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​Chapter One
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​“Mauled by bears!” Mom’s voice shrieks through my car speakers, making me regret ever installing a hands-free system. “I’ve never liked this whole housesitting thing anyway, with you all alone in a stranger’s home.”

I roll my eyes, glad that at least my expressions are off-grid. “As opposed to what? Sitting alone in our house for free?” 

“It’s not the same thing! You’re glorified burglar repellent. They specifically target vacationers for this kind of thing.”

Compared to schlepping around at my last waitressing job, getting paid to pig out and watch TV is a pretty sweet deal. But even though Mom had been sold on moving to the sleepy town of Lune for its safety, swapping houses all of a sudden makes the place perilous.

“Exactly. The people specifically targeting our house look for teenage girls left alone on predictably regular schedules. I’ll take my chances with the sort that’s discouraged just by seeing that someone is home.”

You don’t hear of many burglaries in Lune, anyway, but people really just want the peace of mind. And have the income to pay lots for it.

“But Kara, bears break into houses, right? And that guy that got mauled was a park ranger. Unless he wasn’t a particularly good park ranger, that’s got to be one vicious bear!” 

I conveniently left out the whole bear attack thing when I told her about this job. Most teenagers would be thrilled at my lack of supervision, but my Mom somehow maintains an absent parent presence stronger than those that are constantly around. It’s probably something to do with her being the widowed mother of an adopted child. I joke that the ghost of my father, who died long ago enough for this to be more funny than sad, reports my movements to her while she’s not around.

She’d only just recently let go of my old baby blanket; saving a piece of the grey wool to braid the bracelet I always wear around my wrist.

“Look at it this way. Before we even get to the murder stage, when the serial killer’s still peeping through the window as I eat popcorn in my underwear, the bears will just maul him. The burglars will go ‘Oh, no thanks,’ and then the bears will stay outside. Because they’re bears.” 

“I know,” she says, as the reception grows fuzzy, “I just worry about you being all alone—

“Uh, oh! You’re breaking up. I’ll catch you online if I can’t find reception!” 

Mom likes to go on and on about how spooky it must be to spend all this time by myself. What she doesn’t get is that, when it’s dark and quiet, the knowledge that you’re truly alone is a comforting thought.

I watch the trees go by, noticing that even in the early afternoon, the forest is thick enough to prevent any sunlight from hitting the ground. I wonder what wildlife bustles beyond.

Because, see, true fear is realizing that you’re not alone. 
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​Not many people choose to live in the woods bordering Lake Lune year-round. But when they do, they also tend to shell out for deluxe log mansions with every available comfort.

But this lakefront cabin is on another level. After following the wooden walkway up a rustic staircase, which spirals around a thick tree trunk, I arrive at an expansive wrap-around porch on the middle level. I’d never even seen an outdoor spiral stairway before—I could tell Mom that bears can’t climb spiral staircases, and she’d be hard pressed to find evidence proving otherwise. 

Through large front windows, I see all the way to the back sundeck, hot tub and outdoor fireplace included. The forest skirts around the lake as far as I can see, but a clearing gives a view of Lake Lune. I stop short at what I think is some kind of fancy doormat; a plate of slotted metal.

The door opens, revealing the petite Mrs. Pemberly, with a blonde bob and sharp, yet strong, features—a thin, long nose, square jaw, and slender lips. But when she flashes a blinding smile, igniting her blue eyes with excitement, her face softens.

She puts her hand over her chest. “You found us! Come on in! I’m Catrin,” she says in a saccharine, singsong voice. 

“Uh,” I hesitate before the contraption, “this isn’t a trapdoor, is it?” 

“Oh, Kara!” Catrine laughs, waving her hand like we’re old friends. “That’s our electrified ‘unwelcome mat,’ but it’s for bears, not people.” 

She leads me inside, mistaking my confusion for horror. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t actually hurt them! Just enough of a shock to spook them—we just can’t have electric fencing with Haimo roaming around.”

Something tickles my hand, sniffing. I take in a mass of thick black fur, peppered with flecks of grey, that managed to sneak over on hardwood floors without a sound. He’s longer nose-to-tail than I am tall, standing high enough to sniff my belly button. 

“Haimo’s a wolf-dog mix that showed up one day. He’s tame, but usually more suspicious of newcomers. You look...sort of familiar, though. Maybe he’s seen you around before?”

She studies me carefully. I wore my standard hoodie and jeans, throwing my auburn hair into a messy bun, not expecting to exchange pleasantries with the kind of client that preps for camping in full makeup and stylish trousers. “Not really, I’m still new to Lune.”

“Huh,” Catrin shrugs. “Oh well, he’s been a little off ever since that ranger incident.”

She leads me to a sofa in the living area, a cavernous vaulted space exposed to the second story. The back windows reach from floor to ceiling, flooding the room with light.  Haimo sits directly in front of me, staring with startlingly orange eyes.

Catrin flutters to the kitchen and back, mindlessly folding and packing supplies into hiking backpacks. “Like I warned you on the phone, Haimo goes out as he pleases, but you’ll need to be careful about going outside. I don’t mean to scare you, though. We’re fully bear-proofed, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

She looks incredulously at Haimo, now curled up by my feet. “And if Haimo’s around, he picks up on security breaches before they even register on my husband’s fancy-schmancy system.”

“This the fresh meat, mom?” a voice calls from above. An amused face looks over the upstairs railing. I’ve seen him hanging around town before, but he doesn’t actually go to our high school. His stocky build and confident swagger screams varsity star-player, but his perpetually shaggy brown hair and untrimmed stubble are standard for the “forest kids” who attend at a building closer to the lake, where they live-stream video directly from our classrooms.

Catrin raises her eyebrow. “Finish packing, Emric. You don’t have time to be mischievous. Are you familiar with bears, Kara?”

“I’ve never met one before.”

“Well, they rarely attack humans. Our black bears generally run away from people, so most attacks happen when a lone traveler accidentally makes the bear feel trapped and defensive. Like they think happened to poor Mason Frost.”

Catrin hoists up a stuffed backpack with surprising strength for her tiny frame, carrying it over to the door. “They’re much more likely to break into empty cabins for an easy food source. The way those bears think, one scavenges a poorly-secured campsite and thinks he’s invincible, and then gets the bright idea to round up all his friends and raid other campsites for easy scores, and then they move on to cabins...they’re junkies, really.”

“You’ll love this, then,” a voice says from behind us.

A man I assume to be Mr. Pemberly nods at me, playing with a tablet. His brown hair matches Emric’s in both shagginess and fullness, but instead of the stubble, he’s rocking a moustache.

Catrin gives me a pointed look, as if we’re both in on some joke. “Hun, that’s a strange thing to say to someone you haven’t even introduced yourself to.” 

He smiles apologetically. “Sorry, Kara. I was already listening in – I’m Felix.”

Felix Pemberly aims the tablet at the back windows. After a few seconds of whirring, an external metal shade lowers, covering the room in darkness. Another tablet touch illuminates the medieval-style chandelier above us.

“Catrin has been pretty freaked out about the break-ins, so we’ve installed a home automation system that’s bear proof.”

“Oh!” Catrin guffaws. “Don’t act like you even need an excuse to buy a new toy!”

Felix smiles sheepishly. “You don’t have to keep the covers up all the time, especially with the lunar eclipse tonight, but definitely when you’re sleeping or otherwise distracted.”

He takes a seat, running through the system’s features. Along with serving as a remote for regular household stuff like the lighting, electronics, and temperature, the tablet streams security camera feeds with motion-sensor notifications and activates shocks of electricity at primary entry points. This is the stuff I’m going to tell Mom.

“If you must go outside, play the stereo system up loud to spook any prowlers and keep the tablet close. Even the residual the smell of your wild berry shampoo can bring these guys around.”

Okay, Felix either has an incredible nose, or he made a lucky guess. What are the odds he’d just pick any shampoo as an example, coincidentally landing on my wild berry?

Catrin laughs, patting Felix on the shoulder. “I use the same brand. Felix shuts himself away all day, restoring old clocks, so it’s easy to mistake him for a total weirdo.”

“Yep, that’s why I married a psychologist. He nudges her. “I’m a clinical weirdo!”

“You’re a psychologist?” I ask, eyeing the grid of video screens. “You’re not going to, like, remotely lock me in the fortified house from the outside for some crazy cabin fever experiment, are you?”

“Well, the trip’s off guys!” Emric says in mock anger from upstairs. “She’s figured it out!”

“Emric doesn’t want to pack,” Felix stage whispers.

An identical face pops up next to Emric’s, joining in on the whispering.  

“Whoa,” I exhale.

Catrin sighs. “There’s actually two of them, but the other one’s named Garrit. He’s
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