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Although I have used real locations in this book, the story is purely fictional. Although minor earthquakes and avalanches are common in the North Cascades, to my knowledge there has never been a series of avalanches as severe as depicted in Cascade, and I hope there never will be. In real life, the Mt. Baker Ski Area and the Raven Hut Day Lodge are still in beautiful condition and ready to welcome skiers.

In Cascade, I also mention a tiny-home community in Bellingham, designed to provide temporary housing for those experiencing homelessness. In real life, the residents of tiny homes are carefully vetted to be sure they are not criminals or dangerously mentally ill. Alcohol, drugs, and weapons are not allowed, and the communities are managed. Although I have Maya living in a tent as a temporary guest in this book, tents are not allowed in tiny-home communities, as far as I know.
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CASCADE
Chapter 1

[image: ]


The woman hung upside down in the air as if she were skiing on the cobalt sky above her feet. Summer “Sam” Westin held her breath until the contestant in the Mount Baker Aerial Freestyle Competition finally righted herself to land neatly on her skis. The sparse crowd on the sidelines roared in approval.

The daring of these young athletes astounded Sam; they seemed to have no sense of mortality. How did they even practice these incredible stunts without breaking their necks? She would be terrified of ending up a paraplegic on her first try at a maneuver like that one.

Sam could imagine her young friend, Maya Velasquez, taking a flying leap into space like that with no hesitation. As a teenager, Maya had fearlessly tackled building hiking trails in the Olympic National Forest. Then, after aging out of the foster care system, she led troubled teens in a wilderness training school, understanding them better than an older instructor because she, too, had been a delinquent only a short time ago.

At least that had been the old Maya. Last year’s Maya. Now the young woman seemed to be headed again for an aimless life.

The next contestant completed an amazing twisting double flip and nailed her landing without even a spritz of snow, sailing smoothly across the finish line to the cheers of the crowd. Sam tapped off the video Record button and then slid her cell phone into her jacket pocket. Noting the number on the girl’s contest bib, she matched the number on the clipboard tucked under her arm, and checked the girl’s name off her list, noting the time the contestant had finished her run.

Thank heavens this contest was nearly over. Only one more skier to go. When she’d taken this part-time gig at Out There magazine, she hadn’t expected the reporting jobs to be so awkward. Her imagination, typically confined to all things nature-oriented, hadn’t included every sport from motorcycle riding to snowboarding. When she signed up to write about “outdoor adventures,” she thought she’d write about backpacking and kayaking and scuba diving and such. Adventures that included wilderness and wildlife, not people out to win competitions in front of crowds.

She also hadn’t imagined the physical requirements of this job would be so uncomfortable; she really needed another arm to hold onto all the gear. Still, just to see so many outdoor lovers gathered again after all the months of quarantine made the experience worthwhile. Sam could hardly believe she was getting paid to be here.

This late-season contest was obviously a hastily thrown together affair. The launch ramp was a temporary construction that would be torn down as soon as the event was over. Now, in late April, the snow was skin-grating gravel in the morning, slush by midafternoon, and ice by midnight. A dark bank of clouds was slowly slithering in from the Salish Sea to the west, and Sam was glad that she and her friends would be off the mountain when that weather system arrived. But at the moment, the sky overhead was blue, and the mood of the crowd was celebratory. Both experienced and novice skiers and snowboarders were thrilled to taste the rush of speeding down the slopes, and observers were celebrating the freedom to hug friends and talk without the muffle of masks. The lodges were doing a booming business today selling food and drink to happy customers.

“Sam.” The sound of her name was accompanied by a sharp tug on her sleeve at the elbow.

She shifted on her snowshoes, twisting around in surprise. Gina Canfield stood at her shoulder, rocking from foot to foot, her graying ponytail askew. Gina, a fellow wildlife biologist, was dedicated to various volunteer efforts in the North Cascades, most notably to installing and monitoring cameras throughout the local wilderness areas to document the wildlife there.

“Gina!” Sam greeted her. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you didn’t do crowds. I’d hug you if I had a free hand. Out There has me covering this event. Thank God it’s almost done. One more contestant, and then all I have left is the award ceremony. My feet are numb from standing here.”

The loudspeaker announced the last competitor, and Sam pulled out her cell phone again, raising it into position and thumbing on the video recorder to catch the stunt. A young man this time. Aerial Freestyle was a co-ed contest. But could she use that word in her story on this event? Did anyone say “co-ed” anymore? The term sounded so old-fashioned in her head. Ambi-gender? Multi-gender? Would Google know?

The kid’s twisting flip was impressive, but he wiped out as he landed, his skis slipping from beneath his feet. He finished his run sliding on his butt, his board scraping up a bow wave of snow in front of him.

“Sam!”

She focused on Gina again. “Chase is skiing with Blake and Claude over at the White Salmon area, near Raven Hut.” Then she added, trying not to sound bitter, “And his old FBI partner, Nicole, is with them too. Some Homeland Security meeting up in—”

Scowling, Gina flicked a mittened hand impatiently through the air. “I don’t care about your lover and your housemate and their friends! I need you.”

Sam couldn’t remember the last time anyone except her housemate Blake had said they needed her for anything, and Blake usually only wanted her to sample his latest culinary experiment.

Gina’s face was tense. “We have to go now. We need to rescue Feisty.”

The muscles between Sam’s shoulder blades tensed at the urgency in her friend’s voice. “Rescue? Why? What’s going on?”

“Feisty’s radio signal hasn’t moved more than a foot for hours now. Something really bad has happened to her.”

“Radio signal? She has a collar?” Although she was trained as a wildlife biologist and she knew the value of research from radio tracking, Sam hated to see wild animals wearing collars. It seemed so wrong to burden a wild creature with the bulky human device. In some states, hunters actually used the signals to track and kill their prey. In Africa, the codes were routinely stolen or bought by poachers to kill rhinos and other endangered species. Sometimes a collar was not only an awkward inconvenience, but also a death sentence for a wild animal.

Still frowning, Gina nodded. “Not my choice, but yes, so I could get funding to continue my study in the North Cascades.”

Sam noted that her friend’s hands were empty. “Where’s your tracker?”

Gina tapped her pocket. “Cell phone. It’s a satellite feed. Sometimes we can get photos and videos, too.”

“You can do that? Set up a remote camera with a cell phone connection?”

“You’ve been living under a rock, haven’t you?” Gina responded dryly. “In this century, some collars and tags and wildlife cameras can use cell phone networks. Some come with attached solar panels. But ours are usually hidden in the trees, so my geek squad volunteers rigged up a system to connect to a solar panel on top of a tree. Which sometimes works when the panel’s not covered with snow. In between times, our cameras rely on the batteries. But right now, I’m getting the signal from her collar.”

“Got it.” Sam felt like a dolt. “So where is Feisty?”

“Close to my camera location. She might be in a trap.”

Sam’s imagination immediately delivered a nightmarish vision of a wolverine with one foot clamped between the shark-toothed jaws of an old-fashioned steel trap. Her stomach lurched. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that there were more benign traps. She’d read a book about studying wolverines in Glacier National Park, and the biologists working there had built traps that resembled tiny log cabins.

“Who would trap her? Another biologist?”

“An asshole, more likely,” Gina growled. “Probably one of the Priests.”

“A priest?” Had she heard that wrong? The clergy was trapping wild animals?

“Yeesh, Sam.” Gina’s expression confirmed she was a nitwit. “One of Anton Priest’s clan. The Priests live near Glacier; they’ve set traps in this area before.”

Sam checked her watch. “When did Feisty last move?”

“I checked fifteen minutes ago. She was still moving then, just not much. She’s been captured by that camera quite a lot recently. We think she has a den nearby. But she’s never been this stationary.”

Sam caught her lower lip between her teeth. The female wolverine probably had kits secluded somewhere close to that camera. Baby wolverines, buried somewhere in a den hidden ten feet under the snow, hungrily waiting for their mother, who was now injured or imprisoned.

So-called “skunk bears” were exceedingly rare in the Lower 48. Washington State had designated wolverines a “Species of Greatest Conservation Need,” which seemed to mean only that they merited farther study, and the current federal authorities stubbornly refused to put them on the national endangered list, along with a multitude of other animals that deserved protection. Sam had seen Feisty only through images captured by Gina’s camera. She’d give anything to see a wolverine up close.

And now this mama wolverine, designated “F3” because she was only the third known female in the North Cascades, was in trouble. What did her trapper have in mind for her? Was she about to become a pelt auctioned off on the internet, like that rare jaguar in Arizona?

Sam quickly surveyed the contest venue. The crowd had already started to melt away toward the parking lots or the day lodge, but others gathered near the flagged area designated for the winners to accept their ribbons. The winners’ names were already listed on the electronic sign above. She snapped a quick photo of that, then stuffed her clipboard into the backpack resting beside her on the hard-packed snow.

“I can catch a ride back to town with you, yes?” When Gina nodded, Sam thumbed her phone. “I’ll send Chase a text message. He’ll get it eventually.” Cell phone communications in the Mount Baker area were iffy, but Chase had a satellite phone and a text would most likely go through here by the lodge. The, she zipped her cell into her jacket pocket. It was a few minutes shy of three o’clock, and sunset was roughly eight o’clock. “It’s around a two-hour hike to reach the camera location, right?”

“At least. We’ll have to hustle to make it back here before dark.”

Sam mentally inventoried the contents of her backpack. She carried her usual winter collection: rain pants, hat, gloves, snow scoop, extendible avalanche pole, first aid kit, extra water, extra food, headlamp, and now, the clipboard. And a small roll of duct tape. She was a big fan of duct tape. “I’m good to go,” she told Gina.

“Figured you would be. I have a pistol and tranq darts if we need ‘em to grab Feisty.”

“Aren’t we just going to free her?” Sam couldn’t quite wrap her imagination around how they’d capture, let alone transport, a pissed-off wolverine. Wolverines were renowned for their ferocity. The largest members of the weasel family, they had long claws, razor-sharp teeth, and bone-crunching jaw strength that rivaled many sharks, and had been known to battle with grizzlies.

“Let’s hope we only need to let her out of a trap,” Gina said. “We’ll only use the tranqs if she’s injured.”

Sam had read that a wolverine’s powerful jaws could snap the thigh bone of an elk. What kind of condition was Feisty going to be in when they sprang the door of that trap? What kind of mood? Would she attack?

The humans might need the tranquilizers more than the wolverine.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Leaving behind the hubbub of the ski area was a relief. Aside from their breathing and an occasional slosh from a water bottle on her back, the squeak of the hard-packed snow under their snowshoes was the only sound Sam heard after she and Gina had passed over the mountain ridge at the top of the groomed ski slopes. The silhouettes of only three die-hard backcountry skiers bound for Artists Point dotted the patchwork vista of dark evergreens and white snow on the mountainside above their position. The skiers wore climbing skins attached to their skis as they trudged up the slopes.

Sam had climbed up and skied down a few times herself, but now she’d largely given up skis, at least the downhill type, in favor of trekking more slowly through the natural areas, which increased the odds of encountering wildlife.

Thoughts of Maya again oozed into her brain. The girl—no, young woman; Maya was nearly twenty-two now—had suffered so many losses and trials in her short life. The lockdown had only been the latest challenge, with college classes retreating to Zoom, a situation for which Maya had little patience. A study buddy named Brianna had helped for a few months. But then, Brianna had died a horrible death from COVID, gasping for air even while on a ventilator. Maya had promptly dropped out of community college, which caused her, a former foster child, to lose the state funds she received for education and housing.

So, Sam had reluctantly agreed that Maya could once again put up her tent in Sam’s backyard. Then Maya had lost her part-time job at REI during the pandemic and, as far as Sam knew, was not on the roster for leading wayward teens on mountain treks with the local Wilderness Challenge program this summer, either.

The pandemic and lockdown had changed everyone, but now most seemed happy to be emerging from the restrictions. Why was Maya still spiraling downward? The young woman seemed to have reverted to a wayward teen herself. And she spent way too many hours with that creepy kid, the one with long greasy hair and the cold yellow gaze of a snake. Sam was certain that he often slept in Maya’s tent. She didn’t like the thought of him prowling around her backyard in the dark, and she hated even more the idea that he might borrow Maya’s key to take a shower or use the toilet in her cabin.

What was that kid’s name? Something that rhymed with sleaze—Eaze, that was it. What the hell kind of a name was Eaze? Sam had discovered his real name was Ethan Zeran; she’d had Chase run a background check on him. He wasn’t really a kid, either. He was twenty-three years old to Maya’s twenty-one, with a juvie record even scarier than Maya’s. Neither of them seemed to have a plan to become an adult any time in the near future.

Sam’s stomach churned with the suspicion that whatever Maya and Eaze might be up to right now, it was definitely not good. Even if they were doing absolutely nothing, as all the evidence seemed to indicate, that wasn’t any sort of strategy to make a better future. She really needed to put her foot down, tell Maya she could no longer camp out at her house if Eaze was present.

Sam didn’t care where Eaze might end up, but where would Maya go? The girl had no family and no money. Before the discovery of her relationship to Jade Silva last year, Maya had been showing real promise, doing well in school and even serving as a mentor to other teens. Now it seemed like Maya was incapable of recognizing any good in the world, let alone contributing to it.

Sam understood all too well that fuck-it-all mindset, although her own attitude was more a shifting fog of pessimism. In the last few years, several of her friends had died violent deaths. Two of those friends had also been Maya’s co-workers. Sam had also met another earlier victim, and that girl, too, had been a colleague of Maya’s on the trail building crew. Then, to her amazement, Sam discovered that her new friend in New Mexico, Jade Silva, was actually Maya’s half sister. Jade and Maya and even Jade’s mother, Katerina Franco, had been astounded by the connection. But Maya never got the chance to meet Jade. There was so much ugliness and sorrow everywhere.

In the last few years, the COVID pandemic and the accompanying national politics had added a layer of grime to society that might not ever be cleaned away. This world could be a truly hostile place when humans were in charge.

Her opinion of the human species typically ranked lower than her estimation of bacteria and viruses. But as long as she had wilderness to explore and wild creatures to study, the world held enough fascination to make it a satisfying place to live. Simon, her cat, had always been a loyal friend, too. Animals were trustworthy.

The last two years had been a challenge. Friends with partners and families vanished into their own “pods.” Sam was thankful she had Blake as a housemate. He added humor and spice to her home life, as well as great cooking. She would have gone stark raving mad without him. If his newly reactivated affair with Claude became a permanent relationship, she hoped that she and Blake would remain close friends. Maybe the three of them could live together, add a room or two onto her cabin. Would that be weird?

Blake would remind her right now that she had Chase. Who wouldn’t want a smart, handsome Latino-Lakota-FBI-agent lover living only twenty minutes away? But that was the problem, wasn’t it? When Chase was in town, which was rare, he was still twenty minutes away. And for the last year, he’d had to quarantine every time he came back from one of his work trips, so he’d been off limits most of the time. With so much time spent on American Indian reservations, she fretted that he was growing closer to the tribal members he worked with than to her.

He’d wanted her to move in with him. But then, when he was working, she’d be alone at his house instead of her own. She failed to see what good that would do. She was hardly a homemaker. She had no idea what the future might hold for their relationship.

Her thoughts circled back to Maya. Sam was not at all sure that the girl, the product of a drug-addict mother, foster care, and juvie hall, cared enough about anything to plan for the future. She had no idea how to light a fire under the twenty-one-year-old. Sam had never wanted children, and she’d certainly never planned on having a teenager attach to her. Maya was like a mangy stray dog you didn’t want to keep as a pet, but couldn’t bring yourself to abandon.

Lost in thought, Sam nearly collided with Gina when the other woman abruptly stopped on the ridge overlooking a steep valley.

They were standing on top of what would be revealed as the Lake Ann trailhead when the snow melted. The path to Lake Ann was one of Sam’s favorite trails. It was a challenging hike because the trail descended steeply, then crossed a valley, and then ascended up a long steep slope on the other side to the mountain lake below the glaciers of Mount Shuksan. Unlike the majority of mountain trails in the Cascades that wound up to a high peak and then were downhill all the way back, on the Lake Ann trail, a hiker had to climb a steep slope both on the way in and out. Sam had never attempted the route in winter, because the steepness of the surrounding slopes threatened the possibility of avalanches. The freeze and thaw cycles of spring made the risk even higher, with the likelihood of slippery ice sandwiched between unstable snow layers.

Studying the snowy bowl of the valley below them and the rise of the mountains on the other side, Sam groaned. “Tell me you’re kidding, Gina.”

“Not kidding,” Gina told her. “My camera is in the trees on the ridge to the south of Lake Ann.”

“Let’s at least stick to the general trail route,” Sam suggested. “Less avalanche danger through the forest.”

“Agreed,” Gina dug her poles into the snow and set off down the slope. “Watch out for tree wells.”

Sam stuck out her tongue at the other woman’s back. She’d been avoiding tree wells for more than twenty years now.

The snow under the thick cover of evergreen trees was icier than on the surrounding slopes, and the litter of fallen limbs and needles and cones made the hike down difficult. Gina stumbled and slid and grabbed onto an overhanging branch to shower both of them with skin-stinging grains of ice from above. Sam struggled with each step to jam the metal claws of her snowshoes into the ground cover, her knees and ankles painfully protesting the angle of descent.

On reaching the valley floor, they paused briefly to shake the snow out of their hair and parkas. After quick swallows of water, they were off again, crunching their way swiftly across the valley. It was already nearing four o’clock, and more clouds were gathering over the peaks to the southwest. Would she and Gina return to the ski resort before sunset? Sam tried to remember the current phase of the moon, although even a full moon would be useless hidden behind heavy clouds. She could use her headlamp if she needed to, although the beam did not extend far enough in deep darkness to be of much use. Gina would most likely have a headlamp as well.

Now that she had sufficient breath to talk again, Sam asked Gina, “So you think the trap was built by this Priest guy?”

“Possibly.” Gina huffed. “Probably. He and his brothers have been caught a few times trapping a variety of animals in national forest areas.”

“That’s not always illegal, unfortunately.” Sam shook her head at the thought.

“Depends on the area and how it’s done,” Gina responded, striding faster. “But the rules for most areas say that trappers have to kill the wild animals they catch. And it’s illegal to trap or kill a wolverine in Washington, unless it’s self-defense.”

Sam snorted. Had there ever been an incident where a wolverine attacked a human out of the blue?

“But most people don’t know it’s illegal,” Gina continued, “because most people don’t even realize we have wolverines in this state. And although the state uses fancy words to say they’re endangered, they aren’t on the federal list, and I’m not sure that rangers would go after someone who killed only one wolverine.”

Please, don’t let a trapper kill Feisty. Sam sped up to match Gina’s pace. “Would the Priests have access to your camera photos?”

“I hope not. Unless one of them found the camera and stole the storage card. But if they placed a trap, they could have some sort of sensor attached that sends out a signal when the trap is triggered.”

“Then we need to hurry.” Sam’s hands fisted around her pole grips at the thought of a killer on the way to the trapped animal.

The snow was deeper on the valley floor, softer in the treeless areas exposed to the bright sun. The muffled sound of running water alerted Sam that they were approaching the creek that zigzagged across the area, one of many that flowed into Swift Creek and down the valley toward Baker Lake. The little stream was not visible; the water would be tunneling under the snow here. She recognized its route from the gap in the brush tips emerging from the melting snow.

“One at a time,” she suggested. “No way to tell how thick the snow is over this bridge.”

“You go first.” Gina tapped Sam on the arm, most likely because Sam was smaller and lighter. “If you fall through, I’ll find another way around.”

“Thanks a bunch.” Clenching her jaw, Sam gingerly tromped across the area. She gasped when her left snowshoe suddenly plummeted several inches, but then the snow underneath held.

Gina crossed behind her, each step of hers sinking a few inches deeper.
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“A thousand bucks,” Eaze muttered, stroking his goatee. He sat with his back against one of the trees a few feet away from the opening of Maya’s tent, his skinny legs splayed across the ground. “That’s not really so much.”

Maya exhaled a puff of disagreement. “Would be to me.” Heck, a hundred would be a fortune right now.

What would she do with $1,000? Buy a plane ticket to somewhere sunnier, somewhere warmer. Maybe New Mexico, go see Jade’s mother again. If she’d have her. Maya hadn’t heard from Katerina Franco since she’d called her last October. She’d expected an invitation to visit. Katerina had originally been so nice, even after she’d discovered that Maya was her first husband’s “love child,” and half sister to her own daughter, Jade. But during that last conversation, Katerina had been cold. The woman had even hung up after telling Maya never to call when she was in “that condition.”

Maya rubbed a hand across the frown lines on her brow, remembering. She hadn’t been that drunk; she’d just forgotten that New Mexico clocks would be an hour later. What was wrong with these uptight people? Even Troy Johnson wouldn’t commit to hiring her back again at Wilderness Challenge this summer, when he’d given her nothing but praise two years before.

That was her life these days. All the good people got killed one way or the other, and others she’d thought were her friends turned out to be scumbags. All her dreams turned to shit. She had been lucky to meet Eaze while smoking a joint in Fairhaven Park a few months ago. He’d been a foster kid, too. His parents were both in prison. He was the only person who understood how you could have the rug pulled out from beneath your feet with no notice whatsoever. Sam and Blake didn’t think of much of Eaze, but they didn’t really know him.

She’d wondered at first if she should invite him to sleep in her tent, but it had worked out. He wasn’t there every night and he wasn’t perfect. But he could be nice. He often brought food and wine and other gifts. The sex was rockin’. Eaze was the only person who hugged her these days. He understood it all—the job layoffs, the lack of home. The lack of family.

Eaze crawled into the tent beside her and laid a hand on her thigh. “I know you don’t have the dough.” He jerked his chin in the direction of Sam’s cabin. “But she does, I’ll bet.”

Maya rolled her eyes. “I bet different. Sam doesn’t even have a regular job. That’s why she’s got a roommate.”

“Who also has a roommate. Another queer, right?”

“Hey!” Maya objected. “Blake and Claude are both cool, most of the time. And Claude’s not a roommate. He’s Canadian; he just visits sometimes. Only Sam and Blake live here.” Maybe she should count herself as living here, too. Did it count that she pitched her tent in Sam’s backyard?

“The Canadian dude is here now, right? Between the three of them, they could come up with a thou.”

Maya was tired of this conversation. Eaze had been talking about the money ever since they rolled out of their sleeping bags this morning. “How the hell did you end up owing a thousand bucks to somebody, anyway?” she asked. Was he a secret gambler or something? Hanging out in casinos on the nights he wasn’t here? “And who is that somebody?”

“JW.” Eaze pushed his dark hair back off his shoulders, twisting it into a rope behind his neck. He had beautiful hair, long and silky, at least when it was clean. Today it was greasy.

Maya waited for more explanation. The only JW she knew stood for Jehovah’s Witnesses, and she was fairly sure that wasn’t who Eaze was talking about.

“It’s for the H.” Eaze snarled it like a complaint.

H. Maya had snorted heroin a few times, even a few times recently with Eaze, but she’d never spent more than a few dollars on a tiny nugget or packet of powder. Inhaling H was nice; that was the best word for it. Heroin made her feel chill. And happy, although she hated the way it made her nose ooze. Eaze spent half his life wiping his. She’d never resort to shooting up, though. Sticking a needle in your arm was disgusting, not to mention you could get some horrible disease.

Eaze swore he’d never do that, either. The bruises on the insides of his elbows were from carrying heavy crates when he volunteered at the food bank.

“You bought a thousand dollars of H off this JW?” she asked him. She’d heard there were a lot of car prowls going on around town, but she didn’t think Eaze was into that. And who kept hundreds of dollars in their car, anyway? “Where the fuck did you get a thousand bucks?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t.”

Maya put it together. “OMG, you were supposed to sell it, weren’t you?” She stared at him. She and Eaze might drink a little too much and use once in a while, but that was all just for fun, something to pass the time. Selling drugs was sinking into the abyss. Drugs had killed her mother. “You used it all yourself?”

His amber gaze blazed into hers. “You helped.”

“Only twice. You offered!”

“Like that’s gonna matter to JW,” he explained. “I gotta get the H somehow. We gotta get it.” He pulled her hand out of her lap, intertwined his fingers with hers. “See, he’ll be looking for you, too. He knows who I hang with.”

“I never heard of anyone named JW,” she protested, jerking her hand away. “How would he know me?”

“Ah, babe.” Eaze reached for her hand again, but when Maya pulled it back, he settled for slipping a finger through the rip in her jeans to stroke her thigh. “I mighta shown him your picture. You’re so beautiful, I like to show you off. I’m proud of you.”

Sam and Blake had sometimes said things like that when she studied or worked hard, but nobody had ever really been proud of her. Not her mother. She’d never even met her father. And now, apparently not even her boss at Wilderness Challenge was proud of her accomplishments. Former boss, she bitterly corrected her thoughts.

“I always said you were smart as well as hot,” Eaze murmured, a smile gliding onto his lips. “You could sweet-talk JW.” Moving his fingers away from the rip, he slid his hand up the inside of her thigh.

She slapped his fingers away and scooted back farther into the tent. “Not on your life.”

“Babe.” Eaze sighed heavily. “We gotta get it somehow.” He frowned at a brown smear that extended from his big toe around the edge of his sandal. “Is that dog shit?”

“Ewww.” Maya jerked her chin toward the hose spigot on the side of Sam’s cabin. “Go outside and clean it off.”

Leaning back, Eaze snagged a piece of fabric from the pile of clothing at the rear of the tent and began to scrub at the smear.

Maya screeched and grabbed his arm. “That’s a quilt square! That’s my quilt square!” She pulled the fabric out of his hands. “I embroidered it! Sam taught me how. I told you! It’s me, see?” She stretched it out in front of him, pointing to the figure’s flaming, spiky hair. “I had red hair then.” She’d let it grow out to her original black.

“You . . . with an axe?” Eaze laughed. “An axe and a pile of shit!”

Tears stung her eyes. “I told you. That’s me, with a Pulaski. When I worked on the trail crew in Olympic National Park for my community service time. It was hard work, but it was kinda cool, being out in the woods all the time. We saw deer and elk and owls almost every day. I’m gonna do it again.” She would, she promised herself. She could easily get strong again, be the outdoor expert people looked up to again. She just needed someone to give her a chance.

Eaze was still smirking, still staring at the quilt square. “Bet they made you shit in the woods, too.”

“So?” Why was he attaching the word “shit” to everything? “That’s when I met Sam. One day she brought a bear to our dorm.”

Eaze frowned. “Why the fuck would anyone shoot a bear?”

“He wasn’t dead. She had him in a cage. She was saving that bear, taking him somewhere safe. And then Sam and I got together later, after I was done with trail work, and we were making picture quilts, making different squares about our lives. And now you ruined my first one!”

He put his hand on her thigh again. “Sorry. At least it’s still good for wiping off shit.”

“You’re such a bastard.” Maya swiped at the tear that ran down her cheek. That wasn’t just her first quilt square, it was her only quilt square. She had sketched out another that depicted her leading the Wilderness Challenge group last year, and a third that was supposed to be about going to college. But she hadn’t started embroidering either one. She didn’t have a clue where her embroidery stuff was. Did she even have it anymore?

“Aw, you’re not gonna cry, are you?” Eaze leaned close. “You still love me, don’t you, babe?”

She twisted away from his hot breath, folding the quilt square and tucking it beside her sleeping bag. She’d wash it; maybe the stain would come out. Sniffling, she wiped her wet eyes with her fingers.

Sam’s cat, Simon, peered into the tent. Maya stretched out a hand to pet him, but when the cat spied Eaze next to her, he pivoted away toward the trees at the back of Sam’s lot. Spying a robin hopping among the trees, he lowered his belly toward the ground and began to stalk the bird.

Eaze slid a hand into his jacket pocket. Maya expected him to pull out his usual pack of cigarettes, rubber-banded together with his lighter. Eaze always smoked when he was pissed off or worried. But when his hand emerged, it was clutching a pistol.

Her heartbeat sped up. “What’s that for?”

“Dunno yet.” Grinning, he slapped the gun from one hand to the other like a hot potato. Then he pointed the barrel toward the cat. “Leverage, maybe.”
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The clouds she’d witnessed earlier in the west were scudding across the sky to pile up over North Cascades National Park just a few miles to the east, slowly blurring the heavens from the startling clear blue to a gray wool coverlet that boded snow in the near future. Sam hoped that she and Gina would not be hiking back to the resort in a whiteout.

After crossing the valley, Gina led her halfway up the next mountain, rounding the slope into a steep wooded area Sam had never explored before, well away from the Lake Ann trail. “Isn’t this where those two . . .” she wasn’t sure she wanted to finish the sentence.

“Bodies were found?” Gina guessed, finishing for her. “Yep, the two snowboarders. Somewhere around here.”

The snow in this steep, rugged terrain was often unstable. They were miles away from the safer, groomed slopes of the ski resort. The two college students had been missing for most of a year before a hiker stumbled onto the grim remains of one of them. Sam struggled to pull her imagination away from what those remains must have looked like after eleven months of snow and thaw. Not to mention hungry animals. Would a wolverine dine on a human corpse?

The first icy crystals of snow stung her cheeks. “Oh, crap, it’s starting to snow.”

Gina didn’t bother to turn her head. Her voice was muffled as she responded, “Yep.”

“Are we getting close?” Sam puffed, clomping up the mountainside as Gina climbed toward a clearing that was more vertical than any sane woman should scale in snowshoes.

“Shhh!” Gina hissed, stopping at the edge of the trees. “We’re there.” She scanned the clearing above. “Shit!”

Then she took off, galloping on her snowshoes up the sheer slope, her poles raised, losing her stocking cap as she floundered in the snow. Startled by Gina’s abrupt shout, Sam barely had time to take in the scene. A hundred yards above them, near the top of the clearing, next to a log trap, stood a figure dressed in a black parka and camouflage pants. Beside him was a large blue plastic dog carrier. The top of a log trap was propped open with a stick.

“Stop!” Gina bellowed.

The figure twisted to gaze downhill. The black shade of beard along his jawline proved he was male, but with a parka bunched around his neck and a stocking cap pulled low on his brow and with a slow curtain of snow blurring the details, it was hard to guess anything more. Reaching into the trap, the man hefted out a bulky bundle of dark fur, clutching it tightly to his chest.

That mass of fur had to be a wolverine. Feisty. Tranquilized. Or dead. Bending over the carrier, the guy hastily shoved his burden inside. The radio collar around the limp neck scratched against the plastic as the wolverine slid through the opening.

Sam’s temper flared. She raced into the snow of the slope, adding her tracks and her voice to Gina’s. “Stop, you bastard! You won’t get away with this!”

The mountainside was steep, and the snow in the clearing was softer and deeper than it had been in the woods. Each step punched a hole into the drifts, forcing Sam to lift a heavy clump of snow every time she raised a snowshoe. She wanted to sprint upward, but this was more like stomping in place. A few yards upslope, Gina was making only slightly better progress, yelling epithets with every step.

The man straightened, hefted the carrier, and took off sideways across the clearing above them, cutting a horizontal path into the snow, headed for the forest that flanked the clearing on three sides.

“You! Shithead!” Gina screamed. “Hey, son of a bitch! Drop that carrier!”

A hot wave of rage flooded through Sam. Her body trembled with the frustration of knowing that neither she nor Gina could reach the wolverine snatcher in time to save Feisty.

The ground itself seemed to shimmer in commiseration beneath her snowshoes, and she noticed that the fringe of evergreens around the clearing were swaying, too. For a second, she had the insane thought that maybe divine retribution actually existed, Mother Earth quaking in outrage at the poacher taking one of her precious wild creatures.

But when a loud crack boomed somewhere near the top of the slope, Sam knew that something much more ominous was happening.

“Avalanche!” she screamed, turning. “Run!”
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Sam did her best to race back to the woods. Her thoughts careened down the slope with her, colliding with one another in a useless jumble. Experience and training had informed her that the steep clearing was an avalanche chute, and instinct told her the only chance of survival was to reach the clump of trees that had survived for decades.

She was close to the first trees when the slide caught up with her. At first a spray of white enveloped her, blurring her vision into a fog. Then a tsunami of snow slammed into her back and shoulders, ripping her off her feet, tumbling her into a forward roll as the avalanche rushed over her.

OhGodohGodohGod. The air was thick and icy and she couldn’t breathe, snow rushing into her mouth and nose, her pole straps tightening around her wrists like handcuffs, pulling her arms down when she needed to swim up. That was the only advice she’d ever heard about avalanches: Swim while the snow is still moving like liquid, and if you’re lucky, you might end up on top.

The strap around her right wrist broke, and she had just begun to flail with that arm when the left side of her body collided with something immovable, slamming the air from her lungs. Stars sparked through a sudden darkness in front of her eyes, blacking out the wall of white surging around her. Cracking, snapping, and loud crashes deafened her in a ferocious cacophony of surround sound.

The snow shoved against her back and head. Had she made the wrong choice? Would she be smashed between sliding trees and die a horrible death that way?

How could anyone swim when jammed against an immovable obstacle? Frantically clawing the snow away from her mouth to create a pocket of air, she focused on not passing out. She barely managed to fling her free hand upward before the cascading snow settled around her like a load of wet cement.

Her heart was thudding in her throat, her breath coming loud and panicky. She willed herself to inhale and exhale more slowly, hardly believing she was alive. She wasn’t sure she was lucky in that. Her left cheek, and indeed, her whole body, was jammed against a tree trunk that she prayed was still vertical. Throwing back her head as far as she could, she wriggled, moving as much as possible, waving her arm over her head, trying to raise her feet, and thrashing against the weight of the surrounding blanket of snow that would only become heavier as gravity continued to solidify it.

Only an inch or two separated her face from the tree trunk. Instead of the icy taste of snow, her tongue now identified the rusty tang of blood. Her upper lip felt wet, and she was pretty sure her nose was broken. With one hand imprisoned above her head and the other trapped below her waist, there was no way to touch it. She was grateful that she could still breathe. But she knew that might only be a momentary relief.

The world was dark and smothering, and for a second, she felt a black rush of panic, the terror of not knowing up from down. But then her brain waves reset; the blood running down her lip and chin proved she had landed in a more-or-less upright position.

“Help!” she yelled. The shout seemed faint to her, even though it was coming from her own mouth. And who was she yelling to?

Shit. Double shit. Gina!

The wolverine. The trapper. They’d all been on the same slope. Oh, holy crap, was everyone buried?
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“It’s starting to snow,” Blake observed to Claude as they neared the top of the Chair 4 lift. “The freestyle competition at the Heather Meadows Lodge is over. Sam and Chase and Nicole have probably left for the day.” The three of them had driven up to the resort together, and he and Claude had come in Claude’s car. “Think we’d better drive down the mountain before the weather really sets in?”

“Last run,” Claude agreed, wrapping his hands firmly around his ski poles as their chair approached the unloading zone.

Blake caught an edge and nearly did a faceplant as he and Claude pushed away from the chair lift.

“Klutz!” Claude joked. “Race you to Raven Hut.” And then he was away, zigzagging down the slope before Blake could jerk his hand out of the snow and stand upright, tugging his ski pole back into position.

Blake watched his lover navigate the slope. Claude’s ski jacket strained at the zipper across his stomach now, as did Blake’s. Most people had gained weight during the boring shelter-in-place, no-social-life days of the pandemic. He and Claude were both still novices at skiing, having met years ago during beginner lessons here. Then, they’d skied the easiest route down, labeled “Big Creek” on the trail map. Today, it was a good thing that they didn’t have enough experience to know what was great snow. While others had been complaining about the slushy snow underfoot today, the conditions
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