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      Survival of the fittest becomes harsh reality in the blink of an eye.

      Greg Healy isn’t fooled. The hunting trip is merely a ploy contrived by his wife and mother to force Greg and his father to end their estrangement. Not even Greg’s teenage daughter or his father’s hunting buddies along for the ride will be enough of a buffer to heal the rift of long-standing resentments. But the helicopter has barely dropped them in the remote Canadian wilderness when they discover their new equipment is dead with no explanation. Now they’ll have to rely on each other and resort to Old West ingenuity to find their way home—before the hunter becomes the hunted.

      For seventeen-year-old Darryl Healy, things aren’t much easier on his grandparents’ cattle ranch. Not when his highly intelligent and successful mother keeps hounding him about college applications. But college quickly loses its allure when the lights go out after a cyberattack. Frightening responsibilities fall squarely on Darryl’s unproven shoulders as a power-hungry politician is determined to confiscate the ranch’s resources—by any means necessary.

      Danger and death await the Healy family as each group attempts to navigate this terrifying new post-apocalyptic world while the vast wilderness separates them. When deceit arises from within their ranks, they’ll face threats as lethal as the grizzly bears and mountain lions lurking in the shadows.

      And in order to survive the nightmare, a deal with the devil might be their only saving grace.
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      The rotor blades kicked up such a fierce cloud of dust and debris that Greg had to shield his face with his hands. The limbs of the trees whipped wildly, and the backwash of the rotors made the cold air sharp, stinging his exposed flesh. And then the helicopter was moving away, its deafening roar shifting tones as it flew out across the valley. Greg brushed stray leaves and dirt off his shoulder and watched the bright-blue Bell 407 disappearing in the pale eastern sky. As it went, he felt civilization going with it.

      Well, we’re in the wilderness now, he thought. No backing out of this.

      Still, he remained frozen in place until the sound of the helicopter had completely faded. Only then did he turn, willing himself to move. The others were scattered across the clearing already against a backdrop of massive lodgepole pines, black spruce, and larch trees that dominated the mountainous area. It was raw British Columbia wilderness, just about as far from civilization as you could get without parachuting into the tundra.

      All of their gear that had been unloaded from the helicopter formed an impressive pile. Greg’s father, Tuck, was already working hard to arrange the bags and boxes of tarps, ropes, blankets, and more. The leathery old man was all skin and muscle these days. Somehow Greg’s father had retained his farmer’s strength, though his flannel shirt and jeans hung loose, and he’d shriveled a bit in recent years. As Greg watched, his father grabbed a massive tent pack and heaved it off the pile like it was nothing.

      Well, this is it, Greg thought. Quality time with the old man. It’s now or never. Marion wants me to make this work, so I’d better make it work.

      He sighed and crossed the clearing. The pressure was on. Tuck heard him coming and turned. Greg’s father looked so much like him, it was as if someone had taken Greg’s broad face, shrink-wrapped it over his skull, and charred the skin slightly in an oven. That was an uncharitable assessment, of course, and Greg knew it.

      “Hey there, Dad,” Greg said. “Can I help you out?”

      Tuck was heaving the packs off the pile, carrying them over to the tents and setting them down one by one in a neat row.

      “Suit yourself,” Tuck replied, in that rough voice of his. The man had a remarkable ability to make the least little comment sound like a complete and utter dismissal.

      He doesn’t mean it. That’s what Marion would say. That’s also what his mother would have said. Greg’s wife and mother were thick as thieves when it came to this forced reconciliation.

      Greg grabbed a big bundle of sleeping bags that had been lashed together and worked it off the stack. As he did, Tuck picked up another one of the tent packs and hoisted it up like a hay bale, carrying it over to the others.

      Greg heard what sounded like distant thunder, and he glanced up at the sky. The only clouds to be seen were gathered just above the treetops to the west, but they didn’t seem threatening.

      “Well, looks like we might get rain during our first night camping. A nice, chilly autumn rain. I suppose I don’t mind.”

      “If it drops a few more degrees, we might get snow,” Tuck replied. “You can handle a little precipitation, I hope. The big city hasn’t coddled you that much.”

      “I can handle whatever,” Greg said, struggling to lug the sleeping bags over to the tents. “I just hope it clears up by morning. I plan to hit the river tomorrow. I’d like to get some fishing in first thing in the morning.”

      “I was thinking we ought to hike the area first,” Tuck replied. “It’s always best to get a lay of the land.”

      Already a disagreement. Greg was caught between wanting to keep the peace and wanting to go his own way out of sheer, hateful habit. But their friendly little father-son chat was interrupted when Dad’s buddy walked over and proceeded to have one of his coughing fits.

      Eustace Simpson was a former smoker whose lungs and throat had yet to fully recover. He was a huge burly chap with an impressive red beard and a massive Cro-Magnon cranium. He wore a thick, red flannel jacket that strained at the buttons, and his hands were calloused and rough. Eustace was an acquaintance of Tuck and Tabitha Healy, and he also claimed to be an avid fisherman and hunter. However, Greg had his own reasons for accepting the man’s invitation, reasons he hadn’t shared with anyone, though he wondered if the man sensed his purpose.

      Eustace knows I’m an environmental lawyer, Greg thought. Surely it has crossed his mind that I have my eye on him.

      “Sun’s going down,” Eustace said in his deep voice. “We’d better get these tents set up before it’s too dark.”

      “I got you covered, buddy,” said Tommy Riedel, a small guy with a scruffy beard—one of Tuck’s other friends. “Let’s do this.”

      “Dad.”

      The last member of their camping trip was Emma, Greg’s fourteen-year-old daughter. She was a bit heavy on the eye shadow these days, and Greg thought it made her eyes look bruised, but he still saw the round-cheeked little girl she’d once been. She had her mother’s brown eyes, and wisps of blonde hair poked out of the edge of her toque.

      “Dad, I want to set up my own tent,” she said, coming up beside him. “By myself. I know how to do it.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “It’s not a simple setup like a dome tent. You’ve never set one of these up before.”

      “I can do it. Watch me.” She brushed past him.

      Emma’s long-range plan was to become a park ranger, and she wanted to prove herself this year. She’d made that very clear. Greg was tempted to give her a bit of advice anyway, but he bit his lip and walked over to Eustace instead, helping him unfold the support poles for his much larger tunnel tent.

      “What do you think?” Eustace said, taking in the surrounding wilderness with a broad sweep of one arm. “I keep a nice campsite, eh?”

      “It’s a lovely area,” Greg replied. And, indeed, he was excited to see what it had to offer. He’d never camped this far from civilization, and the looming mountains and towering forests were breathtaking.

      “Everyone thinks we mess with the land,” Eustace said, “just because we’re a natural gas company. But you can see for yourself. This is virgin land. We haven’t done a damned thing to hurt it.”

      I’ll be the judge of that. We already know more than you think, pal, Greg thought, as outwardly he merely said, “Looks that way.”

      Tuck’s little friend Tommy was flitting about the camp, apparently too excited to focus on any one task. As Greg watched, he tried to help Emma set up her tent, but she shook her head and waved him off.

      “I did it, Dad,” Emma said. She’d set up her tent in record time, and although it didn’t look perfect—sit seemed slightly out of alignment—it was serviceable. Greg gave his daughter a round of applause.

      “Excellent,” he said. “I couldn’t have done better myself.”

      She gave him a withering look that suggested she didn’t believe he meant it. “Well, now I’m going to start the campfire. I can do that, too!”

      She moved to the center of the camp and began clearing a firepit among the rocks. Greg was genuinely impressed with his daughter—not just her ability but her self-reliance. He’d tried to encourage it in her over the years, and it seemed to have taken root.

      That’ll serve you well, kiddo, he thought.

      As she began stacking up kindling, Greg went to his gear and picked out a small plastic suitcase. He undid the combination lock and popped it open to reveal a rather expensive satellite phone tucked into foam padding.

      Time to make a call, he thought. Marion will want to know we’re settling in.

      The phone looked somewhat like an old Nokia cell phone from the early 2000s, though it was larger and had a much longer, thicker antenna. It was packed with a charger, a backup battery, and a bunch of other attachments and accessories that he rarely used. He worked the phone out of its padding, tucked it into his shirt pocket, then walked across the campsite, trying to appear like he was taking a casual stroll. Best to be far from Eustace, just in case he had to mention the case.

      Greg pulled the sat phone out of his pocket and pressed the on button. It usually took a few seconds to turn on, so when it didn’t respond right away, he didn’t think much of it. He double-checked to make sure he was pressing the button firmly. When it still didn’t respond, he pressed the button a few times repeatedly, shook the phone, and pressed the button one more time.

      Battery must be dead, he thought. He went back to the briefcase, grabbed the charging cable, and plugged the phone into the backup charger. He gave it a few seconds, then tried to turn it on again. Still nothing.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered. “This damn thing is practically new. I tested it yesterday. Yesterday.”

      With a pocketknife, he worked open the battery case, then swapped out the battery with the extra in the briefcase. This time, he pressed the power button as hard as he could and held it there for almost a full minute. The phone still didn’t turn on.

      “Son of a—” He bit off the curse. Emma was close by, her fire already crackling. Marion didn’t like it when he cussed in front of her.

      “Dad, look. It’s already going pretty good.”

      He looked over his shoulder and saw his daughter adding sticks to a small, steady fire. She was doing a great job, but the sudden anxiety spoiled the moment for him. He needed this stupid phone to work.

      “Very nice,” he managed to say, then turned and smacked the satellite phone against his palm.

      He tried the power button one last time and got no response. Disgusted, he tossed the phone back into the briefcase, dumped the battery charger on top of it, and slammed the briefcase shut.

      “Problem?”

      He looked up into the bony face of his father. Why did the man always look like he’d sucked on a lemon?

      “The stupid sat phone is dead,” Greg replied. “It was working this morning. Somehow, between the time we left the hotel and the time we landed at the campsite, it died.”

      “Well, we are supposed to be roughing it, after all,” Tuck replied. “Maybe nature did you a favor.”

      “I need…we need that phone,” Greg said. “What if there’s an emergency?”

      “We have first aid kits,” Tuck said.

      “I promised Marion I’d get in touch with her so she’d know we all arrived safe and sound.”

      Eustace walked over then, brushing his big, ruddy hands on the thighs of his jeans. “Take the battery out. Let it sit overnight inside your tent. Maybe the cold messed with it. Try it again in the morning.”

      “That’s…” A stupid idea. But it wouldn’t help his cause to say it, so he pressed his lips together instead. “Yeah, I’ll try that, Eustace. Thanks.”

      He picked up the briefcase, carried it over to where he intended to set up his tent, and dumped it on the ground in disgust.

      The batteries were brand-new. The phone was working just a few hours ago. It doesn’t make any sense.
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      From his place on the bed, his view of the world through the window was all sky, not a single cloud. Darryl Healy had taken a long afternoon nap, mostly out of boredom, and he now had a pounding headache. The window was right at the head of his bed, inches from his pillow, so he could feel the crisp, cold evening air seeping through the glass.

      I’ll bet they’re real cold way up on that mountain, he thought. He felt a moment of regret not being with his family, but he quickly pushed it out of his mind.

      Not yet ready to get up, he’d turned on a news podcast and set his phone on the big desk beside the bed. The woman droning on about various global events had a pleasant voice. It was producing a bit of a heady, buzz-like ASMR effect, making Darryl even less willing to get up. Despite this, he was only half-listening to the actual content.

      “They’re called ANPRIM,” she said. “That’s A-N-P-R-I-M. Do we know what that stands for? With all of their messages, I don’t think they’ve revealed the meaning of their name yet.”

      The mention of ANPRIM ruined the ASMR effect immediately. Darryl had heard of ANPRIM before. Indeed, they’d been on the news sporadically over the last year or so, though he hadn’t paid much attention. They were some large anti-technology terrorist group that had damaged bridges, hacked into government computers, stolen information, and threatened worse. But, after all, wasn’t there always some terrorist group somewhere threatening everyone?

      “For a group trying to maintain media attention, they are remarkably secretive about their actual identity,” a second person said. “However, what information we do have suggests that we’re dealing with a very large group of people working across multiple countries. Ironically, they seem to have technical expertise of a high order, which is why they’ve been quite effective at disseminating their message…and their threats.”

      “And what is that message?” the anchor asked.

      “What we’re talking about here are, essentially, modern-day Luddites,” the pundit said. “As you may recall, the Luddites were English textile workers in the nineteenth century who felt their jobs were threatened by industrial machinery. They conducted acts of sabotage in textile factories across Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and Lancashire.”

      “So, ANPRIM feels like technology has once again become a threat?” the anchor asked.

      “That’s right,” the pundit replied. “They decry the supposed dehumanization caused by the technocracy—their name for the modern world, which they claim has stolen the dignity of the common people. Like the Luddites, they have threatened to break the foundation of the worldwide industrial empire using our own tools against us.”

      “They’ve been linked to various hacking attacks, thefts, and vandalism around the world, but do we have any reason to take their larger-scale threats seriously?”

      “Well, that is indeed the unanswered question. We don’t know what they have. We don’t know what they’re capable of.”

      Darryl finally roused himself. Scrubbing his face with his hands, he sat up on the edge of the bed. The old pundit’s voice was like fingernails scraping his eardrums, so he grabbed the cell phone and shut it off. Tucking the phone into his shirt pocket, he stumbled across his room, slipped on his shoes, and headed downstairs.

      His grandparents lived in an old, roomy ranch house with dark wood walls covered in nature-themed artwork. As he made his way down the broad stairs, he heard the clank of plates and silverware from the dining room. He saw his mother moving back and forth between the table and the kitchen.

      “Mom, you’re back,” he said. “Did you see them off?”

      She paused in the kitchen doorway, clutching a pitcher of iced tea. His mom was tall, like him, with curly black hair and a pinched face.

      “Yeah, just waiting for your dad’s call,” she said. “He’s supposed to check in once they set up the camp. Let’s just hope he’s got a signal on the sat phone up there. They are so far out in the wilderness.”

      “Untouched wilderness,” Darryl said, making his way across the spacious living room. He passed through the shadow of an enormous stuffed elk head and sat down at the dining room table. “That’ll be right up Grandpa’s alley.”

      Grandma came in next, carrying a gravy boat, which she set next to the large tub of mashed potatoes. She reached over, picked up Darryl’s cloth napkin, and tucked the corner under his collar.

      “I’ve got it, Grandma,” he said.

      “How’s the research going?” his mother asked as she took her seat at the head of the table.

      First question, right out of the box. Darryl sighed and scooped a heap of mashed potatoes onto his plate. It wasn’t going. Why did she have to keep harping on his college paper at every opportunity. He didn’t want to get into another argument about it.

      “Darryl, college is your future,” Mom said as she poured herself a glass of iced tea. “It may not seem like it, but the decisions you’re making now will have a long-lasting impact on your life.”

      “Did I say I wasn’t working on it?” he replied, trying not to sound as annoyed as he was.

      “Are you?”

      “I’m…” He dumped the serving spoon back into the mashed potatoes and reached for the gravy boat. “I’m thinking through some issues, okay? Preliminary work.”

      “Always an excuse,” his mother muttered.

      Before Darryl could reply, his grandmother cleared her throat loudly. “Can we please not fight about this over dinner? Food doesn’t digest well when you’re all worked up. Let’s eat in peace, and you two can discuss college research papers later.”

      “Fine,” Darryl’s mom said, “but my point remains.”

      And with that, she grabbed the big roast and dragged it toward her. The mention of college put a damper on dinner conversation, and Darryl ate mostly in silence. He didn’t mention the news report—he was afraid if he brought up anything related to his personal life, the conversation would naturally shift back toward his incomplete college work.

      When they were done eating, he offered to do the dishes, just to have something to do. All his college books were stacked up on the desk upstairs. He didn’t want to look at them, especially not now, so he took his time with the dishes. By the time he was done, they were cleaner than ever. He dried them meticulously with a towel, then placed them one by one in the cupboard.

      Finally, he could linger no longer in front of the kitchen sink. His fingertips were wrinkled from the hot water and soap. He dried his hands and headed back into the living room, where his grandmother was quietly knitting in the corner.

      “Thanks for dinner,” he said.

      “You’re welcome, hon,” she replied. “You headed to your room now?”

      He had been headed toward the stairs, but her question changed his mind. Instead, he went to the front door.

      “Actually, I’m going to get a little fresh air while there’s still some light,” he said. Before she could say anything else, he slipped outside and pulled the door shut behind him.

      His grandparents owned an enormous piece of property. Their rolling hills and pastures were surrounded on all sides by a towering forest. It was particularly beautiful in the early evening light, with the setting sun burnishing the tops of the trees in the west. Darryl stepped down off the porch and proceeded to wander.

      Enjoy it while you can, he told himself, heading for one of the large open pastures where he saw their cows far in the distance. His grandparents, Tuck and Tabitha, were planning to sell off some of the property. The farm had become too much for them to maintain. Darryl wished he had the money to buy it from them, if only to keep it in the family.

      He made an enormous loop of the property, killing at least an hour, before starting back toward the house. On the way, he spotted his grandmother in her golf cart. She’d stopped near the electric fence. Darryl headed toward her.

      “What are you doing, Grandma?” he asked.

      “I like to reel in the electric fence at night,” she said, “give the cows less room and see how they act.”

      It was not the answer he’d expected. “What’s the point?”

      “They’ll have half as much room after the sale,” she said. “I just want to see how the smaller space affects their demeanor.” She pulled a small notebook out of the pocket of her shirt and held it up. Darryl noted her gnarled and calloused hands. The woman had worked hard her entire life. “I’m keeping a daily log.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Darryl replied.

      She must have heard something in his voice because she stopped what she was doing and turned to him. She was so much smaller than him now, a shriveled little thing, but she reached up and put her hand on his shoulder, and suddenly he felt like a little kid again.

      “Now, listen here,” she said. “I know what you’re going through. I had pressure at your age—family expectations and so forth.”

      “I just wish Mom would ease off,” Darryl said with a sigh. “I get it. She’s an engineer. She’s designed airplanes and spaceships. And Dad fights for the environment. They’ve both done amazing things. They’re helping the whole world. The expectation that somehow I’m supposed to carry on that tradition sucks. That’s all.”

      His grandma nodded and gazed off into the field. The cows were mostly clustered together near a pond. They were Canadian Holstein, black-and-white dairy cows, sturdy and strong-limbed but relatively docile. When Darryl was younger, he used to enjoy bottle-feeding the calves.

      “Think about how those poor cows feel,” his grandmother said. “Time is running out. Their world is closing in. Poor creatures have no idea why the fences keep moving, why their world keeps shrinking. No idea what the future holds.”

      “If you’re trying to convince me it sucks to be a cow, you’ve succeeded,” Darryl said, watching as one of the young cows pranced and kicked through the high grass.

      “Cows don’t have to worry about college research papers,” Grandma said. “No, hon, I’m saying that’s how it is when life changes. Transitions are never easy. There’s always uncertainty, and it feels like the world is closing in. But you hang in there, and eventually you adjust.”

      “Okay.” If anything, her attempt at comfort only amplified the stress of his current situation. The world closing in around him. Time running out. Yes, that’s how it felt.

      “You’ll be okay,” she said, patting him gently on the back.

      She climbed into her golf cart, as Darryl fixed his gaze on the cows. When she turned the key, the radio she’d installed gave a little hiss as a news program played midstory. It was the same damn thing as before: ANPRIM.

      “But do you think they actually have the means to carry out a threat of that magnitude?” the voice said. Nope, not his ASMR news anchor from before. This was just a plain old CBC Radio reporter. “They’ve caused trouble in countries all over the world, but can they really hit the whole world? Is it possible we’re just giving them the attention they crave by taking their messages seriously? Perhaps, if we ignore them, they’ll go away.”

      “You want a ride?” Grandma asked, turning down the radio. “I can drop you off at the house then come back and finish what I’m doing.”

      “No, thanks,” Darryl replied. “I sort of enjoy the walk.”

      She tipped him a little salute and sped off down the electric fence, as Darryl resumed his meandering walk toward the house. It was close to fully dark now, and the nearly cloudless sky looked as dazzling as ever, with the bright Milky Way visible to the south. The house was picture-perfect, nestled in the middle of the grassy field with forested mountains rising up in the background, a big barn to one side. Lights burned in the windows along the front of the house. He saw the silhouette of his mother in one of the upstairs bedrooms. She seemed to be gazing outside.

      Waiting for me to get back to the house and get to work, no doubt.

      He heard a loud buzzing coming from the pasture. Assuming his grandma had made a mistake with the electric fence, he glanced over his shoulder, and his breath hitched in his throat. Sparks were dancing along the electric fence, as if somehow the power had surged. This, in turn, freaked out the cows, and they charged. Darryl watched one of the older cows hit the fence straight on, as if attacking this sparking menace. Just before she got there, the sparks died, so when she hit the wires, they popped off the insulators.

      Darryl turned back around, trying to find his grandmother. Did she realize one of the cows had just destroyed the electric fence? Instead, his gaze went to the house. All the lights were out. The big floodlight in front of the barn was also out. Indeed, the whole ranch had gone utterly dark, lit only by the splash of stars overhead.

      “Grandma, what did you do?” Darryl muttered. Somehow, she must have overloaded the circuits by moving the electric fence.

      He heard cows lowing in the dark, heard their hooves in the field, and suddenly he was worried about getting trampled. Feeling a burst of anxiety, he starting picking his way toward the house. He made it about ten meters before a shadow swooped in from his right and someone suddenly grabbed him by the shoulders. Startled, he cried out, the sound of his voice echoing out over the pasture before a hand clamped over his mouth.

      “It’s me. It’s just me.” Grandma’s voice.

      Embarrassed, Darryl stepped back and moved her hand away from his mouth.

      “Darryl, the fence is down,” his grandma said. “I need your help with the cows! Come on.”

      And with that, she pushed past him, headed in the direction of the downed fence. Darryl turned to follow her.

      How are we going to wrangle a bunch of cows in the dark with no power?
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      Greg didn’t sleep well, his thoughts troubled by the broken satellite phone and the impending (and largely incompatible) dual missions of the camping trip. It was still dark when he awoke, and he tossed and turned for another hour or so. When he heard his daughter moving around outside, he finally gave up and dragged himself out of his sleeping bag. He shivered, feeling dwarfed inside the six-person enormous Coleman. He’d brought the family tent, initially intending to share it with his daughter, but she’d wanted a tent of her own. The extra emptiness meant his body heat hadn’t been quite enough to warm the interior during the night.

      Unzipping the tent flap, he gazed outside. Emma was the only one outside and was already getting the fire going, stoking it and adding sticks from the pile they’d made the night before. Greg climbed out of the tent to join her. Stiff and sore, he stretched his arms over his head, ran his hand through his hair, and walked toward the fire.

      “I hope you got some sleep last night,” he said to his daughter.

      “Not much,” she replied. “I was too excited. Also, it was pretty cold.”

      He marveled again at how big she’d gotten. She was going to be tall, that was clear, and her pudgy little-girl face was gone, had become a face he recognized and didn’t at the same time.

      “Look at what I did here,” she said, as flames began to lick the wood. “I banked coals from last night’s fire so it would be easier to start this morning.”

      She pointed into the fire where Greg could see that she’d carefully laid down the coals from the night before, built a kind of box on top with sticks, and stuffed some kindling in the center.

      “That’s smart,” he said, but he was thinking about the stupid satellite phone.

      Maybe Eustace was right. Maybe setting it out overnight had somehow recovered a charge. It made no sense, but he wanted it to be true. Greg went back to his tent and picked up the briefcase, worked it open, and pulled out the satellite phone. Instead of turning it on right away, he popped open the case and pried out the battery, checking and rechecking it for any sign of damage.

      “You got that fire going all by yourself, Emma?” At some point, Tuck had come out of his tent. Greg rarely heard him sound so enthusiastic. “That’s impressive.”

      “She’s like a fourteen-year-old survivalist,” his friend Tommy said. “Is her dad seeing this?”

      “I see it,” Greg replied, inserting the battery and shutting the phone case. He pressed the power button again and got no response. Suppressing an urge to curse loudly, he shoved the phone into his pocket.

      “She’s a smart kid,” Tuck said. “Must be related to me.”

      That made Emma laugh. When Greg turned back to the fire, he saw that his daughter was already preparing a pot of coffee. When it was ready, the campers stood around, bleary-eyed, and sipped from enamelware cups. It was a beautiful blue morning, with crisp air so fresh it made Greg feel clean and alive. There was nothing quite like being in the mountains in the middle of autumn.

      After finishing his coffee, Greg rinsed out the cup with water from one of their many plastic jugs. Then he filled his canteen. As he was doing that, his father wandered over. The man’s rough farmer’s build and leathery skin made him seem like a man who’d spent his life surviving in hostile places. He looked right at home in the wilderness.

      “We’re going for a hike this morning,” Tuck said. Not a question.

      “We are?” Greg asked.

      “Last night, when you were fiddling with that phone, Eustace and I decided we’d hike up the mountain,” Tuck replied. “You might get a better signal up there.”

      “I can’t get a better signal if I can’t turn it on.” Greg screwed the lid on his canteen and grabbed a pouch of trail mix. “It’s dead.”

      “Still a good idea, though,” Tuck said. “We could get a lay of the land. It’ll just be you, me, and Eustace. Tommy don’t want to go on account of his hip, so he can stay and keep an eye on the camp with Emma.”

      Greg looked at his father and saw a hint of a smile on his face. The old man’s tone of voice made him sound like he was trying to pick a fight, but the look on his face suggested he was in a good mood. The man was a walking contradiction.

      Maybe he truly has no idea how he comes across, Greg thought. It would explain a lot.

      And somehow, Greg’s wife, Marion, thought this trip could heal the rift between Greg and his father?

      “Okay, Dad, let’s go for a hike,” Greg said. “That’s fine. Emma, do you want to go on a hike with us up the mountain? We’ll probably have a really nice view.”

      “No, if it’s okay, I’ll stay here,” Emma said, scrubbing out the coffee pot. “I was going to set up a place to process the meat we catch when we go hunting. I read all about it before we left home.”

      “Okay, but you can hold off on that for now if you want,” he said. “There’s plenty of time.”

      “I’ll go ahead and set it up,” she said, giving him that withering look of hers. “We’re going hunting soon, aren’t we? That’s one of the main reasons we’re here, right?” This would be Emma’s first time hunting, and Greg knew she was excited about it.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get our hunting in,” he replied.

      Within the hour, Greg, Tuck, and that red-bearded giant, Eustace, loaded up their packs and headed uphill. Just before heading into the trees, Greg glanced back and saw his daughter already setting up a curtained area around some big rocks at the edge of the camp.

      Poor kid. She just wants to hunt and fish, but she’s stuck with her father, who’s more concerned about this phone, he thought.

      As for Greg, he immediately felt awkward crunching along through the forest with his father and Eustace. He didn’t know either man very well, and more than that, he was essentially a double agent spying on Eustace for an environmental court case. Things were still ice-cold between Greg and his father. Tuck clearly wasn’t going to be the one to bridge the gap, and Greg honestly had no idea how to do it. Dad’s friend Tommy seemed to have a calming effect on him, but he’d stayed behind.

      This should be a fun little hike, Greg thought bitterly.

      And, indeed, none of the men said a single word as they picked their way through the trees and rocks up toward a higher clearing above the tree line. The loudest sound was Eustace’s breathing. The man was constantly snorting, coughing, making weird grunting noises, or just sucking in air like a bear sniffing garbage.

      They walked maybe two kilometers over the course of an hour, tying off nylon strips along the way to mark their path. When they reached a big rocky clearing above the trees, they finally stopped. Greg was out of breath and feeling the effects of thin air. He took a long swig of water from his canteen then sat down on a fallen log at the edge of the clearing.

      Surprisingly, Tuck plopped down beside him with a long whoosh of air. Greg munched on trail mix, Tuck enjoyed a granola bar, and Eustace produced a chocolate bar. But not a single word was spoken. Periodically, Greg tried to think of something to say, but then he resented having to break the silence.

      “Quite a hike,” Eustace said. The first spoken words since they’d left the camp. He dabbed his ruddy, lined forehead with the sleeve of his flannel jacket. As he stood there, he dug into a pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small handheld GPS. The thing looked about three generations of tech out of date. “Let’s see exactly where we are.”

      “Does that thing work out here?” Tuck asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Eustace said. “We can get GPS coordinates on almost all of our company land. We’ve had employees check.”

      Working up here, Greg thought. Doing what, exactly?

      And that was the essential question. What was a gas company doing in all of this pristine, rugged wilderness?

      “Well, what do you know?” Eustace said, punching the power button of the GPS device with one enormous thumb. “Damn thing’s not working. Won’t even turn on. I know I charged the battery yesterday before we left. I know it.”

      He held up the device, turning the dark screen toward them. Greg felt a little flutter of unease.

      “Dead like the satellite phone,” he said. “That means we have no phone and no GPS.”

      Tuck flipped a hand in the air, as if shooing off a swarm of gnats. “Now, now, we’re camping, gentlemen. We don’t need technology. It’s a bit silly to lament all of the stuff we’re supposed to leave behind.”

      Greg turned away so his father wouldn’t see the irritated look on his face, but he was biting the inside of his cheek so hard that it finally made him wince in pain.

      “I’m not complaining,” Eustace said, in a surly tone that suggested otherwise, “but, come on, Tuck, it’s a little weird that none of the tech we brought is working.”

      “The cold might have sapped the batteries,” Tuck said. “It’s not that weird. I’ve been on enough camping trips to know that sometimes things just break with no rhyme or reason. Enjoy your time, folks, and worry about your devices when you get back down off the mountain.”

      I’m working here, old man, Greg thought. This isn’t just a vacation. I need my sat phone.

      But he couldn’t say this, certainly not in front of Eustace. In truth, he was feeling a mounting anxiety over the broken tech. No, things didn’t just break with no rhyme or reason. There was always a cause, and it wasn’t nearly cold enough at the campsite to make batteries cease to function. Greg had never heard of such a thing. To make matters worse, Marion was expecting a call. He was supposed to have called her after they set up camp. She usually put his mind at ease when he was worried about things, but now he was surrounded by crotchety old men who were no comfort at all.

      “If we go just a little farther up the slope, we should get a great view of the valley behind us,” Eustace said, pointing up the rocky slope toward a higher ledge. “It’s only another, maybe, two hundred meters.”

      “Let’s do it,” Greg said, standing up.

      Without waiting for the others, he set off across the clearing toward the loose, rocky slope beyond. He heard Eustace catching up to him. The man’s loud breathing was practically its own tracking device. By the time the three men reached the higher ledge, the morning sun was blazing brightly over the eastern mountains. Greg slowly turned around, taking in the vast, forested valley spread out below them. A faint mist lay in the valley, glints of reflected sunlight revealing a winding stream through breaks in the trees, but mostly it was just towering mountains and lush green forest as far as the eye could see.

      “What do you think?” Eustace said, coming up beside him. “Isn’t it just about the most breathtaking landscape you ever saw?”

      “It’s very nice,” Greg said.

      “It looks untouched, doesn’t it?”

      Greg nodded. Eustace seemed to have sprayed himself with some kind of pungent insect repellant. It had mingled with the smell of campfire, flannel, and sweat to create a potent mix when the man stood close.

      “All of that pristine Canadian wilderness, and every acre of it gas company land,” Eustace said. “Not what you expected, is it? You expected to see giant smoking refinery stacks everywhere. I know how folks like you think.” He gave Greg a big toothy grin and wagged a huge red finger in his face.

      “I expected nothing but a great weekend of camping,” Greg said, trying his best to sound like he meant it. It took a fierce act of will not to brush that wagging finger out of his face as it lingered there just a couple of seconds too long.

      Tuck joined them then, stepping up beside his son and turning to take in the view.

      “It really is something,” he said. Greg’s father had wispy white hair that he generally combed back from a high, lined forehead, but the wind caught it now and sent it flapping out to one side like cobwebs. “Drink it in, gentlemen.”

      Instead of drinking it in, however, Greg’s thoughts went back to the sat phone. Though he knew it was futile, he pulled the phone out of his pocket and tried to discreetly turn it on again. It didn’t respond.

      Something’s not right here, he thought. He entertained the notion that somehow the gas company had polluted the air in a way that damaged electronics, but, of course, he knew this was silly. The only thing Greg could think of that would make electronics cease to function across an entire area would be some kind of electromagnetic pulse, but how could a natural gas company produce something like that out in the forest?

      Unless it was intentional, he thought. Unless they wanted to destroy my phone. But, no, that was a level of conspiracy he was not willing to entertain—not yet.

      A sudden strange bellow from Eustace broke him out of this chain of thought. The man had been slowly turning around, taking in the whole panorama, but he’d come to a sudden stop. Eustace was pointing off to the south.

      “You boys seeing that?” he said.

      A trail of dark smoke was rising up from a mountainside far to the south. This was not a campfire. The smoke was too substantial and too dark. If anything, it reminded him of the smoke from a house fire. He couldn’t make sense of it. What would be burning like that way out here in the middle of nowhere?

      “Does that have anything to do with your company?” Greg asked.

      Eustace gave him a sour look. “Come on, man. You think we’re burning down the forest out here? Of course not.”

      “No offense intended,” Greg said. “It’s just a lot of smoke.”

      “Well, my people have nothing to do with it,” Eustace said. “I can promise you that.”

      “A cabin, then?” Greg suggested.

      “There aren’t any cabins this far out. Not that I know of.”

      Tuck shaded his eyes with one gnarled hand. He cleared his throat loudly and said, “Gentlemen, I’m not a hundred percent sure, but south, southeast is the approximate flight path in and out of the valley. I’m pretty sure we’re looking at the helicopter, and I’m pretty sure it crashed.”
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      The first thing Darryl noticed when he opened his eyes in the pre-sunrise darkness was the staleness of the air in his room. He was used to running the ceiling fan, no matter the season, if only to keep the air moving. Now, it was still and quiet. Still no electricity. Lame. He hated it, and it had taken him forever to fall asleep.

      He realized his grandmother was standing beside his bed. He had a vague sense that she’d been calling his name in his sleep, trying to wake him up.

      “Grandma, why is the power still off?” he asked. “Did we fry a transformer or something?”

      “I don’t know what happened,” she replied, speaking just above a whisper. “We’ll try to figure it out today, but first, we still have a couple of bottle calves roaming around out there somewhere.”

      “The other ones came along easy last night,” Darryl said, “but those calves just ran. They could be halfway to Vancouver by now.”

      “They were spooked. That’s all. We’ll find them.”

      Darryl rubbed his eyes and tried to roll over, but Grandma was persistent. She kept shaking his shoulder, so finally, he pushed his blanket back and sat up.

      “Can’t the workers do it?” he asked. “No offense. I want to help. It’s just…well, they’ll be a lot better at chasing down those calves.”

      “It’s just us this morning, I’m afraid,” Grandma said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “Why is it just us?”

      “Workers should have arrived about thirty minutes ago,” she said. “No one showed up. I can’t wait around any longer. Those two calves have been out of the fence all night. They could be hurt.”

      “Why would none of your employees come to work?” Darryl asked. He reached down to the floor and fished around until he found his socks, pulling them on one at a time.

      “They couldn’t make it in for some reason, but my phone’s not working to call them,” she replied, nonplussed. “Maybe they lost power like us and none of their alarm clocks worked. Meet me on the porch in a couple of minutes. Hurry, now, we need to get out there and find our animals.”

      With that, Grandma walked out of the room. By the solid sound of her footsteps, Darryl could tell she was already fully dressed, had her hiking boots on, and was ready to go. He reached back and opened the blinds on his window, but only a little bit of light seeped into the room. Fumbling around on the floor, he finally found his shoes and tugged them on. As he rose from the bed, he moved to the desk and grabbed his cell phone, unplugging it.

      But probably not, he thought. She likes people to stay a hundred percent committed when they’re working.

      As he crossed the room, he lifted his phone and tapped the screen with his
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