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​Prologue

​The Whistle Game
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The whistle came from the trees in Rowan’s voice.

Eli Hale sat up in the lower bunk and listened. Rain ticked against the roof of Cabin Six. Eight boys breathed in the dark, some softly, some with the wet snore of summer colds. Beyond the screens, thunder rolled over Black Spruce Lake.

Three notes sounded again.

High. Low. High.

Rowan had invented the signal when they were little. It meant come find me. She had used it in grocery stores, in the vacant lot behind their house, and once during a funeral when Eli had hidden beneath a table with three stolen cookies. Nobody else knew it.

He slipped from his sleeping bag.

His counselor had tied a spoon to the cabin door as an alarm after catching two boys sneaking to the girls’ cabins. Eli eased the screen outward instead. The wet earth received his bare feet with a cold squish.

“Ro?” he whispered.

The forest answered with the three notes.

He should have been frightened. Instead he felt relieved. Rowan had been furious with him since breakfast, when he told everyone she kissed a counselor behind the boathouse. She had refused to sit with him at dinner. Maybe this was her way of forgiving him.

Eli crossed behind the cabin row. Rain made silver wires in the beam of his flashlight. The light shook, though he told himself that was because he was cold.

At the north-shore trail, a board had been nailed between two trees.

STAFF ONLY. NO CAMPERS BEYOND THIS POINT.

The whistle came from beyond it.

“This isn’t funny.”

Something knocked twice against a trunk.

Eli ducked under the board.

The forbidden trail descended through black spruce and hemlock. Mud squeezed between his toes. Branches scratched his Camp Black Spruce T-shirt. Once he caught a smell like wet dog mixed with pennies, and the hairs rose along his arms.

He found the first footprint where the trail crossed a patch of pale sand.

It looked human, except no human foot could be that broad. Its toes had pressed deep furrows. Water gathered inside the heel.

“Rowan?”

A whimper answered.

Eli followed it off the trail.

His flashlight found broken ferns, then a length of steel cable stretched tight between two roots. At its end, something crouched against a boulder.

For one impossible second, Eli thought it was a lost camper wearing a fur coat.

Then it lifted its face.

It was no taller than Eli while crouched. Rust-colored hair covered its shoulders and long arms. Its black eyes reflected the flashlight without blinking. A cable loop had cinched around one ankle, cutting through hair and skin. Blood sheeted over a foot that was nearly as long as Eli’s forearm.

The creature bared square, human-looking teeth.

Eli stumbled backward.

It gave the same soft whimper.

“You’re hurt,” he said.

The creature watched him. Rain ran down the ridges of its face.

Eli saw the cable’s release lever staked beside the roots. He had helped his father set harmless box traps for raccoons under their deck. Every trap had a trick. Every trapped animal became more dangerous when you came close.

He set down the flashlight.

“Don’t bite me.”

The creature’s nostrils widened. Its gaze fixed on Eli’s wrist, where a friendship bracelet glowed in wet strands of blue and yellow. Rowan had made a matching one. Eli touched it, then touched his chest.

“Eli.”

The creature made a breathy sound.

“Ee-lie.”

Eli froze.

A light swept between the trees.

“Boy,” a man called. “Get away from it.”

Hollis Creed came down the slope carrying a rifle. He was younger then, with a black beard and a red camp jacket. Behind him walked his father, Mr. Creed, holding a hooked pole.

The trapped creature began to thrash. The cable hummed.

“It’s just a baby,” Eli said.

“Move.”

“You trapped it.”

Hollis raised the rifle. “Last warning.”

The three-note whistle sounded uphill.

Not from Rowan. Not from anything human.

Mr. Creed’s face emptied of color. “She found us.”

Trees shook on the ridge. Something heavy came down through them without using the trail. Branches snapped at shoulder height. The forest filled with a deep vibration that Eli felt in his teeth.

Hollis seized Eli’s shirt and threw him aside.

The shot was enormous.

The trapped juvenile screamed. An answering roar struck the slope like wind. Eli rolled into a wash of mud, lost his flashlight, and saw a figure pass between lightning-white trees.

It was taller than Hollis by half a body. Black hair streamed from its arms. One hand caught Mr. Creed and lifted him from the ground.

Eli crawled to the cable release.

Behind him, the rifle fired again. Mr. Creed screamed once.

Eli shoved both hands against the rusted lever. It did not move. The juvenile pulled until the cable cut deeper, shrieking into his face.

“Help me,” Eli begged.

He braced one foot against the stake and hauled. The lever snapped down.

The loop loosened.

The juvenile tore free. It took two limping steps, then turned. Its long fingers closed around Eli’s wrist, not hard enough to hurt.

For a moment they stared at one another.

Then Hollis’s rifle flashed.

Pain struck Eli’s side. He fell. The bracelet broke and remained in the creature’s hand.

The huge female crashed between them. Hollis ran toward camp. The juvenile dragged Eli beneath the ferns as more shots cracked through the rain.

Eli tried to shout for Rowan, but his breath had gone thin and bubbling.

The last thing he heard before the forest carried him away was the whistle game moving through the trees, one creature calling to another in his sister’s voice.
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​Chapter 1

​Opening Night
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Twenty years later, Rowan Hale stood beneath the Camp Black Spruce water tower and watched seventy-two children surrender their phones.

Some did it cheerfully. Some looked as if head counselor Beck Alvarez were removing organs with a pair of kitchen tongs. The devices landed in padded envelopes, each marked with a camper’s name and cabin number, then disappeared into a steel lockbox.

“Seven weeks without civilization,” Beck announced. “You’re welcome.”

Groans rolled across the assembly lawn.

Rowan smiled despite herself. Beck caught it from the platform and gave her a small salute. He was lean, brown-skinned, and sun-weathered around the eyes, with the calm balance of someone accustomed to standing on cliffs. She had met him two hours earlier during staff introductions. He had shaken her hand, noticed her gaze straying to Cabin Six, and politely pretended not to notice.

The cabin remained where memory had left it, downhill from the infirmary beneath three enormous pines. Its shutters were closed. Moss greened the steps. A new brass padlock shone on the door.

Everything else had been rebuilt or repainted. The dining hall was bigger. The waterfront had floating trampolines. A ropes course threaded the ridge. Even the old water tower wore a cheerful mural of campers paddling beneath the words BEST SUMMER EVER.

“In a fire,” Hollis Creed told the campers, taking Beck’s place, “the tower supplies every hose on camp. Those blue valves are for staff only. Touch one, and you will spend your summer cleaning latrines with a toothbrush.”

The campers laughed.

Rowan watched Hollis. Age had narrowed him but not softened him. His black beard had become a white blade along his jaw. He wore pressed khaki despite the heat, and a silver whistle rested against his sternum.

He had recognized Rowan when she arrived. She saw it in the pause before he welcomed her, but he had not spoken Eli’s name.

“Phone-free means fear-free,” Hollis continued. “No doomscrolling. No social media drama. No parents checking your location every nine minutes. At Black Spruce, we give children the world as it was meant to be.”

Behind him, Grant Creed filmed with a professional camera.

Rowan turned away before the lens found her.

A boy stood at the edge of the crowd with both hands pressed over his ears. He was small for twelve, with round glasses and hearing aids tucked behind them. The laughter, whistles, and slamming lockbox had tightened his face.

Rowan approached from the front so she would not startle him.

“Max?”

He nodded.

“I’m Rowan, the health director. Too loud?”

“It stacks,” he said. “Every sound stacks on every other sound.”

She led him toward the shade of the infirmary. A girl with a thick black braid detached herself from the group and followed.

“I’m his buddy,” she said.

“I have not agreed to that,” Max said.

“Your mom paid me.”

Max looked alarmed.

“She did not,” the girl told Rowan. “I’m June.”

On the infirmary porch, Rowan checked Max’s hearing aids and had him lower the ambient setting through his phone before it joined the lockbox. June leaned against a post, orange emergency whistle bouncing on her lanyard.

“That’s better,” Max said.

Across the lawn, the trees beyond the lake stood in a dark wall. Black Spruce Lake was half a mile wide and nearly circular, formed by a glacial bowl. No cabins, roads, or beaches broke the north shore.

Max followed Rowan’s gaze.

“I saw somebody over there.”

“A hiker?”

“During the swim test. A face behind a tree.”

June said, “He thinks it was Bigfoot.”

“I did not say Bigfoot.”

“You described Bigfoot without using the brand name.”

Rowan crouched beside him. “What did you see?”

“Hair around the eyes. No clothes. It was high up.”

“In a tree?”

“No. The eyes were high.”

The old pressure began beneath Rowan’s ribs, the one that made every room feel short of air. She looked toward the north shore again. Nothing moved among the trees.

“Bears sometimes stand to smell across water,” she said.

Max studied her with an uncomfortable degree of attention. “You don’t believe that.”

Before she could answer, an engine rattled behind the infirmary. Groundskeeper Amos Flint arrived in a mud-spattered utility cart. He climbed out holding a food-storage bin with an intact padlock and a lid bent upward like peeled tin.

“Found it behind the kitchen,” he said.

Amos had been at Black Spruce when Rowan was a camper, though he had worked for a logging crew then. He had recognized her immediately.

“Bear?” Rowan asked.

“If it was, it learned locksmithing.”

June and Max leaned closer. Rowan sent them to the assembly with instructions to report dizziness or pain. June saluted. Max looked once more toward the lake before following.

Amos waited until they were gone.

“You picked a bad summer to come back.”

“You said that in your email.”

“You came anyway.”

“You said you had information about Eli.”

Amos glanced toward Hollis. “Not here.”

He lowered the bin and showed Rowan four dents along its rim. They were spaced like fingertips, each wider than her thumb.

“This was not here last week,” Amos said. “Neither were the knocks.”

“What knocks?”

“Two at dusk. Three before dawn. From the north side.”

Rowan touched one dent. The metal edge was cold in the heat.

“Why didn’t you tell Hollis?”

Amos looked at her as if she had asked why he did not confess to a snake.

Grant Creed came around the corner with his camera.

“There she is,” he said. “Our new guardian angel.”

Grant had Hollis’s sharp cheekbones and none of his restraint. He wore a backward camp cap and a shirt printed with QR codes linking to the camp’s promotional channels.

“We’re getting staff intros,” he said. “Give me ten seconds about why every kid deserves a wild summer.”

“No.”

“Authenticity. Love it.” He raised the camera.

Rowan covered the lens with her palm.

Grant’s smile cooled. “Dad said you might be difficult.”

“Your father hired me to keep children alive, not to improve your engagement.”

“Same business, really.”

Amos drove away with the damaged bin. Grant watched him go, then lowered his voice.

“The old guy enjoys ghost stories. Don’t let him infect the campers.”

“Did a ghost open your food locker?”

“A forklift. Amos backs into everything.”

He walked toward the lawn.

Rowan entered the infirmary and locked the screen behind her. For three minutes she stood in the medicine room with her hands braced against the counter, breathing through the smell of rubbing alcohol and pine cleaner.

She had promised herself she would not become fifteen again.

The promise had survived the drive north. It had survived the first glimpse of the camp sign, repainted but still carved in the shape of a crouching bear. It weakened when she opened the bottom drawer of the infirmary desk and found the old incident forms.

The file from August 2006 was not there.

Rowan had expected that. She had requested it twice as part of her employment paperwork, using the excuse that a previous fatality belonged in the medical history. Hollis had answered that flooding destroyed records before 2010.

Yet the drawer contained allergy lists from 1998 and a counselor’s sprained ankle report from 1983.

She shut it when the screen door rattled.

Hollis entered without knocking. “Settling in?”

“Where is Eli’s incident report?”

He did not pretend to misunderstand. “You have been here three hours.”

“Long enough to find the gap.”

“Your brother drowned. There was a search, an investigation, and a grieving family looking for someone to blame.”

“No body.”

“The lake keeps what it takes.”

Rowan stepped close enough to smell his mint toothpaste. “Amos wrote that you lied.”

For the first time, Hollis’s composure shifted. It was no more than a tightening beside his mouth.

“Amos Flint has spent thirty years turning poacher tales into religion. I hired you because your credentials are excellent and because I thought returning might help you. Do not make me regret the kindness.”

“You hired me because three other nurses quit.”

“Two. One had a family emergency.”

“And the other?”

“Heard noises in the woods.”

Hollis smiled as if sharing a joke, but his eyes remained fixed on hers.

Outside, a counselor tested the brass camp bell. Its note rolled across the lawn and came back faintly from the eastern ridge.

“We have children arriving frightened of weather, insects, and silence,” Hollis said. “Fear spreads faster than any illness you will treat. Whatever personal investigation you imagine conducting, keep it away from them.”

He left.

On the wall hung the camp emergency map. Rowan traced the red access road down the mountain, the footbridge over Split Rock Gorge, and the six miles to the county highway. A dotted line marked an old logging tunnel through the eastern ridge, labeled CLOSED.

Someone had scratched away the north shore trails.
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