with one last sleepy yawn, she
surrendered to the call of the cozy bed in the room next door.



Chapter 2

They were on the road before 8 AM the next morning, and in spite of her expectations,
Ellie found herself staring out the window in awe of the savage beauty and sheer wildness of the
place. She had not expected Alaska to be so green. She’d imagined a landscape more like the
alpine forests of the Rocky Mountains, not this twisting snarl of undergrowth, laden with berries;
a cold, harsh northern land that was shockingly fat with life. This land had a raw intimidation
factor that she’d never experienced anywhere else. In Colorado, the Rockies didn’t care if you
lived or died. In Alaska, the mountains seemed to judge a person.

And, she thought with a shiver, she didn’t want to find out what happened to those they
found unworthy.

Her book lay untouched on the seat beside her as she gawked out the window, and it
surprised her when she saw a sign on the side of the road welcoming them to Homer. After a full
fish and chips lunch at one of the local diners that left Ellie wishing, once again, that her stomach
was bigger, they headed for the ferry terminal.

Forty-five uneventful minutes later, they traipsed down the gangplank to Seldovia’s dock.
Next to Ellie, her father scanned the dissipating crowd for their guide and his eyes met those of a
tall, broad man with a well-trimmed beard and bright green windbreaker, who started confidently
their way.

“Robert Forth?” the bearlike man asked in a gruff, pleasant voice, holding out a hand.
“That’s me,” Robert replied, shaking it.
“I’m Henry Call. Pleasure to meet you.”
“Pleased to meet you too, Henry. These are my kids, Samuel and Eleanor,” Robert said,

gesturing to them, and they simultaneously grimaced.
“But we go by Sam and Ellie,” Sam said, pumping the guide’s hand up and down with

enthusiasm. “We’re not nearly pompous enough to use our fancy names.”
Henry smiled and turned to Ellie; his hand was so big that it completely enveloped hers.

She shook it firmly and he stepped back.
“Nice to meet you both,” Henry said, and he seemed like he meant it. “I look forward to

our adventure! Let’s load up these bags of yours and get home before we’re late for dinner.”



Small and full of character, Seldovia had the look of a place that had been built by people
who knew exactly what mother nature could throw at them and had shown up anyway. The
houses were sturdy but beautiful in their own way, the streets narrow, the people dressed in
functional outdoorswear. Ellie counted all of one stop sign, and there were no traffic lights in
sight.

As such, the drive to Henry’s home on its outskirts was short. As they turned off the main
road onto the long, hard-packed dirt driveway, Ellie started to catch flashes of a structure through
the gaps in the trees: a boxy log home with a red metal roof. She scrutinized it as they got closer;
it looked clean, well-kept, inviting. A thin trail of smoke rose from the chimney at its top.

“Our house isn’t big, but Helen keeps it comfortable,” Henry said, echoing Ellie’s
thoughts from seconds before. “I think you’ll find your accommodations to be pretty nice —
especially after eating whatever she’s cooking in there.”

Henry pulled up next to the house and threw the truck into park. The sweet scent of wood
smoke enveloped them as they clambered out and Ellie closed her eyes, a slight smile rising to
her lips. The smell reminded her of home.

“Helen?” Henry called as he opened the sturdy wooden door, and the Forths stepped in
after him. Ellie took in the cabin with delighted approval: the main floor was open, spacious, and
warm. She glanced up, admiring a gorgeous antler chandelier that hung from the high ceiling. It
probably did a magnificent job of illuminating the room during the darker months — as it was,
the sun didn’t set until nearly midnight so it probably didn’t see much use other than simply
being beautiful to look at. Plaid curtains with little moose and bears on them framed the
windows, outside of which were beautiful views of the forest and, beyond that, the ocean.

Ellie placed a hand on the back of a couch, the fabric soft beneath her fingers, and wished
for a moment that she was going to have more time to read on this trip — if only because this
seemed like the perfect place for it. And if the couch was occupied, then any one of the
armchairs that surrounded the coffee table would do nicely as well.

Or…
She peered more closely at the table. An open nook below it held several board games

and decks of cards. She grinned. Maybe tonight she’d see if anyone wanted to join her in a card
game. It was rare that they got to do that these days, so she had to take the opportunities she
could get.

To Ellie’s right, several doors led into what she assumed were bedrooms; one door was
slightly ajar, revealing a tiled floor and part of a bathroom vanity. A beautiful log staircase led up
to an open loft above the kitchen, which was divided from the main room by a long,



granite-topped bar. A strong-looking woman with gray-streaked hair pulled back into a long
braid was kneading dough on the counter, and the air smelled deliciously of roasting meat.

“Helen, my darling!” Henry boomed. He crossed the room and swept her up in his arms,
planting a firm kiss on her lips. She laughed, the corners of her bright eyes crinkling, and swatted
him on the shoulder, leaving a powdery handprint on his flannel shirt.

“Be careful! You’ll get flour all over my kitchen,” she said. Henry just grinned down at
her, obviously smitten, and Ellie smiled.

“Are you going to introduce our guests?” Helen asked, raising her eyebrows.
Henry stepped back. “Of course! Forgive me for letting my wife distract me,” he teased.

Helen swatted him again, leaving a second handprint next to the first, and Henry chuckled before
going on.

“This is Robert — our moose hunter — and his kids Sam and Ellie.”
“A pleasure to meet you all,” Helen said. “I’d shake your hand but, well—”
“Not a problem,” Robert cut in with a smile. “It smells amazing in here. We wouldn’t

want to interrupt whatever dinner magic you’ve got going on.”
Sam and Ellie caught each other’s eyes and grinned. Their dad was a famously terrible

cook. With both of them out of the house, Ellie was reasonably sure he lived on takeout and Chef
Boyardee, for which he still nurtured a boyish fondness.

“Robert and Sam, you’ll be staying up in the loft,” Henry said, and Ellie turned back to
him. “There’s a futon and a fold-out couch up there, and a bathroom. The room on the other side
is my nephew’s but we probably won’t see much of him; he works long hours on a commercial
fishing boat.

“Ellie, your room is this one here,” Henry said, gesturing to a door almost hidden under
the stairway to the loft. “Main-level bathroom is right there.”

“Thanks! I’ll get my stuff out of the way,” she said. She grabbed the handle of her
overnight bag and beelined for the room, the polished hardwood floor squeaking under her feet.
She opened the door with a soft creak and flipped on the light. Above and behind her, she heard
Sam and their dad clunking up the stairs.

Her room was small but cozy, with a log-framed twin bed in one corner that was covered
by a gloriously soft-looking plaid quilt. Ellie reached out to touch it; it was thick and lined with
fluffy sherpa fabric on the inside. She smiled, making a mental note to ask Helen where she had
gotten it so she could invest in one of her own as soon as she got back to Colorado. Several soft
blankets and warm-looking flannel sheets peeked out from underneath the quilt.



Of course they have bears on them, she thought with some amusement. She kicked her
shoes off and slid out of her jacket, hanging it by the hood from one of the bed frame’s logs.
Then she padded out of the room in stocking-clad feet and closed the door behind her.

In the kitchen, Helen had finished the rolls. Ellie watched, amazed, as she opened the top
door of her double oven, hefted the heavy-looking cast iron pan, and slid it easily onto the rack.
Then she straightened, shaking wisps of hair out of her bright blue eyes, and shot Ellie a grin as
she noticed her.

“My mother cooked everything in cast iron. And I mean everything,” she said as she
pulled off her oven mitts and set a timer on the microwave. “She said it helped prevent anemia
and made you strong at the same time. Plus, you can’t beat the flavor it adds.”

“I’ll bet,” Ellie said. “Can I help you with anything?”
Helen immediately shook her head, though Ellie got the sense she was pleased to be

asked. “No. You relax and put your feet up for a bit. All I have to do is get my pressure cooker
going on these mashed potatoes and everything will be right on track.”

Ellie slid onto one of the barstools that faced the kitchen. Above her, she heard the
bathroom door close and a moment later Sam came bounding down the stairs in lounging pants
that were sprinkled all over with caricatures of moose and bears. She blinked.

“Are those...new pants?” she asked hesitantly.
“Nah. Darien gave them to me last Christmas. Why?”
“They just… match the curtains,” she muttered. Sam burst out laughing.
“Why are you studying music?” he chortled. “Your true calling is clearly interior design.

Literally no one else would have ever noticed that.”
“I bet plenty of people would have,” Ellie said. “You just happen to have no design sense.

Oh, and speaking of interior design, I was going to ask you, Helen…”
The older woman looked over at her, hand on the sink’s handle.
“I was wondering where you got that quilt on the bed in there,” Ellie continued. “It’s so

cute and looks so warm. I think I might need to get one when I get home.”
Helen smiled, crossing her arms and leaning back against the counter. “I got that from a

gift shop in Anchorage. I was up there for a convention a few years back — normally I don’t buy
from gift shops, you know; they’re expensive and the quality often doesn’t match the price. But I
fell in love with those quilts and just had to get one for each of the beds in my house. We host
enough guests that I want the rooms to be comfy, and they’ve been perfect. I can get you the
name of the shop if you think you’ll have time to go there before your flight home.”

“That would be great! Thank you,” Ellie said, returning Helen’s smile.



“It’s no problem at all. I actually got a contract to redo their website, so I like to send
business their way when I can. They’re good people.”

“So is that what you do?” Sam asked. “Build websites?”
“I dabble in a lot of aspects of digital marketing,” Helen answered. “Web development,

social media management, SEO, graphic design, that sort of thing.”
Sam nodded, clearly impressed.
“What about you two?” Helen asked as she pulled out one of the large wooden chairs

around the dining table and sat down. “It sounds like you’re both in college. What are you
studying?”

They chatted amicably about Sam and Ellie’s studies, and Ellie was pleased when Helen
seemed genuinely excited to hear that she was studying music. A short while later, the faint
squeak of the upstairs bathroom door echoed down to them, followed by her dad’s heavy, sure
footfalls on the stairs.

Good grief, even his footsteps sound like lawyer footsteps, Ellie thought.
“These two aren’t bothering you too much, are they?” Robert asked as he crossed the

room and settled into a chair near the fire.
“Not at all,” Helen answered. “We’ve just been chatting about their studies.”
“Getting to know new people is one of the best parts about my job,” Henry chimed in

from behind them, where he’d been stacking split logs in the wood box next to the fireplace.
“And I get to run around in the woods like a kid who never grew up—”

“That is accurate,” Helen muttered.
Henry grinned. “I can’t imagine a better life. I’ve been very blessed.”
The Instant Pot chose that very moment to start beeping; the potatoes were done. Helen

jumped up and opened the release, shooting a jet of steam into the air that was loud enough to
effectively stifle their conversation.

“Food will be on shortly!” she called over the noise. “This is where I’ll need helpers.”
After laying out Helen’s beautifully cooked meal on the table, they settled down to eat.

Helen had set one extra place for the fabled Oliver, who had yet to show up or answer any text
messages, but neither she nor Henry acted like his lateness was anything other than perfectly
normal.

“Mind if we say grace?” Henry asked, taking Helen’s hand.
Robert shook his head. “Not at all.”
He bowed his head and Ellie uncomfortably followed suit as Henry said a short prayer.

She’d never gone to church and didn’t really know how to handle… religion. Anything about it,



really. But just as they had many times before, her brief thoughts on the subject evaporated as the
prayer ended and her stomach growled.

“Dig in, folks,” Helen said, reaching for a roll. Ellie followed suit, piling her plate high
with mashed potatoes, tender asparagus shoots, rolls slathered with raspberry jam, and finally, a
hunk of roast moose. The meat was savory and slightly gamey, deliciously seasoned, and tender.
She looked up to see Helen smiling at her from across the table.

“Like it?” she asked.
Ellie nodded enthusiastically, her mouth too full to manage anything but a muffled

“mmm-hmm!”
Despite having eaten to the verge of sickness several times during the last few days, Sam

and Ellie both shoveled down as much of Helen’s cooking as they could possibly fit in their
stomachs. Twenty minutes later, Sam lolled back in his chair and Ellie slumped over the table on
her elbows, barely suppressing a groan.

“I have to say I’m impressed by how much you two can put away,” Henry teased. “We’ll
have to get a moose early on just so that we have enough to feed you.”

“Sam’s an athlete,” Robert said, standing up to take his plate to the sink. As always, he
had been far more judicious with the amount of food he put in his body than his offspring were.
He could actually move comfortably. All Ellie could think about were her pajamas with the
stretchy waistband that were waiting for her in the guest room. If she could just roll herself in
there…

“And Ellie’s got a fast metabolism or something,” Sam groaned, his hands crossed over
his stomach, which was somehow still as flat as the tabletop in front of him.

“I run. We’ve been over this,” she grumbled good-naturedly as she forced herself into a
standing position. She scooped up both Sam’s plate and her own and waddled over to the kitchen
sink with them.

“Thanks, sis,” Sam said.
“No problem,” Ellie said over her shoulder. Behind her, she heard the front door open and

close and a wave of cool air washed over her a moment later.
“Hey Oliver,” Helen called. “Nice of you to join us.”
“Hey. Sorry I never texted you back,” a new voice answered her, deep and cheerful. “We

caught our limit early and decided to do most of the processing this afternoon. I didn’t want to
touch my phone with goopy hands.”



“You coulda washed them, you know,” Helen chided. Ellie glanced over at her; the smile
on her face held no bite. “Anyway, we’re glad you decided to come home instead of just working
through the night.”

“Me too. I’m still tired from my last twenty.”
Ellie finished rinsing the last dish and set it in the open dishwasher, then turned to study

the newcomer. He was tall, lean, with tousled black hair and bright, alert eyes. Handsome. Very
handsome.

Inwardly, she groaned as the memories of the last ‘cute guy’ in her life — and the one
before that, too, come to think of it — crashed over her. She rubbed her eyes with one hand.

Dammit. This is not what I need right now.
Almost immediately, however, she chided herself and hitched a pleasant expression onto

her face. It wasn’t his fault he was pretty. He probably didn’t deserve to have her general
frustrations with men taken out on him.

Probably.
“Oliver, meet Robert, Sam, and Ellie,” Henry said.
Oliver smiled. “Nice to meet you all,” he said. “And I do apologize for my lateness. I’m

saving for college. I’d like to get an MBA but without all the debt that goes with it, so…” He
shrugged. “Sometimes it means I’m late.”

“You’ll thank yourself for that one day,” Robert said, extending his hand. “I’m Robert
Forth, and these are my kids, Samuel and Eleanor.”

“Ellie,” Ellie muttered.
“I usually just go by Sam,” Sam said at nearly the same moment, shaking Oliver’s hand

next. “Pleasure to meet you! Are you any good at hearts?”
Oliver looked surprised. “You mean the card game?”
“Yeah.”
He shrugged. “I haven’t played since high school, but I was passable then.”
“Passable is perfect,” Sam said with a nod. “All I need is enough people for a game so I

can kick my sister’s butt. It’s really not about you at all, brother.”
Oliver grinned and looked at Ellie, his keen eyes politely interested. She realized with a

jolt that she hadn’t yet shaken his hand and that it would be impolite not to do so. Setting her
shoulders, she put down the dish towel and rounded the counter, holding one out to shake his.

“Hi, I’m Ellie. Well, Eleanor,” she said, shooting a pointed look at her dad. “But I go by
Ellie.”



“Oliver,” he said with a smile. His hands were rough and he smelled like fish. Ellie
managed to not wrinkle her nose. She supposed he couldn’t help it, working with the slimy
creatures all day.

“Here, let me hang your jacket up in the back,” Helen said, bustling across the room.
“I got it, Helen. Really,” her nephew replied, but she marched toward him with the look

of a woman who wouldn’t take no for an answer. Obediently, he slipped off his blue windbreaker
and handed it to her.

“It’s no problem,” she said, waving her free hand at him. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get
you cleaned up as soon as possible. You smell like fish.”

Oliver smiled sheepishly. “Occupational hazard. I’ll go shower.” He crossed the room but
stopped at the base of the stairs, looking at his aunt with an impish grin and opening his arms.
“Sure you don’t want a hug, Helen?”

She flung her wet dish towel at his head in response. He caught it, laughing out loud.
Ellie pointedly turned her back to him.

“Get out of here, you rascal, before I make you sleep in the shed!” she heard Helen
threaten. Ellie heard Oliver’s quiet chuckle as he ascended the stairs, his footfalls much softer
than her dad’s had been. Once she was sure he was gone, she turned toward her room.

“I’m going to go change.”
Sam looked up at her. “Are you running away from our card game?”
“Sam,” she said pleasantly, “use your common sense. Why on earth would I run away

from such an easy victory?”
Henry chuckled. “She’s got you there.”
“Oh you just wait,” Sam said. “I’m bringing my A-game.”
“Good. Maybe I won’t be bored this time,” Ellie tossed over her shoulder, then closed the

door to her room before Sam could come up with a witty rejoinder.
Upstairs, she heard the shower turn on as she rummaged through her suitcase for her

pajama pants and smiled. Turns out, she’d brought the perfect ones after all. Soft, loose, warm,
and not revealing in the least. Not that Oliver had shown more than casual interest in her. Plus,
with a face like that, he was probably already dating someone. She frowned. Then, she shook
herself.

What does it matter, anyway?
She tossed them onto the bed and reached for her tee shirt. Changing would only take her

about thirty seconds. Then, she fully intended to spend the rest of this blissful, glorious time
alone with her book.



What seemed like a pitifully short time later, Ellie was startled out of the pages by a loud
banging on the door. “Ellie! Did you fall asleep in there?” Heart pounding a little, she crossed the
room and yanked it open with a squeak, revealing her brother’s athletic frame.

“Why? You afraid I’d go to bed without beating you? You know me better than that!” She
elbowed past him, poking him in the ticklish spot in his side on her way out the door. He doubled
over with an involuntary bark of laughter.

“So you were reading,” he said, following her.
“Just a little,” she admitted, sitting down on the soft leather couch. “I’m at a really

intense part.”
“You’re such a bookworm,” he complained as he took one of the armchairs across from

her.
“You’re such a meathead,” she shot back. Sam just grinned lazily and reclined into the

chair, putting his hands behind his head.
“A meathead who reads organic chemistry and microbiology textbooks voluntarily.”
She pressed her lips together, nonplussed. He had a point.
“So who’s playing cards with us?” she asked the room at large, changing the subject.

Helen had disappeared into the master suite a few minutes ago but Henry and her dad were
discussing guns and other man things by the fire.

“Henry? You want in?” Robert asked.
The big, bearded man shook his head. “You go for it. I’ll referee.”
As if on cue, they heard the bathroom door off the loft open and footsteps on the stairs.

Ellie glanced up briefly and then did what she hoped wasn’t too obvious of a double take. Oliver
had changed into a gray henley shirt and comfortable flannel pants — the kind that somehow
managed to look both chill and masculine at the same time. His dark hair, still wet from the
shower, was just long enough to reach his ears, and his piercing blue eyes lit up as he saw that
they’d left a spot for him. A smile that Ellie suspected might be able to cure cancer touched his
lips.

She gave an irritated little jerk of her head and started shuffling the cards.
“Is that my spot?” Oliver asked.
“Yep!” Sam answered.
“Excellent,” Oliver replied, sitting and picking up the hand Ellie had dealt him,

examining it with a pensive frown. He looked like he belonged in a magazine, with those high
cheekbones and effortlessly tousled hair—



Stop. Just stop it, Ellie, she thought, mentally shaking herself. You’ve been down this
road. There’s nothing but misery at the end. She bit the inside of her cheek, annoyed at the
bitterness that surged up within her as thoughts of “the boys of before” rose in her mind. She
grimaced. It hadn’t been worth it. And she doubted it ever would be.

And the prettier they are, the harder you fall, you idiot, she thought, ducking her head and
staring pointedly away as Oliver started laughing at something Sam had said. Don’t even bother
with this one. He’ll be just like Noah and Vito.

As the four of them began their game, however, it was difficult for Ellie to stay grumpy,
and before she knew it she was laughing and joking along with the others. Thirty minutes later,
after Ellie had made good on her promise to absolutely obliterate Sam, their dad suggested that
they table the game and finish their preparations for the hunt the next day. The three young
people reluctantly agreed.

“That was fun,” Oliver said, standing and stretching. “We should do it again if we get the
chance.”

Ellie eyed him with what she hoped wasn’t too open of curiosity. He’d been reserved at
first, almost hesitant, but had seemed to let his guard down somewhere around the halfway point,
when a dry wit that even Ellie had to admit was endearing had emerged. She shook herself, stood
and stretched, then followed her dad to the door. Sam joined her and, to her surprise, so did
Oliver. She glanced at him.

“Figured one more set of hands would only make it that much easier,” he shrugged.
She blinked. “Well… thanks.”
He waved a hand. “It’s no problem.”
“That’s what young, strapping lads are for,” Henry said as he pulled open the heavy front

door and strode out onto the porch.
“This coming from a man the size of a black bear,” Oliver muttered. Sam chortled. Henry

appeared in the doorway, his face peeking around a heavy-looking duffel bag, cheeks red from
exertion.

“You wisecracking in there, boy?”
“Absolutely,” Oliver said immediately.
The six of them made short work of loading their gear. Afterward, Ellie wandered a few

paces away to a place where the trees opened up, revealing a view of the glittering ocean. She
squinted up at the sky, more than a little bemused by the fact that the sun still shone brightly in
the southwest even though it was nearly nine o’clock at night. It was bizarre, disorienting.

“You get used to it, living here.”



Her reverie broken, Ellie turned to see Helen picking her way across the dirt driveway.
“We just buy blackout curtains. And nobody around here pays much attention to what time it is.”

“Except when it’s hunting time — then it’s absolutely imperative that we’re up by 4 AM
exactly,” Ellie said ruefully.

“Yes, except for hunting,” Helen admitted with a chuckle. They stood in silence for a
minute, taking in the beautiful view together.

It was a shock when the sadness hit Ellie. It had been almost five years since the accident;
five years! Strange how the wound could still reopen with such sudden, searing pain. She took a
deep, quiet breath and let it out just as silently.

“I go as often as I can,” Helen said, apparently lost enough in her own thoughts that she
hadn’t noticed Ellie’s sudden melancholy. Ellie glanced uncertainly at her, wondering if she’d
missed the beginning of that sentence.

“On hunting trips with Henry, I mean,” Helen clarified. Her eyes were so kind. “There’s
nowhere else I’d rather be than with him. I cook, man the boat, read. Sometimes I walk out with
them if Henry needs another person. A second guide. Being that immersed in the natural world is
an incredible experience.” She trailed off. “It’s humbling.”

Ellie looked down, not trusting herself to speak. Mom would have gotten along so well
with her. They stood, silent for a minute while Ellie tried to get her feelings under control.

“I haven’t been hunting since I was twelve,” she finally said. “I wanted to go with dad on
his yearly deer hunt and I actually had tons of fun until… well until he shot the deer. He was
such a beautiful buck; he didn’t know we were there and was just standing broadside, almost at
the top of a hill. He looked like he was sunning himself, just living his best life.” She swallowed,
trying to force the tremble out of her voice. “Anyway, it was a perfect shot. He was dead before
he hit the ground, but it was really hard for me to watch. Such an amazing creature and his life
snuffed out just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

On what seemed like an impulse, Helen put her arm around the younger woman and gave
her shoulder a comforting squeeze.

“Death is hard, and dealing it out is harder. It’s not a weakness that you don’t enjoy
hunting.”

“The weird thing is that I do! Up until something, you know, dies.” Ellie laughed
ironically. “I love to be outside. I loved adventure. We grew up in Colorado — the mountains of
Colorado! We had so much fun together as a family in those mountains—”



Ellie looked away, trying to hide the trembling of her traitorous lower lip. It was
unbelievable how fast Helen’s motherly witchcraft was dismantling the wall she’d built between
herself and the grief. She took a deep breath, willing the tears not to come.

“Everything changed when my mom died,” she said softly. She caught Helen’s shocked
glance out of the corner of her eye but didn’t dare look at her, not when she was retaining such a
tenuous grasp on her emotions. She didn’t know why she was still talking.

“There was a bad accident. A twenty-car pileup on I-25. We’d had a big blizzard a few
days before but we’re Coloradans. We’re used to driving in the snow, and they’d cleared the
roads...” Ellie gave a sad little lift of her shoulders. “I guess there was still enough ice to cause a
wreck. Lots of people died that day, my mom and little sister included.”

Helen put her arm around Ellie again and this time, she didn’t take it away.
“I just… I haven’t been as adventurous since then,” Ellie whispered. “If something like

that can happen just coming home from dance lessons, if almost half of our family’s lives can be
snuffed out that easily…” She trailed off. Despite herself, a tear leaked from each eye. She wiped
them away and finally got up the courage to look over at Helen.

The grey-haired woman’s eyes were also full of tears.
“I’m so sorry, Ellie,” she whispered, pulling her into a gentle hug.
Hesitantly, Ellie put her arms around Helen, sniffling, holding herself off from a full

breakdown through sheer force of will. Where had all this emotion come from? She’d thought
her dark days of being ravaged by grief were long over. Was it just because she knew how much
fun her Mom would have had on this trip? Was it because of Helen’s motherly aura?

“It’s okay,” Ellie said thickly, pulling back and wiping her nose on her sleeve. “I mean…
it’s not okay, but it happened, and… I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. I’m really sorry.”

Helen’s eyes were deep blue pools of compassion. She had the same eyes as her nephew,
Ellie realized.

“I don’t know if you recognize it, but you’re doing something extraordinary, Ellie. You
lost nearly half your family in a situation that’s usually reasonably safe. It’s natural that going out
with all that’s left of your family into a situation that’s a lot less safe is going to really push your
limits. You’re still working through an unexpected loss and how it changed you. It’s okay to still
feel a little shaky sometimes.”

Ellie wiped away a couple more fresh tears. “Are you sure you’re not secretly a therapist,
Helen?”

Helen snorted. “No, but I might as well be. I lost my sister Autumn to breast cancer about
four years ago. Oliver’s mom,” she said, with a nod toward the house. “His dad wasn’t in the



picture — the scumbag ran out on them just after Oliver was born — so Oliver was orphaned
halfway through his senior year of high school. A friend of his in Anchorage took him in so he
could finish his last few months, and then he packed his bags and took off on his own.

“We didn’t hear anything from him until almost a year and a half later. Out of the blue, he
showed up on our doorstep in terrible shape. No money, no job — and that’s just the tip of the
iceberg. He still doesn’t talk much about those years. But Henry and I got to help him come back
to himself. It helped that he wanted to be helped. He’s become an amazing young man despite
what he’s been through.”

Ellie looked over at Helen and saw that she was smiling fondly; clearly, the bond there
ran deep.

“So no, you’re not the first young person who’s suffered a horrible loss that I’ve given a
pep talk to. And you’re not the only one here who’s still coping with grief. We can do it. We
already have for years, and in my experience, every day gets a little bit better.”

Ellie just nodded. “Thank you,” she finally said. They stood in silence for a minute longer
before Helen turned back to the house, patting Ellie gently on the shoulder as she passed. Ellie
stared out across the ocean; her heart was still heavy but somehow the pain had become a little
less sharp.

For now, that was enough.



Chapter 3

Four in the morning came earlier than Ellie thought it would.
She groaned as her phone’s alarm stabbed into her scattered dreams, dissipating them like

fog on a sunny morning as she reluctantly rose to consciousness. Blindly, she rolled over and
whacked the bedside table where it rested, her blow sending it clattering to the floor.

“Serves you right, you jerk,” she slurred, flopping her arm over her face. She had been
right in her assumptions the night before — the twin bed was almost inescapably cozy and the
quilt made her want to hibernate in it all winter long. Alaska was a cold place, but that just made
the warmth all that much more enjoyable by contrast.

They hadn’t stayed up much later after she had finally come back in. After a quick
shower, Ellie bid everyone good night, gave Helen a hug and her thanks, and collapsed into bed.
She had slept deeply, and, now that she was awake, couldn’t even remember what she’d been
dreaming about.

She sighed. Probably giant grizzly bears.
Ellie heard movement upstairs and the water turned on in the bathroom, but she didn’t

open her eyes. Almost simultaneously, heavy footsteps thumped down the stairs and a couple
seconds later, a knock sounded at her door.

“You awake in there, El?” a gruff voice said through the door. Her father.
“Define awake, Dad,” she grumbled, dragging herself into a sitting position.
“Talking is good. Upright is better,” he chuckled. “Helen is making biscuits and gravy if

that’s any motivation at all.”
“It is,” she admitted. Gathering her courage, she threw back the pile of blankets and

swung her bare feet to the cold hardwood floor. Back home she usually slept in a tank and shorts,
but here she’d brought flannel bought specially for this occasion. They were a lovely sky-blue
color that contrasted rather well with her long, chocolate-brown hair while bringing out the blue
tones in her gray eyes.

Or at least, that’s what she had thought when she bought them. When she was awake.
And well-rested. And hadn’t just dragged herself out of bed at four A.M. to go hunting.

Let no one ever question how much I love my family, she thought as she slouched out the
door.



She scrunched her face at the bright, artificial lights in the kitchen, then squinted out the
living room window where the horizon was already shockingly light. She scanned the room for
people but found only Oliver sitting at the bar. He held a steaming mug of something in one hand
and twirled a pencil absently in the other, a pensive frown on his face as he stared down at what
might be a crossword puzzle. He looked irritatingly alert and unfairly handsome. Ellie felt like a
waif by contrast; her hair was a tangled mess and she likely had bags under her eyes the size of
Henry’s equipment duffel.

It’s a good thing I’ll probably never see him again after this, she thought, shuffling
toward the bar. Beneath her feet, the floor creaked and Oliver looked up. A smile spread across
his face, and he raised a hand in a little wave.

“Morning, sleeping beauty,” he said, eyes twinkling.
“Have we known each other long enough for me to tell you that I hate you?” Ellie

grumbled back, but couldn’t help the corners of her mouth from turning up in a grudging grin of
her own.

“If it makes you feel better, sure,” he said, shrugging and pressing the mug to his lips.
“What is that?” she asked, plopping down on the stool next to him.
“Wassail.”
“Isn’t that a holiday thing?”
“Only if you want to live eleven months of the year sad and deprived,” he said gravely.

“Helen makes a killer wassail, so we drink it all the time. There’s no alcohol in it though, or else
we’d all be constantly drunk.”

“That’s probably smart of her,” Ellie said.
Oliver held out his mug to her and she took it, sipping the hot liquid gingerly. It tasted

like apple cider with hints of citrus, ginger, and nutmeg.
“Wow, that is good,” she said, handing the mug back to him. “So… is the recipe a closely

guarded family secret or can I ask Helen how she makes it?”
“You can ask her,” Oliver said, one corner of his mouth lifting in a smile. “I’ll bet she’ll

write it down for you.”
“Yes!” Ellie celebrated softly, leaning her head forward onto her hands and closing her

eyes. Just as quickly, she sat up again. “I better not do that or I’ll fall back asleep.”
“I find that getting dressed often helps with the grogginess.”
Ellie wondered how cold her hunting clothes would feel in contrast to the warm flannel

of her pajamas and winced. Too late, she realized she should have shoved them in bed with her



so her body heat could have warmed them. Inwardly, she sighed. It couldn’t be helped now, and
waiting wouldn’t make it any easier.

“Wise words,” she conceded, sliding off the stool. “And I’d better do it now before
everyone starts buzzing around like they’re hornets whose nest has just been stomped on.”

Behind her, she heard Oliver chuckle. “How about some incentive? If you don’t hurry
I’m going to drink the rest of the wassail.”

For a moment Ellie stared at him and he stared back, his blue eyes somber. Then she
squinted over the edge of the bar at the pot on the stove. She rolled her eyes. “There’s got to be a
gallon and a half left in that pot, Oliver.”

“I stand by it. And if I don’t drink it, Henry will.”
“Whatever,” she said, a half-smile rising to her lips. She caught sight of his grin just

before she closed the door and shook her head. He couldn’t really drink all of that. There was no
way, not even with Henry’s help.

But if her dad and Sam showed up…
Ellie dressed, and quickly. She donned her long johns (What am I, a lumberjack? she

thought), hiking pants, and a soft, warm shirt that was made to dry quickly and lock in her body
heat. Dumping her flannel pajamas unceremoniously in her bag, she pulled out her hairbrush and
went back into the kitchen, intending to work out the snarls while sitting protectively in front of
her own mug of wassail.

When she opened the door and stepped out into the living room Oliver was still there, and
still absorbed in the crossword puzzle. Sometime while she was dressing, Helen and Henry had
shown up with two coolers half as long as Ellie was tall and were now arranging packages of
frozen meat, sausages, cold cuts, blocks of cheese, gallons of milk, eggs, butter, and seasonings
so that they would all fit inside— and that was only what Ellie could easily see. Despite Henry’s
ribbing the night before about Sam and Ellie’s appetite, she had no doubt that they would be
well-fed on this trip.

“You were right. I do feel more like a human being,” she mumbled to Oliver as she
plopped down beside him again. She looked down and blinked. On the counter in front of her
was a steaming cup of wassail.

“Did you get this for me?”
“I did,” he grunted, still frowning down at his crossword.
“Well, thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Do you have any idea what a ‘genetic building block’ could be?”



She leaned over to look. He had filled out all of the puzzle but one section, and the word
he was looking for ran tantalizingly through its middle.

“DNA?” she suggested. “Oh — nope. Too short.”
“How many letters is it?” Sam’s voice drifted from the loft above them. He appeared at

the top of the stairs, hair still tousled.
“Eight,” Oliver replied.
“Cytosine,” Sam said confidently as he thunked down the stairs, rounded the banister,

and looked over Oliver’s shoulder. “C…Y...T…”
He finished spelling out the word as Helen pulled the biscuits from the oven.
“Is your dad still in the shower?” she asked Sam.
“Yep,” Sam replied. “He didn’t want to go slay a moose without smelling good first, the

weirdo.”
Henry laughed out loud at that. “None of us are going to smell good by the time we get

back, especially if we stay out for the full four nights.”
Ellie groaned and Sam cackled at her. At least there was a functioning toilet on Henry’s

boat. She’d live. She just kept telling herself that.
“Well, let’s say grace so Oliver can get out the door,” Helen said, crossing her arms over

her chest and nodding at Henry.
A short prayer later, Ellie piled her plate with buttery, flaky biscuits drizzled in steaming

sausage gravy. They all ate quickly, but Oliver positively wolfed his — she’d seen his eyes
widen in dismay minutes before as he’d looked at the clock. Stepping quickly, he set his plate in
the sink and pulled on his jacket and boots.

“Well, best of luck to you all,” he said, waving a hand at Sam, Ellie, and their father, who
was tromping down the stairs. “Thanks for the company and the game of hearts. Hopefully, I’ll
see you in a couple days.”

“We hope so too,” Sam said through a mouthful of biscuit.
“With a big moose,” Robert added.
“The biggest moose,” Ellie nodded soberly.
Oliver’s face split in a grin and he shook his head. “Don’t have too much fun,” he said

and stepped out the door. The cold draft he left behind in his wake swirled over Ellie a few
seconds later; she shivered and reached for her wassail.

The rest of the morning passed in a blur. They heaved the food and some things that
Henry had forgotten into Henry’s massive dually pickup, and Helen drove them to Seldovia’s



docks. After giving her husband a lingering kiss, she left, apologizing for not being able to go
with them.

“I have to take care of my clients,” she’d said with a shrug before climbing into the cab.
“No worries, we get it,” Robert had replied. “Thank you for your hospitality, we really

appreciate it.”
The trip by boat to their hunting area was going to take several hours, according to Henry.

Ellie couldn’t help but laugh when she read the letters stamped onto its side: the Poor Buoy. But
despite its self-deprecating name, the boat itself was surprisingly comfortable, with cushioned
benches in the cabin, a spacious deck, and even a partitioned-off bathroom with a primitive
toilet. The benches could double as beds in a pinch, though Ellie was glad they had Henry’s big
canvas tent to sleep in instead. There was something about having good, solid ground under her
feet that she really liked.

Henry regaled them with stories of big moose he’d guided hunters to in this area over the
years, as well as other adventures he’d had. At one point, their dad half-jokingly asked him if
the area really was haunted.

“There are rumors about it,” Henry said, nodding gravely, “and I’ve seen some funky
tracks up there myself. But I’ve never seen the ghost that people talk about, and the other
creature has always left me and mine alone. So, I just don’t worry too much about it.” He
shrugged. “I think the people who used to live up there all moved out because there’s better
access to schools and healthcare in places like Seldovia and Homer, not because they were
chased out by a monster.”

It was a weird answer, and not completely to Ellie’s liking. “So… there is something up
here? But it’s not… threatening?”

“Something, like what? Bigfoot?” Sam broke in.
“Something like that, yeah,” Henry answered. “The tribes call it the Nantinaq, and it’s

definitely hairy, smelly, and ape-like by all accounts. Again, I’ve never seen him.”
“But you’ve seen the tracks,” Ellie pointed out.
“I’ve seen something’s tracks,” Henry hedged. “With as much rain as the area gets,

though, they could have just as well been a grizzly’s that had gotten rained on for a few days.
Don’t get me wrong; there’s something up there. Lots of people I trust have seen him. I just don’t
think he’s the reason the town was abandoned.”

“Well, if we do see Bigfoot up here, I’ll be sure to get a good picture,” Robert said. “For
how ubiquitous he is, there’s a conspicuous lack of video or photographic evidence for his
existence.”



“Aaahhh there’s Lawyer Dad,” Sam said, clapping his father on the back. “I was afraid he
had died of levity sometime during the hearts game last night.”

“Lawyer Dad will never die,” Robert said somberly. “He is eternal, like the sea, and the
laundry.”

“Laundry? Really?” Ellie chuckled.
“It’s true,” he affirmed, hands in the air. “We’ll all die someday, and there will still be one

final load of laundry left to do. It’s part of the human condition.”
“Your dad jokes are getting really bad,” Sam muttered. Beside him, Henry guffawed.
They spent the rest of the trip chatting, admiring the scenery, and, in Ellie’s case,

finishing her book. In the rare moments when everyone fell silent, she sometimes found her
thoughts turning unbidden to her conversation with Helen.

I can do it, she thought, staring out at the snow-crowned mountains that loomed above
the shoreline.

If you’re out there, Mom, help me be brave today.

If Henry hadn’t pointed it out, Ellie wouldn’t have been able to distinguish Portlock’s bay
from any of the other natural bays in the coastline, except that it was bigger than many they had
passed. They followed it inward until they reached its very tip, where the ocean bowed to the
soaring mountains, carpeted with mossy, green trees. Henry anchored the Poor Buoy and then
called them together to make a plan.

“My thought is we’ll go on a short hunt up this canyon. I’ve seen a world-class bull up
here during my scouting trips, and there’s a chance we might be able to find him tonight. Then,
moose or no moose, we’ll come back and make camp.” The big guide stood and stretched. “I
hope you three are in good shape!”

“I’ve been training for this for months,” Robert said, also rising. “And if all else fails,
Sam can probably carry us all out.”

Sam nodded. “I carry 300-pound dudes all the time.” Henry gave him a strange look and
Sam laughed. “I’m a running back at CSU.”

Henry’s eyebrows went up.“Ah! How did I not hear about that last night?”
“I’m not sure if I mentioned it, now that I think about it,” Sam said, helping Henry heave

the rolled-up tent into the small skiff that they would row ashore.
Ellie smiled.
“He’s got too many talents to even successfully talk about them all in one evening.”



“What a terrible problem to have,” Henry joked, clambering into the rowboat. Sam
blushed and Ellie smirked.

But as Ellie settled into the rowboat, her smile faded. In front of her, two snow-capped
peaks reached down toward the water with ridges like arms, enfolding a heavily forested canyon
in their embrace. It was so beautiful that it felt surreal, and Ellie felt its allure even in spite of her
nerves.

This is it, she thought. This is the moment. One lone squirrel scolded them as the boat
crunched onto the gravelly bank, and then all was silent.

“Here’s my thought,” Henry said once they all had their feet firmly on dry ground.
“Robert, I figure if you and Ellie go up that ridge, Sam and I will go up the other, and we’ll meet
where the two ridges come together at the top of the canyon. That way if we bump into a moose,
it will hopefully come toward you and you can get a shot. Normally I would stay with you
personally and send the kids around the other side — they seem competent enough—”

“They are,” Robert said proudly.
“But I want to get up on top of that ridge and do some glassing in case the big bull has

dropped into the canyon on the other side. Because if he has, then that’s where we’ll want to go
tomorrow. With this setup, we can effectively hunt and scout at the same time. And I figured
everyone would be more comfortable if Sam and I went together and you and Ellie stayed
together. Sound good?”

“Sounds great,” Robert said.
“This won’t be a long hunt,” Henry said, handing him a two-way radio. “We’ll want to be

back before dark to finish up some last-minute camp stuff and eat some dinner. If you need
something or get a moose on the ground, let me know with this.”

Her father took the radio and nodded, grinning like a kid. Henry returned his grin, clearly
sharing his excitement. “Ready?”

“Oh yes,” Robert said.
Henry slapped him on the back. “Great! Let’s get going. Best of luck.”
Ellie followed her father into the shadows of the trees. Behind her, she heard Henry and

Sam’s soft, rustling footfalls fade away as they hiked toward the opposite ridge. She took a deep
breath and hurried forward to catch up to her dad. She had spent her childhood years playing in
the Rocky Mountains, which were daunting in their own right. They were steep, their woods
were thick and dark, their slopes treacherous when blanketed in snow, and the wind swept across
their open faces like a razor-sharp blade. When it came to hiking, she was no slouch. Off-trail



was where she lived. So, she had anticipated being reasonably well-equipped to deal with the
rigors of bushwhacking through Alaska’s remote wilderness.

But she hadn’t counted on it being so... soggy.
It was only now that she fully appreciated that the Kenai Peninsula qualified as a

rainforest. A high-latitude, bleakly cold rainforest, it was true, but a rainforest nonetheless. There
was no place in the bottom of the canyon that was fully dry, and sucking mud stuck to her boots.
Raised tussocks of grass made the footing treacherous, and shaggy moss covered every tree,
downed log, and rock like ragged coats woven as if to deliberately clothe the wood. Thick, green
bushes sprouted in clumps, some of which were covered in noxious and irritating spikes. They
gave those a wide berth.

Her breath came a little faster as they started up the side of the ridge, but with the incline
also came dry ground. Overall, she thought she preferred the climb to the quagmire they’d just
slogged through. She looked up, breathing in the cool, misty air. In front of her, her dad marched
steadily upward toward the ridgetop, where a stumpy line of rocks cut a jagged figure against the
sky. She glanced to their right; the rocks may not look like much now, but she could see that they
quickly grew into true cliffs, cratered with small depressions. She squinted. Were those caves she
could see further down?

A sudden crash sounded to their right, followed by what sounded like a whuff of air
being blown from a giant bellows. Her father whirled around, unslinging his gun from across his
shoulders in one smooth movement. Ellie scrambled to get behind him so that he could take his
shot unimpeded. She crouched behind her father, hands over her ears, waiting with bated breath
as he brought the rifle to his shoulder and sighted through the scope at the brown shape flitting
through the bushes below them. The animal stepped out into a clear spot and stopped, pausing to
look behind it.

It was a moose — the biggest moose Ellie had ever seen. But it had no antlers. A female.
Behind it, a smaller shape trotted on too-long legs, displaying all the awkwardness of
adolescence. The mother moose looked them haughtily in the eyes as if daring them to make a
move, and her dad lowered his rifle. Thoroughly unconcerned about the human intruders, the calf
bumped his mother insistently in the belly, searching for food. For a moment, the four of them
just stared at each other. Then the cow moose thumped the calf with her snout and he turned
obediently up the canyon. They trotted away, only mildly ruffled, and Ellie marveled at how
easily they were able to navigate the swampy bog. It had taken them a quarter of an hour to cross
what the baby moose had bounded across in mere moments.

Ellie’s father met her eyes, a look of awe on his face. “Wow,” he whispered.



“No kidding,” Ellie breathed. It hadn’t been the fabled monster bull and a part of her was
grateful. The wonder of this place was starting to take hold of her; perhaps one night roughing it
in a tent would be worth it after all.

“Maybe I’ll move here,” he said in a low voice.
Ellie grinned. “I’d support it. As long as you pay for my plane ticket at Thanksgiving and

Christmas.”
“Done.” Her dad chuckled quietly and turned back up the canyon. He seemed, if possible,

more eager than ever.
The tips of cloud tendrils brushed over the shaggy green landscape as the two of them

climbed higher onto the ridge. Ellie followed her father’s shape up the slope as it passed in and
out of the mists. The fog seeped over the tops of the cliffs and down into the valley below, like a
punch bowl full of dry ice on Halloween. She glanced down into the valley; it was still mostly
unobscured. They should be able to see animal movement down there relatively easily.

As if on cue, the mother moose and her baby flashed through a clear spot at a swift trot.
They were moving much more quickly now. Ellie smiled as she watched them go.

And then an unearthly howl shattered the peaceful mountain air.
Ellie’s father stopped, suddenly tense, and took a few protective steps in her direction.

Ellie shrank toward him, frightened, mentally running through a list of all the animals she knew
of that lived in these woods. A bear wouldn’t have made a sound like that… would it? Perhaps a
wolf? Chills ran down her spine as she looked at her father and saw the expression on his face:
equal parts confused and worried.

He motioned for her to stay quiet. They stood in the silent fog for several minutes,
looking back the way they had come, in the direction of that horrible shriek. Finally, Robert
looked down at Ellie. She met her father’s eyes, hoping that he could offer some explanation —
any explanation — of what they’d just heard, but he dashed her hopes immediately.

“I’ve never heard anything like that before,” he whispered.
“Me neither,” she said, shivering from cold and fear. That fear. It was growing. Her

father’s keen eyes scanned the treeline behind her and a deep scowl creased his face.
“Damn this fog. Let’s keep moving forward, meet up with Henry and Sam. It was

probably a bird of some kind and the echo off the cliffs made it sound weird.”
Ellie swallowed and nodded, squaring her shoulders. Her father was probably right. Still,

the mist-shrouded mountains now looked far less beautiful and much more… menacing.
Suddenly, all she wanted was to put as much distance between herself and the thing that had
screamed as possible.



They went at a quicker pace, hugging the base of the cliffs. The slight depressions in the
rock had turned into hollows of no small size; a few even opened up into larger caves beyond.
Under different circumstances, Ellie would have had to fight her explorer’s instinct to crawl
inside and take a look. Now, she just wanted to find Sam and Henry and get out of here.

Ellie stumbled over slick rock as the fog thickened around them. She could see her
father’s figure through the mists, but beyond that, everything was simply a wall of swirling
white. Gritting her teeth, she tried to push away the fear that was still growing noxiously in the
back of her mind. And… the nausea. She shook her head. That was weird. Unbidden, the airport
guard’s words came back to her.

If something doesn’t feel right, leave.
Ellie stopped. That was just it. There was a wrongness about how cold the air had

become, about the fog that ghosted eerily around them. About that scream that had destroyed the
canyon’s peace more effectively than a hunter’s shot ever could. The very air seemed oppressive;
it had thickened like soup left out for too long.

“Dad,” she choked out. He turned back, shock and concern suffusing his eyes. He jogged
back toward her.

“Dad… I think something’s really wrong here. We should go back.”
Her father frowned. “We’re almost to the top of the pass. We should be out of this fog

soon, and we’ll find Sam and Henry. Or we’ll be able to sit down, take a breather, and wait for
them.” He put one gentle hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry you don’t feel good. Can you make it
another quarter of a mile?”

Ellie looked up into his eyes. They held concern, worry, but no trace of the terrible,
sickening fear that clawed at her insides. Squeezing her eyes shut, Ellie nodded. Her dad moved
around to the lower side of the incline, ducking under her arm.

“Here. Let me help you.”
“What if your moose— ?”
“I’m not worried about the moose anymore. Let’s get out of this fog so we can see, and

then I’ll radio Henry. They can come to us. We just need to get you someplace where you can
rest.”

They shuffled forward. Ellie felt terrible, and not just because the place itself felt terrible.
Perhaps she was imagining it all. Perhaps this was an anxiety attack. She’d had several of those
after her mother’s and sister’s deaths, but they had faded with time. Just my luck I’d have one in
the middle of the stupid hunt, she thought bitterly. That’s so embarrassing. I wish I—

Beside her, her father stumbled to a stop.



Ellie hauled her eyes upward, but it took her mind several long seconds to process the
strange sight in front of her. In the mists just ahead was the figure of a lone woman. It grew more
distinct; she was drawing closer to them. Long hair became visible, streaming out behind her
head, and — Ellie blinked — it looked like she was wearing a long, flowing dress. Ellie shivered
in sympathy. She must be freezing.

“Hello there!” Robert called, abandoning his hunting whisper. It was a universal
outdoorsman’s rule: if you found someone in need of help, you gave it, regardless of your
original agenda. Countless lives had been saved that way.

But the woman didn’t respond. Robert released Ellie, and when she proved steady on her
feet he took a few steps forward. Ellie followed tentatively.

“It’s okay,” he said, setting his rifle carefully against a rock and stepping away from it in
a gesture of peace. “We can help you if you need it. Our boat isn’t far away and there’s food,
water, and heat.”

It bothered Ellie that they couldn’t see the woman more clearly. Why wouldn’t she turn?
Why was she up here alone in a dress, woefully unprepared for the cruel Alaskan chill?

Then, all clear thought was driven from her mind by another unearthly howl, as if from
the depths of hell itself. It echoed across the clifftops and pierced Ellie with a cold shard of sheer
panic.

It had come from just behind them.
“Dad!” Ellie cried, whirling around, but she could see nothing. The fog was too thick, her

panic too strong—
“Audrey.”
Only the sheer unexpectedness of hearing her mother’s name like that could have

captured Ellie’s attention. Despite the peril behind them, despite the frigid fog, and her cold, and
her sudden and complete hatred of this place, Ellie froze in shock, the howls forgotten. Could it
be? All logic deserted her and she sprang toward her father, her heart in her mouth, her thoughts
a confused jumble of joy, fear, and anger.

The fog swirled around the figure, broken up slightly by a gentle breeze… and then Ellie,
too, saw the woman. This time, she couldn’t stop the scream that tore from her chest, and
staggered backward until she smacked against the cliff wall.

Daylight had revealed what the fog had hidden. Instead of her beautiful mother with her
long, flowing, auburn hair, a corpse stood before her. Bulbous eyes bulged from the sockets of its
sickly, pale face, glittering with evil intelligence. Its greenish skin stretched over the jutting
bones of its skull and wrinkled where it sunk into its cheeks. A tattered black dress hung loosely



off its skeletal frame, the hip bones jutting where soft curves should have been. It lifted its arms,
holding them out for her father as if to embrace him, her bony hands beckoning.

“Audrey! Oh, my Audrey!” he called, and Ellie stared at him in disbelief as he started
scrambling toward it.

“No!” she screamed. “Dad, that’s not her!”
She forced herself forward as the—thing— backed slowly into the mist, her father

following like a lost toddler who had, beyond all hope, been found.
“THAT’S NOT HER!” Ellie screamed as her father’s figure started to fade into the fog. A

blaze of hot courage exploded in the pit of her stomach. She would not stand by and let this thing
take him away.

She sprang up the hill after her father. A cry tore from her throat as the mist swirled to
reveal her father once again, stumbling with arms outstretched toward the grotesque specter who
had somehow tricked him into thinking it was his wife. It glided unnaturally back toward the
mouth of the widest cave she’d seen yet.

“NO!” she bellowed, seizing her father’s wrist and wrenching him off balance. For a
moment, they teetered precipitously, but he was a full-grown man and in excellent physical
condition. Recovering his balance, he threw her roughly and she fell, the crown of her head
striking rock. She lay, stunned, betrayed, and nearly sick with terror. Her father had always been
so kind, so gentle. He would never throw away one of his children like an unwanted rag doll.

Ellie’s head spun but she staggered to her feet. Her father wasn’t — couldn’t be — in
control. This thing, whatever it was, had him in its grasp; he still followed it with a vacant,
entranced expression. An expression that didn’t change when Ellie, bleeding and deathly pale,
stepped between him and the specter. She could feel the blood pulsing down her jaw now, but
she didn’t care. He was almost to the cave’s threshold and her every instinct screamed that if the
specter enticed him inside, it would all be over.

“Daddy!” she half sobbed, holding her hands up to stop him. “Daddy, please! Mom is
gone and this… thing… isn’t her. You still have Sam and me. Don’t leave us; we need you!
Please…”

Her father stopped. Just for a second. She held her breath.
It was enough.
He blinked and finally, his eyes seemed to clear, focusing on his daughter’s battered face.

His jaw dropped in shock.
“Ellie! What happened to you? Here, sit down, we need to stop the bleeding and I’ll radio

Henry. We’ll get you out of here—”



“Dad, we have to get out right now. We have to go. There’s something here that’s trying
to take you and I don’t understand what’s happening—”

Ellie stopped short, feeling as much as hearing the slither of the specter’s ruined black
dress upon the ground behind her. Robert took his eyes off her face and Ellie knew the instant it
had locked him in its grasp again. His face suffused with joy, his eyes shining with tears, he
stood, forgetting his daughter who shivered, bleeding and nearly incoherent, on the ground. He
started to step away, calling his wife’s name.

“No, no, no, no,” Ellie croaked. She crawled after them, too dizzy to stand, heedless of
the bruises the rocks left on her skin through her layers of clothing. In front of her, her father
crossed the cave’s threshold.

“Dad,” she moaned one more time. Once again he stopped, half-turning, brow furrowing
as if he were trying to fight off the trance.

But the specter had had enough.
It turned its sunken, glittering eyes on Ellie. Terror spiked through her mind like an icicle,

melting and seeping through her veins. Her limbs weakened and her jaw went slack; she was
more helpless than the day she was born, for now, she couldn’t even cry out for help. All that
existed in the world now was the awesome fear the creature wielded against her. In a moment, it
would freeze the very beating of her heart.

The specter raised its emaciated arm toward Ellie, slowly squeezing its fingers shut, and
Ellie felt a sudden, intense pressure on her throat. Somehow, it was choking her. She panicked as
her body bucked reflexively, trying to free itself. Her fingers scrabbled hopelessly at her neck but
found only her own bloodied skin, and in front of her, her dad stepped down into a pool of water
at the back of the cave. Ellie thrashed desperately as stars winked in front of her. Blackness
began to creep in from the edges of her vision.

In front of her, her father disappeared, entirely underwater.
She couldn’t save him. She couldn’t even save herself.
Another horrible howl echoed in her ears as if from a long way away, and she thought she

saw black shapes — hundreds, maybe thousands of them — bound over her head into the cool
air. The awful specter screeched in what seemed like triumph, its skeletal arms held up to the sky.
Ellie’s battered head hit the cold earth. She wanted to cry out in relief as the terror finally
released her, but oblivion took her before she could make a sound.



Chapter 4

The third time the howl came, Henry radioed Robert.
There was no response.
So he called again. And again. Sam watched his face carefully, dread slithering its way

into his heart as the guide’s face grew paler and paler.
Their radio remained silent.
They had already made it to the rendezvous point, so Henry called an audible. They

would throw caution to the wind and hike back the way that Dad and Ellie were supposed to
have come in hopes of finding them. Those howls hadn’t sounded human… but a man or woman
in mortal distress often didn’t, either.

They covered the distance in what would have been record time — that is, if anyone
bothers to keep records about unimportant hikers in places so remote that God Himself has
probably forgotten about them, Sam thought. There was no escaping it; he was afraid, and the
further they went without seeing any signs of his father and sister, the more pressing that fear
became. He and Henry strode along the bottom of the cliffs, the valley floor to their left. Fog
scudded over the landscape.

“You don’t think they could have fallen, do you?” Sam finally asked.
“It’s possible, though I can’t imagine they both would have sustained injuries that would

keep them away from the radio.” Abandoning all pretense of hunting, Henry cupped his big
hands around his mouth and bellowed, “ROBERT! ELLIE!”

His calls were answered only by their own echoes.
Henry jerked his head. “Let’s keep moving and calling for them.”
Sam raised his hands to his mouth as well, hollering his father’s and sister’s names. They

kept their fast pace, Sam walking closer to the base of the cliffs and Henry heading further down.
Together they could scan more of the hillside that way, giving them a greater chance of catching
any human-shaped figures that might be prone on the ground.

Sam tried not to panic; they had probably just turned around. Maybe the fog had muffled
Dad’s rifle shot, and now they were too busy cleaning a moose to radio Henry. Some part of him
knew how ridiculous it sounded to think that fog could quiet a rifle shot, but his desire to believe
silenced it.



He ducked moss-covered branches and wove between trees, then stepped out into a bare
patch of ground where the forest pulled back from the base of the cliffs. The fog was clearing
enough now that he could see that they were pockmarked with caves. Some appeared
surprisingly deep. If they hunted here another day, he would have to see if Ellie wanted to come
explore these with them, just for a couple minutes. Knowing her, she’d jump at the opportunity,
even if she acted on the outside like she wasn’t interested.

“Ellie!” he called again. “Ellie! Daaad!”
From below, he heard Henry call their names too. Sam shook his head. This just wasn’t

like his father. Even if they had gotten a moose, Dad wouldn’t have just ignored the radio. He’d
have called them immediately. Field dressing a moose was a lot of work, and they would have
wanted help. Ellie would have tried her best but she really didn’t like that sort of thing, and their
Dad wouldn’t have wanted to make her do it when—

Then he saw it. A long, thin object leaned against a rock in front of him. Abandoning
caution, he bolted forward, a sense of dread enveloping him. Perhaps it was just a funny-shaped
stick that had fallen there naturally. But the mists were clearing even as he ran, and his heart sank
as he saw what it was. His father’s rifle.

“HENRY!” Sam snatched the rifle from where it leaned against the rock. “HENRY! I’ve
found Dad’s gun!”

Sam looked down at the rifle, holding it in trembling fingers as he heard Henry thump up
the hill toward him. It was one of his father’s most prized possessions; he would never leave this
gun unless it was the direst of circumstances. Like a choice between saving it and saving Ellie.
Now Sam knew that something was very, very wrong. He felt it in the marrow of his bones, in
the chill in the air.

He knelt, looking for tracks, for cloth, hair, blood (he shuddered at the thought), anything
that could give them a clue.

“DAD!” he bellowed again in frustration. And again, he received no response.
“Sam!” Henry’s voice called, and the big man materialized out of the rapidly dissipating

fog below. “Did you say you found Robert’s gun?”
“Yes. Henry… this isn’t looking good. He’d never leave this gun unless he had to. I’ve

looked for tracks but the ground up here is too rocky; there’s just no sign of them!”
“Where was the gun?”
“Leaning up against that rock. It looked like he’d carefully put it down. It’s not like it was

just tossed somewhere.”
“You didn’t find their packs? Jackets? No sidearms, casings…?”



“I haven’t seen any signs of anything else. No cloth, no backpacks, no bullet casings,
nothing.”

Henry rubbed a hand over his beard, his weathered face creased with worry.
“Sam…” The guide blew out a deep breath. “I have a hard time believing anyone could

disappear in this canyon. Not if they had sense enough to stay in the valley.”
“Which Dad and Ellie would’ve.”
“I know. You guys know what you’re doing. You’re seasoned outdoorspeople. That’s why

I was confident enough to split us up in the first place. I mean…” Henry rubbed his eyes. “I’ve
guided some real idiots in my time, but your father and sister aren’t like that at all.”

He lapsed into silence, and Sam just stared at him.
“Henry…”
The big guide looked over at him.
“Get real with me here. What made that scream?” The question came out more

aggressively than Sam had intended, but he had to know. “Do you think it was… one of them?”
“No.”
It was said with such finality, such surety, and Sam wanted so badly to believe it, that he

didn’t question Henry’s answer.
“Okay.” He looked down at the rifle again, at his knuckles that gripped it so tightly that

they’d gone bone-white. “So what do we do now?”
Henry frowned out across the tops of the trees. “We’ll head for the ocean. If they’d gotten

in trouble, they may have turned back. Though why Robert would leave his gun is beyond me…”
Sam closed his eyes as a wave of fear crashed over him, and he nearly staggered from its

force. It was like being hit by a linebacker. Henry must have noticed, because his voice became
suddenly stronger, more commanding.

“Sam.”
Sam looked up at the sound of his name, into Henry’s eyes, which had gone hard and

intense.
“I know you’re afraid. So am I. But there’s a good chance we’re in a full-blown survival

situation now, so I need you to focus. You got it?”
Sam nodded, doing his best to swallow the churn of emotions that was threatening to rise

in his throat.
“Now, you didn’t see any sign of them in the caves?”



Sam shook his head. “I mean, I didn’t search each one, but I walked close enough to
them to see clear to the back of all but the biggest ones. And I was yelling their names the whole
time. If they’re here, there’s no way they wouldn’t have heard me.”

“Okay. Then let’s go back to the beach. They must have run into trouble and headed back
down. It’s not impossible that our radios just aren’t working, and remember, this was Plan B all
along.”

Sam hoisted his pack further up on his shoulders. “Let’s do it. The sooner we find them,
the sooner I can breathe again.”

They split up again, Henry taking the low path and Sam the high ground, always staying
within the other’s line of sight. Sam tried to focus on the pounding of his heart and the beating of
his feet instead of the thoughts that threatened to overwhelm him.

If I lose Dad and Ellie, then I’m the only one left.
He nearly stumbled, then picked up his pace until he was all but jogging — a dangerous

game on this slippery, uneven terrain.
No, he countered. That doesn’t happen to people. Even probability isn’t that mean, and if

there’s a God, He probably isn’t either. I hope.
The cliffs receded, the hard rock turning to softer, friendlier earth. Sam pounded down

the steep incline that sloped to the valley floor where Henry waited at the bottom. He spared a
moment to be impressed by the old hunting guide; the fact that he was spry enough to keep up
with him was remarkable.

They fought through the swampy bottomlands side by side, their boots squishing in the
mud. It must have been past 8 PM but the sun still hung high in the sky. Sam’s body responded
accordingly; he didn’t feel the least bit fatigued. He thought he could hike all night if that’s what
he had to do to find his family.

The night here wouldn’t even be very long.
After what felt like an age, they finally broke out of the trees and onto the grassy slope

above the inlet. Sam scanned the beach frantically, but it was deserted. He looked back at Henry,
fighting to keep the panic at bay, and saw his own bewilderment reflected in the guide’s eyes.
Where were they?

“DAD! ELLIE!” he yelled again, so loudly that it hurt his throat. He walked a few steps
forward. “DAD! ELLIE!”

He reached the place where the grass gave way to sandy gravel and turned on the spot,
scanning the trees, the beach, hoping to see them sheltered under the boughs somewhere,
probably eating granola bars or something. Despite himself, he almost smiled at the thought of



them stuffing their faces, totally oblivious to Sam and Henry’s frantic searching. Imagine their
chagrin when he found them. He’d give them something to chew on, if Henry didn’t get to them
first.

Sam had almost completed his slow turn when he finally saw it, tucked into a shallow
depression in the grass maybe a hundred yards away. A body, limbs splayed out across the
ground, unmoving, dreadfully familiar even from a distance.

Sam cried out. Dropping his father’s gun, he sprinted toward the prone figure, covering
the sand with a speed honed by years of training and lent wings by sheer adrenaline. Henry, still
on the other side of the rise, wouldn’t have seen it. But Sam hoped that he’d heard his yell and
pieced together what had happened. That hope that was confirmed as he heard heavy, booted
footsteps on the sand behind him. Sam reached the body, dropping to his knees beside the
morbidly still form.

There in the grass lay his little sister.
“Ellie,” he moaned. He hadn’t realized until that moment how red blood was; the entire

side of her face was covered with it. The paleness of her skin contrasted so intensely with the
crimson that it was nearly unbearable to look at. Her dark hair splayed out behind her head and
her eyes were closed; her limbs looked almost arranged somehow, as if someone had laid her
down and tried to make her comfortable. A hundred thoughts raced through his mind and none of
them were useful.

Check for a pulse. The thought whispered across his brain and he jerked free of his
stupor. He held two trembling fingers to the clean side of her neck, just under her jaw, feeling
around until…

Beneath her skin, a flutter danced against his fingertips. Then another, and another. Ellie
was alive. A sob tore from his throat; he was barely aware of Henry skidding to a stop beside
him, kneeling next to Ellie’s prone figure, radio in hand. Sam’s world blurred around him, but
bits and pieces of what the guide was saying still managed to penetrate through the fog of his
mind; Henry must have contacted the Coast Guard on an emergency frequency. The bearlike old
guide seemed remarkably calm as he took control of the situation.

“Head trauma… don’t know the extent…” he heard Henry’s voice say as if from a long
way away. Instructions from the dispatcher crackled back but Sam caught only flashes of them.

“Don’t move her… Medical team is en route, signal the helicopter with a flare… Keep
her as warm as possible…”

Numbly, Sam removed his jacket. He lay down next to Ellie and pulled her frail-seeming
body against his, draping the jacket over their torsos to try and lock in what body heat he could.



She still had all her gear on and didn’t seem to be wet, which had probably saved her from
hypothermia. He grimaced. The fact that she wasn’t shivering was either a very good thing, or it
was very, very bad.

As her ribcage expanded and contracted next to him, though, Sam’s head started to clear.
She was breathing without difficulty and her pulse was strong. Help was on the way. To his side,
he heard a sudden sharp scratch and a searing sound. Henry must have lit the flare. Heavy
footsteps approached.

“Sam.”
Henry’s voice acted like a stimulant to Sam as the guide knelt beside them. Sam turned

his head awkwardly to look up at Henry’s face.
“They’re going to fly Ellie to the hospital in Homer where they can assess the damage.

Depending on what they find, they may send her on to Soldotna or Anchorage. Search and
Rescue has been dispatched and are on their way here right now to help me look for your father.
You can go with Ellie or stay here. It’s up to you.”

Henry’s voice was firm and steady, his movements quick and sure, so it was with some
surprise that Sam saw that there were tears in Henry’s eyes as he turned his attention to Ellie.
The big grizzly of a man had acted so swiftly and competently and Sam had been so
overwhelmed at the sight of his sister’s injuries that he hadn’t spared a second’s thought for what
Henry must be going through. Two clients down on his watch — one injured and one missing.

Not a good day.
“Good work helping her stay warm,” Henry grunted.
“I know hypothermia protocol is to get them in a sleeping bag with someone warm, but

we don’t have one and I thought trying to get her coat off might jostle her too much.”
“You made a good move. She doesn’t feel dangerously cold. However she got here, she

must have exerted herself enough to keep her core temperature up, and it’s not particularly cold
today. The ground she’s lying on is dry too, and that helps.” Henry paused. “This head wound
worries me, though.”

“Is it still bleeding?”
“It’s oozing a little, but it looks like the worst of it has stopped on its own, thankfully.”
“Well, that can only be a good thing, right?”
“I hope so, Sam. Head wounds are dicey at best.” He reached over and put a comforting

hand on Sam’s shoulder.
Sam closed his eyes, listening to the sound of Ellie’s breathing. There was nothing to do

but wait. Wait and, of course, wonder where in this godforsaken canyon his father was. He



wrinkled his nose, only now becoming aware of a pungent odor in the air, but he ignored it. He
had much bigger things to worry about.

“What could have happened to them, Henry? None of this makes any sense. Dad would
never have left Ellie in this condition. Ever.”

“I don’t know. But I do know these Search and Rescue guys. If anyone can find him, they
can.”

They went silent, and for minutes on end there was nothing but the lapping of the waves
and the occasional bird call. Sam lost track of time, thinking dully that he must have aged ten
years since they’d first started up the canyon.

Then, maybe twenty minutes later, Sam saw Henry look up, cocking his head. Sam
fought the urge to sit up; he had heard it too. A muted throbbing pulsed through the air, barely on
the edge of conscious hearing at first but rapidly growing louder. Sam watched as Henry stood,
dusted himself off, and walked out onto the dry sand of the inlet where the flare still burned. The
helicopter, clearly visible now, roared above them and he felt the powerful blast of air generated
by its blades from where he lay. He slipped out from underneath the jacket, leaving it as
undisturbed as possible to try and keep the warmth locked against Ellie. Then he turned to look
down at his sister, wincing once again at her injuries, and stroked the clean side of her face
gently.

“I’m going to stay and help find Dad. Fight hard, Ellie. I love you.”
Sam stood as the helicopter landed, squinting into the wind hurled at him from its blades.

Two paramedics landed on the sand; one drew a gurney from within the helicopter with a quick,
efficient movement and the other grabbed the other end. They reached Ellie within minutes of
landing. Sam took a few steps out of the way, feeling both relieved and useless as they checked
her vitals, murmuring their findings to each other. One unzipped her jacket just slightly to better
get a feel for her pulse and Sam did a double take.

Ellie’s throat blossomed with ugly purple bruises. It almost looked like someone had tried
to strangle her. The medic looked up at him and Sam saw confusion in his eyes as well.

“Significant bruising across the throat,” he said to his companion. “But she appears to be
breathing easily, blood oxygen is holding strong at 99%. All the same, we can’t rule out tracheal
damage. Let’s get her in the chopper. You two!” He gestured to Sam and Henry. “Come help us
lift her onto the gurney.”

The paramedic coached them briefly on how and where to lift to keep Ellie stable during
the transfer.

“On three. One, two, three.”



Sam lifted, and as he did his mind flashed back to a time he’d stumbled across a baby
robin that had fallen from its nest. He had cradled it in his hands for a moment before his mom
had come out with a ladder and climbed up to put it back in its home. She had talked
comfortingly to its nervous parents the whole time, reassuring them that their baby would have a
happy ending.

Now Sam felt a whole new level of empathy for the robin’s parents, mixed with a pang of
envy; he had no one to talk him down. And between Ellie’s strange injuries and his father’s
unexpected disappearance, he was starting to feel more and more like the ending of this story
wouldn’t be happy at all.

The paramedics hoisted the gurney between them and set off at a quick walk for the
helicopter. Almost unconsciously, Sam followed them into the roar of the wind and watched as
they lifted Ellie inside. The first man pulled himself into the helicopter, where Sam could see an
array of medical equipment fixed to the inside walls. The man started securing Ellie’s gurney and
Sam felt a pang of anguish. The second medic turned to him.

“Are you staying or coming?” he yelled over the roar of the blades.
“I’m staying. I just…” He trailed off dumbly. The medic’s gaze softened.
“We’ll take good care of her. I wish you all the luck in the world.” With that, the medic

pulled himself inside the chopper and gestured for Sam to step away. He did, retracing his steps
to where Henry stood, huge hands in his pockets and shoulders hunched. The helicopter roared
as it lifted into the sky, its downdraft drying the tears that spilled out onto Sam’s cheeks almost
as fast as they fell. He wasn’t usually a crier.

Except, of course, on the notable occasions when he had lost — or almost lost — a
family member.

The questions came thick and fast in his mind now. How had Ellie ended up with a nasty
head wound and what looked like strangulation marks on her throat? Their father would never
have hurt Ellie like that, so was there someone else that they didn’t know about hiding in the
canyon? A fugitive or dangerous criminal perhaps? Was there any truth to the wild rumors about
the monsters hiding in these woods? A chill ran down his spine at the thought.

Above all, where was his father?
Silently, Henry put an arm around Sam’s shoulders. They watched without saying

anything as the helicopter disappeared into the sky and the throb of its blades faded into silence.
By that time, Sam had stopped shaking and the tears on his face had dried.

“Any update on that search and rescue boat?” he asked, still staring at the spot where the
helicopter had disappeared.



“No,” Henry said with a long sigh. “They’re fast, but getting here takes a bit no matter
what equipment you have. I’d guess they’d be here inside two hours though.”

Two hours!
“I’m going to look around here for dad,” Sam said, stepping away. “With Ellie injured

like that he wouldn’t have gone far. I suspect there’s good odds that he’s injured in the trees back
there somewhere.”

“We should start at the spot where Ellie was and then sweep out from there,” Henry
suggested. He seemed as eager to do something as Sam was, but he turned and looked Sam in the
eye first. “Hey, are you holding up okay?”

“I will be,” Sam growled softly, looking back toward the trees through narrowed eyes,
“once we find out what the hell happened here.”


