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  Chapter one
Into the Wild

Maya


Ikilled the engine at the base of the final switchback and let the silence settle, thick and absolute. There’s a kind of noise that doesn’t require decibels, the ache behind your eyes after seven straight hours of highway, the chafing friction of everything you left behind. Seattle’s aftertaste lingered, a chemical ghost in my lungs: the burnt metallic buzz of city espresso, the bone-white glare of my MacBook at 3 AM, the wet asphalt sigh of another deadline met. Here, in the hush below Hart’s Peak, all that died at the perimeter of the windshield. 
“Almost there, Maya,” I muttered. I left the keys dangling in the ignition, fingers flexing, half-expecting the wheel to buck in protest if I tried to drive any further. Instead, the dashboard blinked out, one light at a time, until I was just a breathing body in a rented Jeep, nothing but the tick of cooling metal and my own pulse, thudding dumbly at the prospect of the wilderness retreat that was supposed to save me from myself.
The road to Hart’s Peak Wilderness Lodge had been four hours of white-knuckled intent. The rental’s GPS gave up an hour ago, but the directions printed on the lodge’s primitive website, if you hit the cattle grate, you’ve gone too far, held up. I passed the cattle grate three times before admitting I’d gone too far. Now, at the last bend, the road coiled upward in a way that made you think twice about your survival instinct. Snow clung in unrepentant strips along the shoulder, mud threatening to suck the tires sideways with every shallow rut. I pressed my cheek to the window, blinking up at the sheer face of the mountain, clouds swirling like a brushstroke, the late afternoon sun slashing gold across the summit.
It was all a little too fucking scenic.
I fished my phone from the passenger seat, thumbed it on, zero bars, no new texts. The last message was from Lucas Raines, my editor, timestamped at dawn: Just make it back in one piece. And bring something I can use. The subtext, as ever: Don’t screw up. Don’t break. You’re all I’ve got left.
I shoved the phone in my jacket and gripped the wheel, rolling forward the last hundred yards until the trees peeled back and the lodge came into view. It rose from the earth like it belonged there, a timber-and-stone behemoth flanked by a wraparound porch, the roof pitched at an angle that dared avalanches to try their luck. The windows glared back at me, reflecting the same jagged blue-white sky that made my eyes water, and I had the unsettling sense that the building was studying me, measuring whether I belonged.
I parked beside the only other vehicle, a battered crew-cab pickup streaked with last year’s road salt. Its bumper sticker read “COEXIST” in icons of wildlife, like wolves, bears, and eagles. I snorted. My jacket, a blood-orange Patagonia, felt like a flare in hostile territory. Maya Larkin, ecosystem interloper. I zipped it up, bracing as the mountain air knifed through the seams, and popped the trunk.
The gear was my anchor. I’d packed heavy Canon and Sigma bodies, backup batteries, a carbon-fiber tripod, and three lenses I could barely afford even at the magazine’s expense. The camera bag alone weighed thirty pounds, but I hoisted it without thinking, muscle memory from a decade of shooting protests, sports, and the occasional environmental disaster. This, though, was a new kind of assignment: wildlife in its natural habitat. No subjects with manufactured tragedy, no photoshopped color correction, no manufactured “edge.” Just the real, unfiltered world, out here where nobody gave a shit about follower count.
The wind howled the second I stepped out, nearly buckling me off the gravel. I caught myself against the Jeep’s side mirror, cursing, then laughed, a sharp, involuntary bark that startled a cluster of birds from the nearest pine. My hair, already half-wild from the drive, whipped my face in frizzed black spirals. I should’ve tucked it up, but vanity was the first casualty of exhaustion. I slung the camera bag over my left shoulder, slung the tripod on the right, and dragged my battered duffel out with my foot.
For a minute, I stood there, letting the cold scrape the last vestiges of the city off my skin. The air was so clean it tasted medicinal, needles of ozone and pine and distant, invisible snowpack. I stared up at the main structure, two stories, log-framed, river rocks mortared into massive pillars. The lodge was aged but immaculate, every board sanded by seasons of wind and sun, the stone chimney trailing a single polite plume of woodsmoke. A flag, state, not national, snapped on its pole at the edge of the clearing, backdrop to the rising wall of forest.
This was it. Hart’s Peak, last outpost before the world dropped off into the uncivilized unknown. I could almost feel the weight of it: the silence, the threat, the promise. My feet crunched over the frozen gravel as I circled to the porch, boots numb from lack of circulation. Each step felt deliberate, overcorrected, like the steps you take after a night of too many whiskey shots, body unwilling to trust itself, even though it knows the way.
Then, without warning, I saw the hawk.
It soared overhead, a russet streak against the frosted sky, riding the updraft off the mountain face with effortless violence. I dropped my bag mid-stride, snapping the camera free, adjusting settings with frantic muscle memory. ISO up, aperture wide, shutter ready for the kill. I tracked it through the lens, heartbeat synched to the autofocus as the raptor banked hard, silhouetted against the snow like a myth made flesh. I exhaled. Click.
For a fraction of a second, the old surge hit me: that cold, clean, ecstatic rush of freezing time, of catching something wild before it even knows it’s been seen. The city and its ghosts fell away. There was only the hawk, the sky, and me, tethered by a thread of light so thin it could snap if I doubted myself for an instant.
But I didn’t doubt. I followed the hawk, firing off a burst as it spiraled lower, then vanished behind a stand of black pine. My breath fogged the viewfinder as I lowered the camera, hands steady for the first time since the highway. The photo would be good. Maybe even great. For now, that was enough.
I let the camera hang from its strap, shoulders loosening. In the stillness that followed, the mountain seemed to lean in, appraising my presence with its million-year stare. I faced it, chin high, and grinned into the wind. Maybe I was here on assignment. Maybe I was running from the mess of a life that was supposed to make sense by now. But out here, at the edge of everything, none of that mattered.
I kicked my duffel toward the porch steps and braced for the cold reception I’d been warned about. Hart’s Peak wasn’t famous for its hospitality. That was fine. I wasn’t famous for mine, either.
With the hawk’s echo still burning in my retina, I mounted the steps and reached for the lodge’s heavy wooden door. I hesitated, savoring one last, lung-scouring breath of wild air. Then I shouldered my way inside, determined to meet whatever waited on the other side with the same open eye, the same instinct that had never failed me, until, perhaps, now.
The inside of the lodge hit like a heat wave, even though the thermostat was set no higher than sixty. It was the shock of transition: the echoing hush of the porch swapped for the muffled hush of thick rugs and exposed log beams, firelight throwing restless shadows across the stone hearth. I blinked, half-blind after the outdoor glare, and nearly collided with a wall that wasn’t a wall at all, but a man.
He stood in the entry like he’d grown there, braced against the frame with both hands splayed on either side, a doorstop made of flannel, denim, and something harder. I caught a breathless flash: broad shoulders, bare forearms dusted with sawdust or flour or maybe just the powdery memory of old wood. Shaggy dark hair fell to his jaw in a way that would’ve been artful if I thought he cared. He didn’t. His beard looked like it had never met a razor, and his amber eyes flicked from my duffel to my face in an unbroken, slow-motion threat assessment.
“Larkin?” His voice was so low it belonged to the weather, not a human mouth. “That’s me.” I extended a hand, realized it was gloved, and yanked it off awkwardly, waggling frozen fingers. “Maya. Hi.” I hated how perky I sounded. “I have a reservation?” He just stared. A five-count passed, before he spoke again. “You’re early.”
I checked my phone instinctively, then remembered the signal situation and laughed, holding up the paper printout. “According to the lodge confirmation, I’m right on time.” He blinked, as if startled that anyone could argue with him. “Check-in’s not till five.” His gaze dropped to the gear at my feet. “That's all yours?”
“Unless you’ve got a ghost photographer in the attic.”
The joke went flat. I tried again. “Sorry. Long drive. Traffic out of Seattle is, well, always a nightmare, but at least I didn’t hydroplane off a cliff.” He leaned forward, scanning me head to toe. It wasn’t sexual, more like a search for weaknesses, or weapons. Then, with a grunt, he reached down and hoisted my camera bag as if it weighed nothing. I winced, expecting him to wrench it by the strap and send my $3000 lens flying, but his grip was careful, almost reverent. He shifted the bag over his shoulder, gestured with a chin-nod for me to follow.
“Let’s get you set up,” he said, as if he hadn’t just challenged my existence a moment earlier.
We moved down the entry hall, my boots scuffing the polished wood. The main room unfolded in a series of nested living spaces: Great Room with the fireplace and worn leather couches, a breakfast nook with mismatched chairs, a long communal table scarred with decades of cutlery and coffee mugs. It was all aggressively rustic, yet nothing felt staged. Every object had the look of being earned, patched, glued, mended, but still in use because throwing it out would be an insult to its stubbornness.
The air inside smelled like pine and bitter coffee. I caught a thread of something wilder, animal maybe, or just the memory of a winter storm, that clung to the man leading me in. His steps were slow and measured, as if recalibrating for my smaller stride. “I’m Kaleb.” He kept his back to me. “Owner.”
“Kaleb Hart,” I supplied. “The famous Keeper of Hart’s Peak. My editor told me you’d be a legend or a disaster.” He stopped so fast I nearly rear-ended him. “Which am I?” I swallowed a nervous laugh. “Haven’t decided. Is it too soon for a tour?” He shrugged, a mountainous roll of muscle. “Dining room’s there. Kitchen’s through the arch. Upstairs, you’ll find guest rooms. You get the corner one, best view of the north face.” I tried to keep up. “Is that where the bears are?” He shot me a look over his shoulder. “Bears go where they want. But yes. If you’re lucky.”
“Lucky. Right.” I felt the words buzzing in my mouth, unable to stop. “You must get a lot of wildlife people up here. Scientists, birders, aspiring Attenboroughs. Do they all bring this much gear, or am I overcompensating?” He set the camera bag down at the foot of the stairs, then braced himself against the newel post, arms folded. “Mostly influencers,” he said. “Occasionally someone with a real camera. You’re the first Larkin.”
I heard the unsaid: the first of your kind. I straightened my spine, using the weight of the tripod as ballast. “Well, I plan to leave an impression. Good one, I hope.” His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but less than a scowl. “We’ll see.” I inhaled, steeling myself for whatever came next. “Anything I need to know before I settle in? House rules? Bear attack protocol?”
“Don’t wander off at night.” He pointed toward the French doors leading to the back deck. “If you get lost, stay where you are. Someone’ll find you.” He said it as if he personally guaranteed rescue, or retribution. I nodded, filing it away. “Noted. And… WiFi password?”
He made a sound like a cough, but I think it was a laugh. “Try living without it for once.” Then, after a beat, “Router’s in the office. Ask if you need it. You won’t.”
There was an awkward pause, during which I shifted my weight, checked my phone again out of reflex, and tried to read him. His stare was unwavering, even predatory. I couldn’t tell if he wanted me gone or just wanted me to shut up.
But then, unexpectedly, he knelt to unzip my camera bag, checking the padding around each compartment. His hands were huge, but the movements were gentle, as if he’d once handled something fragile and never forgot how. He nudged the camera body back into place, zipped the pouch, and rose without comment. I watched him, caught off-guard by the gesture. “You know cameras?” He didn’t answer directly. “Bears like shiny things. Don’t leave them on the porch.”
“Understood.”
He hefted my duffel and started up the stairs, pausing to let me follow. I trailed behind, counting steps, noting how the wood creaked under his weight but not mine. The hallway at the top was narrow, lined with old black-and-white photos of previous guests, grinning families, red-faced hunters, and a handful of people who looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. He led me to a door at the end, opened it, and waited for me to enter first.
The room was simple: a queen bed, heavy with patchwork quilts; a handmade desk beneath a huge window; an enameled wood stove set for easy lighting. The view was, as promised, spectacular, Hart’s Peak’s north face looming so close I could see fractures in the glacier, a living bruise of blue against the white.
Kaleb set my duffel on the bed, careful not to crush the down. He pointed to a woven basket on the dresser. “Fire starters. Water from the tap is safe. Bathroom’s across the hall.” He moved to leave, then hesitated. For a moment, it seemed as if he wanted to say something, something that mattered more than all the logistical trivia. But instead he just grunted, “Dinner’s at seven,” and vanished down the hallway.
I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.
The room felt huge, but the world outside was bigger. I dropped my jacket on the bed and pressed my face to the glass, searching for the hawk, or the promise of a bear, or just some sign that I wasn’t out of my mind for coming here. Instead, I saw only my own reflection, dark curls, windburned cheeks, eyes already hungry for the next shot. I smiled, surprised to see it wasn’t the performance smile I used for clients, but the one I’d lost somewhere back in college, when the world was wild and anything seemed possible.
Downstairs, the front door thudded shut, and I heard Kaleb’s boots on the porch. I watched as he circled the property, checking perimeter windows, stopping to straighten the flag. He didn’t look up at my window, but I had the unshakable sense that he knew exactly where I was, and exactly what I was feeling.
I turned from the window, knelt to unzip my camera bag, and ran my fingers over the smooth, familiar contours inside. For the first time in months, I felt not dread, but anticipation, a pulse of possibility, like an animal scent on the wind. I wasn’t here to be comfortable. I was here to see what was real.
My room had all the comforts of a forest service cabin, minus the mildew and rodent droppings. The view was instantly addictive; I stood at the window for a solid minute, watching the sun flinch between weather fronts, Hart’s Peak flickering in and out of clarity like a mirage on the horizon. I traced a finger along the icy pane, then drifted back, letting my hand graze the rough-hewn desk and the layered patchwork quilts. Each surface had its own history, its own thumbprint, as if the place was grown, not built.
I set up my camera on the desk, plugged in the spare battery, and fired off a test shot of the stove for the hell of it. The click sounded absurd in the hush. I caught myself humming, something tuneless and dumb, just to keep the quiet from crowding me.
The sound of steps on the stairs snapped me out of it. Not boots this time, bare feet, soft but heavy, the stride of someone unafraid of splinters. Kaleb appeared in the doorway, one hand full of split wood, the other holding an armload of kindling.
“Thought you might want a fire.” He didn’t wait for my answer, just knelt by the stove and opened the little door, fingers moving with the economy of practice. I watched as he arranged the kindling, coaxed a match to life, and breathed gently on the flame until it took hold. The smell of burning pitch and the low, excited crackle grounded the room, making it feel suddenly inhabited.
“Thanks.” I realized I was standing awkwardly, hugging myself, so I dropped into the desk chair and spun it to face him. “Do you do all the upkeep yourself?” He shrugged, wiping his hands on his jeans. “No point hiring help this far out. People don’t last.”
“You ever get lonely?” I asked it before I could stop myself, and immediately regretted it. He considered, eyes fixed on the firebox. “Not really.” A pause, then “You?” I laughed, a little too bright. “Depends on the day.” I waited for him to leave, but instead he moved to the window, scanning the horizon as if expecting company. “If you need anything,” he said, “use the intercom.” He jerked a thumb at a beige phone mounted beside the door. It looked like a relic from the Reagan era. “Line three rings the kitchen.”
I feigned reverence. “So official. Are you the only staff?” Kaleb nodded. “Caretaker, cook, repairman, snowplow when needed.” His voice was neutral, but not unfriendly. “So you’re basically a one-man show.” I eyed him with mock seriousness. “What’s the worst guest you’ve ever had?” He hesitated, then surprised me. “Had a guy from LA who brought a drone. Used it to harass the elk herd. When I told him to stop, he said he’d post a bad review unless I comped his room.”
“What did you do?” He looked right at me, eyes crinkling. “Confiscated the drone. I gave it back after he left.” The ghost of a smile passed between us. For a moment, he seemed almost human. I leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Is there a story behind the lodge? Like, did your family build it, or…?”
“My parents.” His jaw clenched. “They ran it together. I took over five years ago.” I could tell there was more, but the wall was back up. I let it drop, not wanting to push. Instead, I stood and wandered to the bookshelf, scanning the spines, mostly field guides and battered paperbacks. I thumbed one at random, a trail map so worn it looked like it’d survived a decade in someone’s back pocket.
I turned to him. “I’d love to shoot some sunrise photos tomorrow. Any recommendations?”
He took the map from my hand, careful not to touch me, and spread it on the desk. “This ridge here.” He traced a line with his finger, callused, nails chewed short. “If you cut across the old service road, you’ll catch the first light on the south face. Elk bed down near the treeline. Bears too, but they won’t bother you if you’re noisy.”
I watched the way he moved, gentle but precise, as if the map was as important as any living thing outside the window. I found myself mirroring his motion, reaching to follow the line he’d drawn. Our hands met on the page, my index knuckle brushing his. His skin was warm, unexpectedly so, and for a second neither of us moved.
He flinched, pulled back as if stung. The room reset around the absence. “I’ll leave you to it.” He snapped the map shut, placed it carefully beside my camera, and turned to go. “Kaleb, ” I started, not knowing what I wanted to say. He paused in the doorway, shoulders tense, but didn’t look back. “Thank you,” I finished, softer than I meant. He gave a single nod, then vanished, the sound of his steps fading into the house’s deeper hush.
I stared at the door after he’d gone, brain replaying every moment, every gesture. The brush of his hand, the way he knew the best shot before I’d even asked, the look in his eyes when I mentioned his family. It wasn’t the first time I’d encountered a human bear, but something about this one made me want to poke the beast just to see what it would do.
The fire crackled in the stove, sending slow-moving shadows across the floorboards. I picked up the map, smoothed the creases, and traced the line he’d drawn with my own finger. I could still feel the ghost of his touch, an electric afterimage on my skin.
Outside, the wind was picking up, pushing the trees into restless choreography. The forecast said a storm was coming, but I’d seen enough mountain weather to know that forecasts out here were less prediction, more wishful thinking. I settled onto the bed, camera within arm’s reach, and watched the last light vanish behind the ridge.
I had a plan for the morning, a destination, a shot to chase, a reason to get up. But mostly, I had a new question: What did it take to build a place like this, and what did it cost to keep it standing, alone against the wild? Sleep came slowly. When it did, I dreamed of the hawk, circling ever closer, searching for a place to land.

      [image: ]The next morning the sky was all drama, slate-colored clouds marching east in serried ranks, the air raw and alive with static. I woke to the sound of wind rattling the windowpane, my body refusing to believe it was already six a.m. I stretched, groaned, and shuffled to the window, expecting, even hoping, to see my hawk from the day before. Instead, I saw only the writhing pines and the flash of Kaleb’s flannel as he crossed the clearing, hauling something heavy on one shoulder.
The cold had teeth. I dressed in layers, jammed my curls under a beanie, grabbed my camera and tiptoed down the stairs, every board telegraphing my progress. The main room was empty, save for the fire. I headed for the porch, letting the ancient door thud shut behind me.
Kaleb was stacking firewood by the back door, moving with the deliberation of someone who expected the storm to test every weakness in the structure. He barely acknowledged me, just nodded and went back to his task. The wind was picking up, the kind that sliced straight through the fabric and into your bones.
“Looks bad,” I said, more to fill the air than because I cared about the answer. He paused, scanning the ridgeline. “The forecast says there is a ten percent chance of snow.” His voice was skeptical. “The mountain says otherwise.” I shivered, even though I was dressed for Everest. “Do you always trust the mountain over the weatherman?”
“Mountain never lied to me.” He hefted another log onto the stack, the movement so clean and powerful it bordered on showing off. I raised my camera, not quite pointing it at him, but angling for the sweep of the clouds over Hart’s Peak. “Mind if I get some shots before it closes in?” He glanced over, eyes narrowed against the glare. “Go ahead. Just don’t stray too far from the porch.”
“Because of the bears?” He shook his head, a little smile cutting through the beard. “Because of the weather.” I stepped off the porch and into the clearing, boots crunching the first layer of frost. The wind was relentless, but the view was worth the numb fingertips, clouds breaking in improbable patterns, the sun fighting a losing battle for the upper hand. I got off a dozen shots before the wind nearly buckled my tripod, and I had to brace it with my body, laughing at my own hubris.
I caught Kaleb watching from the porch, arms crossed, posture so still he could’ve been carved from the same wood as the beams above his head. I wondered how many storms he’d seen. How many times he’d buttoned up the lodge and waited for the world to go white.
I returned to the porch, face tingling, and sank onto the steps. “How long have you been out here?” I asked, breath fogging in the cold. He sat beside me, the boards creaking under his weight. “All my life. Left for a couple years, but it didn’t take.”
“Why not?” He shrugged. “Too loud. Too bright. Couldn’t smell anything but exhaust and people.” I liked the answer, maybe more than I should’ve. “Seattle’s not for everyone.” He made a sound, half laugh, half snort. “Is that where you’re from?”
“Born and raised.” I grinned. “Though lately I’ve been thinking about the advantages of isolation.” He glanced over, really looking at me for the first time that morning. “You don’t seem like the isolation type.”
“I’m full of surprises,” I said, trying to match his dryness. He grunted, but there was a new respect in the way he squared his shoulders. We watched the clouds roll in, the world shrinking by degrees as the storm devoured the valley.
After a while, he stood. “If it starts coming down hard, help me with the shutters.” I nodded, unsure if he was inviting me in or just expecting basic competence. Either way, I wanted to prove I could be useful, not just ornamental.
The first flakes arrived before noon, slow, wet, hesitant, as if the storm was testing its own resolve. I paced the lodge, alternating between the window and the fire, restless energy humming under my skin. Kaleb worked the property perimeter, tightening things down, double-checking doors and windows, sometimes disappearing for twenty minutes at a stretch.
When he returned, there was a new urgency in his stride. He found me in the kitchen, where I was pretending to make tea but actually just staring at the churning sky. “Help me get the generator ready,” he said.
We went outside, the wind now frantic, snow swirling in hard, diagonal slashes. He led me around the side of the lodge, showed me how to check the fuel, prime the starter, run the extension cords inside in case the power cut out. His hands, bare despite the cold, worked with calm precision, and I followed his instructions, grateful for the clarity of the task.
“You good?” he asked, once everything was stowed. I nodded, chest tight with an emotion I couldn’t name. He hesitated, then put a hand on my shoulder, not heavy, not patronizing, just steady. “It’s going to get loud tonight. If you get scared, come to the main room.” I tried to joke. “Is that the official storm shelter?” He looked away, jaw tight. “Something like that.”
Back inside, the light went sepia, the snow erasing the world in every direction. I wandered the lodge, photographing the storm through different windows, each frame a study in erasure, in how quickly things could be reduced to zero. In the main room, Kaleb lit the fireplace, then sat cross-legged in front of it, staring into the flames as if reading a secret script. I wanted to join him, to ask more, but the air between us was full of unsaid things. Instead, I watched from the shadows, camera in hand, ready to record what the storm revealed.
By dusk the storm came on fast and hard, visibility was down to nothing. The wind howled in the chimney, the logs snapping and settling as if the whole building was breathing. I took photos until my fingers went numb, then collapsed on the couch nearest the fire, tucking my feet under the patchwork quilt.
Kaleb didn’t speak much. He poked at the fire, occasionally checked his weather radio, and once in a while glanced at me with a look I couldn’t decipher. Not suspicion, not annoyance. Something closer to recognition. When the power finally flickered and died, he barely reacted. “Better now,” he said, voice a near-whisper. “No distractions.”
I thought about the city, about all the electric hum and manufactured warmth I’d left behind. Out here, the cold was honest. The dark was real.
We sat in silence, the only sound the storm’s relentless assault and the hiss of the fire. I wanted to ask him what he was thinking, what he saw in the flames, but I sensed that some questions were better left unspoken. At least for now.
Eventually, the fire dimmed, the room softening to shadows. I drifted up the stairs, pausing at the landing to look back. Kaleb was still there, framed in the firelight, shoulders relaxed for the first time since I’d met him.
I slept with the curtains open, so I could see the snow piling against the glass, the world outside slowly erased itself. In the middle of the night, I woke to the sound of heavy footsteps on the porch, then a moment later, the subtle creak of the main door. I slipped from my bed and tiptoed to the window, heart pounding. Below, in the swirling white, I saw Kaleb, barefoot, arms crossed against the cold, face turned to the sky as if waiting for something only he could sense.
He stood there for a long time, unmoving, a sentinel against the dark. I watched shivering, until the windows frosted over and the world beyond went perfectly, beautifully, blank.
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