
  
  
      
        
          Raging River

          Book Three of Sister Stone Adventures

		      
          Kristen Bobbitt

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Bristol Emerson is determined to take her kayak guiding business to new heights, and catering to a social media influencer seems like the perfect opportunity. Along with her sister and niece, she sets out to provide the bride-to-be and her party with a glamorous, unforgettable bachelorette camping experience deep in the Canadian wilderness.
But what was meant to be a carefree, fun adventure quickly takes a dangerous turn when one of the bridesmaids goes missing. Now Bristol must navigate the wild, find the missing woman, and get everyone home safely—all while trying to save her business and keep her own sanity intact.
As tension builds and friendships unravel, Bristol realizes that the real challenge isn’t keeping the bride happy—it’s surviving the wilderness with everything she holds dear.
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Dedication








For Frank 



Thank you for encouraging me to write 

and publish my books.



Your love and support are priceless.












  
  Chapter one
[image: image-placeholder]

Two kayaks sped past Bristol Emerson, cutting so close one clipped her on the way by. She wobbled and tipped. Her elbow plunged into the frigid spring water. Waves crashed over the bow of her kayak, striking her face and stealing her breath. She sputtered, sucked in air, and held out her paddle to steady herself. Wasting precious oxygen, she let out a string of curses. Bristol raised her head and tracked the two kayaks that were quickly distancing themselves from her. 
“You were supposed to wait!” The wind snatched Bristol’s voice and hurled it away.
She returned her gaze to the broiling white water and dug her paddle into the foaming, swirling mass. She dipped the left blade, then the right in quick, ceaseless succession. The kayak shot forward and closed the distance. Bristol’s arms shook with effort and ached with the buildup of lactic acid. Her heart pounded like a wild animal was trying to escape her chest. Her pulse triple-timed in her temples, making her head hurt. She clenched her jaw on the pain, pushed on, and caught up to her runaway clients. 
“Woo-hoo!” Tina yelled as Bristol glided alongside. 
Brandy’s face split into a huge smile, white teeth gleaming. She swiped wet hair out of her eyes, laughed, and waved her paddle at Bristol. “Sorry for the bump. Got pretty wild there for a minute.”
The three women fought to keep control in the white water. “This is kick-ass,” Tina yelled over her shoulder. She let out a joyous shriek into the wind. 
Bristol shook her head and paddled until she was at the head of the group once again. 
“Follow me, some hidden rocks ahead,” she yelled. “One last rough section, and then we’re out.” Glancing behind her, she saw they had gotten back into single file and were following her every move. Thank God.
Bristol took the V waves between rocks, gliding through easily. A couple of boulders were too close to go between. She pushed back with her paddle. The kayak kicked to the side, avoiding the obstacle. She overexaggerated her manoeuvres in the hopes they were visible enough for the two women behind her to mimic. The rapids calmed and the white water died down. Bristol twisted in the cockpit of her kayak to watch the women come through the last constriction. They slid through, smiling. Bristol back-paddled until the women reached her.
“I so would have beat you if Bristol didn’t make us get back in line,” Brandy said. 
“No way, babe. I know you like me chasing you, but I would’ve definitely pulled ahead at the last minute.”
Brandy veered her boat to come alongside Tina. Brandy held on to the cockpit edge of her girlfriend’s kayak. “Guess this one’s a draw.” She leaned over and they kissed, holding on to each other as they bobbed down the river. 
Bristol pulled out her phone encased in a plastic sleeve and snapped a photo of the couple. They were centred in the river with bright green trees lining the banks. The azure sky provided a brilliant backdrop for the photo. This will make a fantastic addition to my website, she thought. 
She paddled closer to the women. “You two are the cutest. Check out the photo I just took.” She held out her phone for the women to see. 
“Aw. That’s so great. Thank you. Send it to me. I’ll print it for our wall,” Brandy said. 
“We don’t have any wall space left,” Tina said with mock irritation. “I can’t even hang my band posters.”
The women drifted along, chatting until Bristol’s Jeep and trailer came into view near the riverbank. 
“Bummer. Done already,” Tina said.
“We had such a great time. The other white water kayaking trips we’ve taken were always led by some guy and the groups were filled with even more guys. This was much more comfortable.”
“I’ve been there,” Bristol said. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” They glided onto the rocky beach. “I hope whenever you look at your moonstone necklace, you will remember your trip with Sister Stone Adventures and smile.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Bristol let herself into Mitch’s house. Barking and the sound of scrabbling nails on hardwood greeted her. She dropped her packsack and squatted at the front door in anticipation. Her Dalmatian and Mitch’s Australian shepherd crashed into her, bowling her over and knocking her onto her butt. 
“Hiya, pups. Yes, I’m back.” She rubbed her hands over the wriggling bodies, trying to pet both of them at the same time. “I know you hate it when I go on white water and can’t take you.” The Dalmatian ducked under her arm and licked her mouth. “Yuck, Summit. I missed you, too, but that’s a little excessive.” Bristol wiped at her lips, getting a mouthful of Hank’s fur as he rubbed against her face. She coughed and sputtered.
A whistle pierced the air. Both dogs froze, then turned to the man walking out of the living room. Mitch Redding yanked Bristol to her feet, where she crashed against his chest. He buried his face in her neck and squeezed her tight.
“Good thing my ribs have healed.” She laughed. “Pretty sure I felt them creak a little.” 
“I missed you,” he said, hugging her again, more gently. 
“I missed you, too. Don’t get too close, though, I stink.” She tried to step back.
“I’m used to it,” he said, grinning. 
Bristol tried to look affronted, but ended up laughing. “I suppose you are.”
“You know what my favourite part of having such a stinky girlfriend is?” 
Bristol’s eyes popped wide. “Stinky girlfriend!” She slapped him on the arm.
“The post-trip shower.” Before Bristol could react, Mitch grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder. She squealed and held on tight. He made a beeline for the bathroom with the dogs barking and following on his heels.
In the shower, while Mitch washed her hair, Bristol filled him in on her trip. 
“It was fun taking some experienced kayakers out on the white water. I got to get my adrenaline rush while getting paid.” She wiped the shampoo bubbles out of her eyes. “But along with experience comes confidence.”
“Isn’t that a good thing?”
“Sometimes, it’s overconfidence. My ladies on this trip were fun, and we had a great time, but they didn’t follow my instructions very well. More concerned with competing against each other. One clipped me as she flew down the rapid. It could have capsized me. All because she was going too fast and wasn’t in control. I should have scolded her for it but we were almost done. Didn’t want to upset her. Bad for reviews.” She laughed.
Mitch’s hands had frozen in Bristol’s hair. She turned around to face him. His full lips were turned down into a scowl. She pinched his lip with her thumb and forefinger. “It’s a part of the job. Don’t be getting all overprotective now.”
He kissed her and spun her back around to rinse her hair. “I know. Still don’t like the idea of you possibly getting hurt out there. Again.”
“I’m not worried about getting hurt. It’s juggling everyone’s feelings and making sure they listen that worries me. I never realized how hard it would be to manage so many different personalities.” 
“You’ve been up against a storm with a missing kayak and a raging moose that broke your ribs. I’m sure you can handle a little female drama.”
“True. That’s also why you shouldn’t worry about me, eh?” 

      [image: image-placeholder]The next Friday, Bristol was again on the riverbank. This time, instead of nerves fluttering in her belly like the wings of a hummingbird, it was excitement that filled her. She glanced from the flowing river to the dirt road, to her dog, and back around. She bounced on the balls of her feet. Summit burst through the brush, sending songbirds to the sky. The dog ran to Bristol and jumped, putting her paws on Bristol’s stomach. Bristol smiled and rubbed the dog’s ears. 
The sound of tires on gravel had them both spinning toward the road. The car parked, and they went up to greet the arrivals. 
“Happy Mother’s Day weekend!” Bristol said as her sister Grace Becker stepped out of the driver’s side. Grace wrapped Bristol in a tight hug.
The rear door opened and Grace’s eleven-year-old girl popped out. “Aunt Bristol. I am so excited. I’ve been wanting to go for forever.” Sophia threw her arms around Bristol and then got down on her knees to play with Summit.
“She hasn’t shut up about it since Dad told Mom he bought us a trip with you,” said a voice from the other side of the car. Bristol heard a deep sigh, and her other niece appeared. 
“Hi, Stephanie. I’m so glad you could come. I haven’t seen you in ages.”
“Steph.” Her niece hauled her backpack out of the car and tossed it over one shoulder.
“Pardon?”
“She prefers to be called Steph now, not Stephanie,” Grace said in a low voice.
“Oh, of course. Are you excited, too, Steph?”
“Ya, I’m going to get some awesome snaps to send to my friends this weekend. Most of them are stuck having lame brunches with their moms.” She held up her phone to take a picture of the four kayaks resting on the riverbank. “Glad Dad had a better idea this year.” She headed to the river’s edge, tapping away on her cell phone. Sophia jumped up and followed her sister, with Summit bounding ahead.
Bristol and Grace locked eyes. “Man, I thought she enjoyed having those Mother’s Day brunches with me.”
Bristol put her hand on Grace’s back. “I’m sure she did.”
“She probably did at the time, but you never know with teenage girls, their likes change with the wind.” Grace shook her head and laughed. “Oh, well. Not lame this year at least.” Grace gathered her gear and struck off to the river. “Let’s show the girls how fun this mom can be.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Once their gear was stowed in the kayaks and Bristol had gone over kayak safety and the plan for the weekend, she handed each of her nieces a moonstone necklace. She explained the properties of the iridescent white stone and that she had come up with her business name, Sister Stone Adventures, while on the kayaking camping trip with Grace, Harper, and Liska.  
“I’m so happy to have my very own sister stone! I love the one Mom has. And now I got mine with my sister.” Sophia held up her necklace toward Steph. 
Steph took a close-up photo of the crystal. “It is a nice necklace, but you sound high talking about how it can protect you and stuff.” 
“Stephanie!” Grace squeaked. 
Bristol laughed. “Ya, I do get that reaction sometimes, but most people still like the necklace, even with all my metaphysical chatter.” She pulled her kayak into the water. “Enough talk. Let’s get on the river.”
“Hell ya!” Steph said. 
They got in and launched their kayaks with ease.
“Remember on our trip when I couldn’t even get off shore?” Grace said with a laugh, gliding on the wide, slow-moving river.
“Everyone starts somewhere. The girls seem like naturals, though. They already knew all the manoeuvres and safety tips. I was surprised.”
“They have outdoor education classes in school. It’s so neat. The kids get to try all kinds of outdoor sports, including skiing and hiking mountains.” 
“Wow, wish they offered that when we were kids. I hated being stuck inside all day long.”
“I know, right? And now that I’m on my exercise kick, I can join Sophia’s end-of-the-year trip. They always need parent chaperones.”
“You’ve done so well with your fitness, Grace. It’s been a year and a half since my Divorcemoon. That trip was such a struggle, but not only did you do wonderfully kayaking and hiking up and over a mountain, you’ve maintained your exercise routine since then. It’s hard for most people to stick with it long-term.”
“I’m not going to say it’s been easy. It’s much easier to stay in the house and relax when I’m tired than to get out for my walks, but the payoff has been great. I’ve lost weight and got to go shopping for all kinds of new dresses and I’ve got so much more energy now. But lately, I’ve been in a bit of a slump.” She dropped her paddle across the cockpit of the kayak and rolled her shoulders. “I’ve been struggling with my motivation. I think that’s why Charles bought us this trip for Mother’s Day. He knew I needed some other physical challenge to get me interested in exercise again. That and some quality time with my girls.” She resumed paddling.
Bristol watched the girls ahead of them. Their bright red and orange kayaks and yellow life vests made them stand out vibrantly against the teal blue water and grassy riverbanks. They paddled in a zigzag pattern on the still water. Steph paddled to the right bank, snapped a photo of the overhanging yellow birch trees, and then to the left bank to take photos of the tall grasses lining the river. Sophia followed Steph exactly, paddling when she paddled and drifting when she did.
“Charles is a good man. I told him he didn’t have to pay for this trip, that I’d gladly take you guys out for free, but he insisted.”
Grace smiled. “Of course we would pay. This’s your career now. You deserve to be paid.” 
Bristol shrugged uncomfortably. It was hard for her to accept payment for her services. Rental of her equipment she could understand, but asking people to pay for something they could do on their own for free created unexpected anxiety. She changed the subject. “It’s always fun to try new sports. I’ve taken up trail running because of Mitch. I never thought I’d be a runner, but I really enjoy it. Especially with him. Though I’ve been so busy with guiding lately, there hasn’t been much time.”
“Hey, Mama, come check this out!” Sophia’s voice broke the quiet.
“Coming,” Grace called back and dug her paddle into the water. She surged ahead and Bristol followed. 






  
  Chapter two
[image: image-placeholder]

The girls had pulled over to the side of the river and were holding on to branches to stay in place. Bristol had a flashback to her Divorcemoon trip with Grace, Harper, and Liska. Liska had tried to reach the riverbank during a storm by holding on to overhanging tree branches. She’d almost fallen into the river, and her kayak had been swept away and lost. A chill snaked up Bristol’s spine at the memory. She shook her head, trying to shake off the feeling. This river is barely moving. It’s fine, she told herself.
“Hold on tight to the branch and keep your butt firmly in the seat. Don’t let the current pull you out,” Bristol called.
Grace glanced sharply at Bristol and Bristol saw the same memory flare behind her sister’s eyes. 
“It’s okay,” Bristol said. 
“Come closer,” Sophia insisted.
They moved closer and back-paddled to stay in place. Summit whined from the bank on the opposite side of the river. She stared at them, a look of concern on her spotted face.
“Yuck, what is that smell?” Grace asked, wrinkling her nose. “Smells like something dead.”
Bristol edged in closer. The scent of rotting meat hit her, and her stomach recoiled. Among the tall grasses, there was a hole dug in the riverbank. Sandy earth covered the entryway, spilling from the hole.
“We saw baby foxes!” Sophia said excitedly, delight evident on her face.
“I even got a photo before they ran back inside,” Steph said.
“Oh, cool, it must be a red fox den,” Bristol said. “Or actually they’re called fox earths, not dens.”
“Fox earths? Awesome. I can’t wait to tell Bobby and Daddy when we get home that we saw fox babies.” 
“Fox babies are called pups, cubs, or kits,” Grace said in her teacher’s voice. She back-paddled away from the bank. “Now, come away from there. We don’t want the mother fox coming back with you crowding her den.”
“Her earth, you mean,” Sophia said, still clutching the overhanging branch to stay in place.
“Your mom’s right. Let’s keep going. The pups won’t come back out while we’re here, anyway.”
Sophia let go of the branch and drifted back into the river. Steph hung back and took a selfie with the fox earth in the background. She pulled herself closer by the branches with her phone in her lap.
“Steph, come on.” Grace kept back-paddling to stay near her daughter. Sweat gleamed on her forehead. 
“Just a minute. I want a better picture.”
“Sophia, back-paddle to stay with us. You’re drifting too far ahead,” Bristol called, paddling toward the girl.
Grace whipped her head back downriver to see her youngest gaining distance. “Shoot. Stephanie, now!”
“Ugh, God, Mom. I’m almost done.” Steph heaved herself forward to grab the branch closest to the bank. It snapped. Her momentum carried her forward and her arm plunged into the water, soaking her to the armpit. Her paddle slid off the kayak and into the river. Grace screamed. Summit barked and leapt into the water. Grace grabbed the side of her daughter’s kayak to stabilize her. Bristol whipped her head back and forth between her two nieces. Sophia beached herself on a finger of land that’d grown from the riverbank into the water. Bristol spun her kayak around to paddle against the current to Stephanie and Grace. She scooped up Steph’s paddle as she went.
“Are you okay?” Bristol asked.
Grace kept a hold of the kayak cockpit and the two drifted in tandem downriver. 
“I’m fine.” Steph held her arm out to the side. Water streamed out of her sleeve. She shook it, sending droplets flying. She picked her phone up from inside her kayak and put it back into her pocket with her dry hand.
Bristol handed the paddle back to her niece. Summit reached Bristol’s kayak. Bristol grabbed the handle on her life vest and hauled her into the cockpit. Water soaked into Bristol’s pants. She groaned. “This wasn’t supposed to be a swimming trip, pup.”
“Mom, let go. I’m fine.” Steph dug her paddle in and tried to pull away. 
Grace held fast. “Stephanie Becker, that was dangerous. I told you to come because your little sister was getting too far ahead, and instead of listening, you almost fell out of your boat.”
“I didn’t almost fall in. I just got wet and Sophia is fine. She and I have both spent way more time in a kayak than you have.”
Grace frowned. “That may be true, but you still need to listen to me.”
“Yes, Mom,” Stephanie said, not looking at her mother.
“Be more careful,” Grace said and let go. Steph surged forward. 
“You lost your paddle!” Sophia called, wide-eyed. “That’s the biggest no-no.”
“Mind your own business,” Steph said as she sailed past where her sister had stopped.

      [image: image-placeholder]Grace heaved a sigh and paddled ahead. “I don’t know what to do with her anymore.”
Bristol glided alongside with Summit sitting between her legs. “Teenagers must be tough.”
“We haven’t been getting along very well. I’d hoped the hard times were behind us now that she’s seventeen, but she just won’t listen to me. Or even talk to me most days.” Grace squeezed the bridge of her nose.
They reached Sophia. She pushed off the bank and joined them with ease. 
“Ya, they fight all the time,” Sophia said. 
“Maybe you could try talking to her.” Grace studied Bristol. “You’re the cool aunt. She’ll listen to you. You could see what’s going on with her. It’d be good for her to have another woman to talk to. She’s just so immersed in her friends’ lives. They text, FaceTime, and send photos all day long. That damn phone is glued to her hand.”
Bristol looked at her sister in surprise. Even hinting at a swear word was rare for Grace. She was the quintessential kindergarten teacher. She must be really upset about this. “I noticed the phone. I’ll talk to her. See what I can do.”
Grace let out a long breath. “Thank you.”
“Let’s pick up the pace, ladies. Show Steph she isn’t the only one with speed on this river,” Bristol said in a hearty voice.
“Yes!” Sophia said and paddled hard. 
When they stopped for lunch, Bristol focused on engaging with Steph. She had her help make the lunches, and they chatted about Steph’s friends and activities. It’s about time I got to know my niece. Guilt filled her with the realization that she’d been so focused on her own life and activities that she hadn’t made the effort to spend time with her nieces and nephew. To get to know them as people, not just as her sister’s kids. Grace didn’t even live that far away. There really wasn’t any excuse for not seeing them more. That changes here and now, she decided. 
They continued on down the river throughout the afternoon with Summit running the riverbank again. The sun sparkled across the water, looking like millions of diamonds floating on the surface.
“The sunshine feels amazing after that winter,” Bristol said. She closed her eyes and turned her face up toward the sun as she floated on the lazy current.
“We might even get a suntan,” Steph said with a smile.
Grace dug into the day hatch in the front of her kayak and pulled out a tube of sunscreen. She waved it at Steph. “Here, you need to reapply. Don’t want to get burnt.”
Steph took the tube and rolled her eyes. To Bristol, under her breath, she said, “So much for getting a suntan.” Bristol chuckled. Steph took a small amount and rubbed it into her face and threw the tube to her sister. 
“When are we stopping to camp? I’m so excited to camp,” Sophia said as she lathered sunscreen on her face, covering herself in white cream.
Steph laughed. “You look like a mime.” 
“What’s a mime?”
“You put too much,” Grace said. “Rub it in and onto your ears as well.”
Sophia passed the sunscreen to Steph, who passed it back to Grace.
“A mime is a creepy guy with his face painted white who acts out stuff but doesn’t talk.”
“They’re actors. Not creepy guys,” Grace corrected her.
“I don’t know about that. I think they’re pretty creepy,” Bristol said.
Steph nodded. “See, Aunt Bristol agrees. Creepy.”
“Ew, I don’t want to look like some creepy white-faced guy.” Sophia swiped at her skin. “Is it all gone?”
“Yes, honey. It’s good now.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Later in the afternoon, Bristol directed them to her planned camping spot. Summit leapt from Bristol’s kayak directly to the ground, avoiding getting wet this time. They beached their kayaks and pulled them far onto the flat bank. The riverbank was smooth, sandy, and grassy. Stands of yellow and thin white birch trees clumped together like groups of teenagers at a school dance. 
They shed their life vests and piled them on the ground. Grace stretched her arms above her head and moaned. “Oh, boy, it feels so good to get that PFD off. I’m happy to have it on the water, but it does feel restricting after hours of wear.” She rolled her shoulders. “Bet I’ll be stiff tomorrow.”
“I feel great,” Sophia chirped as she unpacked her bags from her kayak’s hatches. 
“That’s good, sweetie. But Mama’s got an extra thirty years on you,” Grace said with a chuckle. “Bristol, you probably don’t even get stiff anymore, eh?”
Bristol considered the question. “Huh, never realized it, but you’re right. Now that I’m kayaking most days of the week, my arms are rarely sore. Only when I do white water and really have to push myself. Then I feel it.” She straightened and rubbed her bottom. “Sitting for hours still hurts the ass, though.”
“Your job is a pain in the ass just like my summer job is going to be,” Steph said as she came back from peeing in the woods.
Grace’s mouth tightened at her daughter’s use of the word ass. “You’ll be fine. It’s only a couple of months.”
“Steph is a gopher for the summer,” Sophia said, baring her front teeth and chattering in an impressive imitation of a rodent. 
“I’m not going to be a gopher. You’re so dumb.” Steph rolled out her tent and pegged it down. 
“Do not call your little sister dumb.” To Sophia, Grace added, “You’re not dumb at all.” Turning to Bristol, she clarified, “I told Steph she would be a go-for. You know, the person they send running for things.”
“I see. Where are you working?” Bristol asked.
“Mom found me a job stocking shelves at a grocery store. Inside all day, every day. Just like at school.”
“It’s a small family-owned store, so she’ll need to do different tasks throughout the day. It’s close to our house so she can bike there.” To Steph, she added firmly, “It’s a great job. You were lucky to get it.”
“Easy for you to say, Mom. You like being inside. It sucks to waste my entire summer inside a dusty ol’ building, never seeing the light of day or getting a tan.”
Grace sighed. “We’ve talked about this, Steph.” She rubbed her temples. “School finishes next month. It’s too late to find another summer job. You should have looked this winter. Everywhere that accepts student applications is full already.”
“Whatever. But it’ll be your fault that your daughter ends up looking like Gollum after an entire summer inside.”
Bristol laughed at the visual of the pale, wrinkled hobbit from The Lord of the Rings. Grace glanced up at her. “Sorry. Sorry. Not funny,” she said, still giggling. She met eyes with Steph and saw an answering smile on her face.
“Where’s Summit?” Sophia asked.
Bristol glanced around the small clearing and didn’t see her dog. “Huh, she’s probably just sniffing out the area. She never goes far.”
Sophia walked into a patch of high grass and called for Summit. “Something’s moving over there.” She pointed to the right.
Bristol called the dog. She didn’t come. “Weird. She always comes when I call.” They were all standing looking at the patch of tall grass shaking from movement below. Their tents and gear were forgotten at their feet.
Still calling, Bristol made her way toward the movement, with Sophia beside her and Grace and Steph following close behind. The grass shuddered more frantically as they approached. 
“I feel like I’m walking through the savannah with lions in the underbrush,” Steph said, peering over Bristol’s shoulder.
Sophia grabbed Bristol’s arm with two hands and held on. 
“Summit, what are you doing?” Bristol bent down and parted the grass. 
Sophia let out a blood-curdling scream. 






  
  Chapter three
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A dried-out, rotten carcass lay on the ground. The skin had shrivelled, the eye sockets were empty, and fur had sloughed off all over the surrounding ground. It looked like the animal had exploded like a dandelion puff. 
“What is that?” Sophia whimpered from the circle of Grace’s arms.
Summit was chewing on one long leg bone. The dog stood and planted her front paws in the dirt and yanked on the leg, trying to detach it from the body. Hardened sinew and tendons held it in place. She yanked harder, shaking her head. The entire carcass moved, releasing a fetid odour. Bristol stepped away, backing into the others. 
“It’s okay. It’s just a dead deer.”
“Make her stop,” Sophia said.
The deer’s corpse skittered across the fur-covered ground with each of Summit’s yanks.
“Summit, stop!” Bristol said. “Drop it.” She grabbed the dog’s collar and pulled her away. She stood in front of the dead animal and pointed back to the tent site. “Summit, go!”
The Dalmatian looked to where Bristol was pointing, stared back at the deer, then yawned to release the tension. Her ears and tail dropped, and she slunk back to the river’s edge. 
“Good thing she’s had all of her vaccinations,” Bristol said, studying the remains.
“Come on, Sophia,” Grace said, gently directing her youngest away. 
Steph stepped in closer. “That thing looks nasty. What happened to it?”
“I’m not totally sure. Normally, when I see dead deer, they’ve been hit by a car. But there are no roads near here.” Bristol walked back toward camp with Steph beside her. “Could’ve been wounded by a hunter, run away, and lain down in the tall grass to try to recover. Then the hunter couldn’t find it.”
“A wolf didn’t do it? Right, Auntie? Or a bear?”
“If a wolf had killed it, it would’ve been eaten,” Steph said. “Right, Aunt Bristol?”
“Yes, it wasn’t killed by an animal. Just gnawed on by our little beastie here,” Bristol said, rubbing Summit’s back. Noting Sophia’s still-troubled expression, Bristol said, “Okay, ladies, let’s finish setting up camp and we can make some hot chocolate and play a game.”
Sophia perked up. “What kind of game?”
“Have to wait and see,” Bristol teased, throwing her arm around her niece’s shoulder. “Work first, play after.”
They quickly had the four solo tents up, water on to boil for hot chocolate, and a campfire warding off the deepening chill. Bristol directed her family through a game of charades, with Steph and Bristol on one team and Grace and Sophia on the other. They were soon laughing and cracking jokes. Even Grace and Steph had some light-hearted banter. Bristol had to call Summit back multiple times when she tried to sneak off toward the dead deer. Once the dog had eaten a meal, she settled down with the women. The strain from the day faded away from everyone like the sun’s rays as evening approached. They made supper on the campfire and sat around it in the heavy darkness.
Grace let out an enormous yawn. “Oof, I almost cracked my jaw with that one.”
“Nothing better than fresh air and exercise as a sleep aid,” Bristol said.
Sophia leaned in closer to Grace and laid her head on her mother’s shoulder. “Mama, can I sleep in your tent tonight?”
“But you’ve already set up your own tent,” Steph said before Grace could speak.
Sophia ducked her head. “I know, but I just wanna.”
“It would be pretty tight,” Bristol said. “I only bought single person tents.”
Grace pulled Sophia in closer and kissed her head. “That’s okay. My snuggle bug and I can curl up together. Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve squeezed into a little bed, eh?”
Sophia’s eyes sparkled in the firelight. “Ya! Remember on our school trip last year to Frontier Lodge? There weren’t enough beds!” The mother and daughter chuckled at their shared memory.
Glancing across the fire at Steph, Grace said, “Don’t look so incredulous. You must have forgotten how often you and I shared a bed when you were in elementary school. Remember after you watched your first Stephen King movie? You wanted me to sleep with you every night for a week.”
Steph looked away, embarrassed, but the corner of her mouth turned up as if of its
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