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      Kaity stood at the lake’s edge and looked at the airplane’s tail sticking out of the water in the middle of an oily sheen. The stink of spilled aviation gas filled the air. The September Alaska sun was low in the sky. It would be dark in two hours, and she knew it would get cold.

      She looked over her shoulder. Through the trees, she saw the flickering flames and thin tendrils of smoke from the fire she’d built. She couldn’t see him, but she knew Tye was over there, slumped against the log, bloodied and hurt.

      Clouds were building to the west. Certainly, it would rain. Maybe it would snow.

      She looked at the plane. It was maybe a hundred yards from shore. Earlier, when she’d swum to the bank, towing Tye behind her, it had seemed to pass in an eyeblink of frenzied thrashing. Now, it appeared as far away as the moon.

      “Got to do it,” she said out loud. Mentally, she pictured the interior of the plane, focusing on where the gear was stowed and trying her best not to think about the two dead bodies strapped in their seats.

      As she stood at the edge of the lake, it was like she was outside her body, watching from a distance. She had stripped down to her underwear and a sports bra. It would have made sense to take them off, too, to keep them from getting wet, but the thought of making the swim naked was just too much.

      She looked over her shoulder again at Tye. She knew if she didn’t get the gear from the plane, he’d die.

      “Just like a couple of laps in the pool,” she said. Instead of wading in slowly, she charged into the water, up to her chest. The cold was suffocating, and she felt her throat closing up. Her limbs locked in place momentarily, as if her muscles had shrunk against her bones.

      She forced herself to breathe and started swimming once she could move her arms.
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      Earlier…

      Tye Caine sat in a folding chair, took a long pull from a bottle of cold beer, and watched his girlfriend swim in the river.

      The early-afternoon sun hung low in the sky this time of year, but it was still almost seventy degrees, practically a heat wave for Alaska. The breeze blowing down from the mountains was cool. The peaks of the Brooks Range behind Kaity looked like something out of a landscape painting.

      “Gah!” Kaity said. “It’s cold! I never imagined I’d go swimming in Alaska. I should have brought a swimsuit.”

      They were on a long stretch of gravel beach beside the Copper River, surrounded by gently swaying willow trees. Here, the river widened and slowed down enough that it was safe to swim. From where he sat, Tye could see a set of moose tracks leading to and from the riverbank that hadn’t been there the day before.

      Kaity was wearing a pair of shorts and a sports bra. For the last twenty minutes, he’d debated the wisdom of suggesting that neither one was essential, considering they were the only human beings around for miles.

      “You’re pretty comfortable in the water,” Tye said. “I didn’t know you could swim like that.”

      “I was on the swim team in high school and worked as a lifeguard in the summers in college.”

      That was another thing he hadn’t known about her. Even after a year of being together, he was still learning new things.

      “You want to get back in?” Kaity asked.

      Tye took another drink of his beer. “I’m almost warmed up from my last dip. That water you’re swimming in was frozen in a glacier yesterday.”

      “So you’re just going to sit there, drink beer, and watch me?”

      “It’s a mighty fine view,” he said.

      She laughed. “If that’s how you want to spend your vacation, who am I to interfere?” She flipped over on her back and floated. The river was cold and deep, but slow-moving this time of year. From the uprooted trees and debris along the bank, Tye knew it would be a different story come spring melt.

      He took another drink of his beer and realized he was happy and relaxed for the first time in months. As if on cue, the scar on his left arm itched, a reminder of the gunshot graze he’d suffered a few weeks ago. He scratched the almost-healed scar and resolved to push the bad memories out of his mind. He’s spent the last year wading through the evil created by other people. Kaity had spent a bunch of time and money on this trip, and he didn’t want to ruin it.

      Tye looked at Kaity. Sometimes, he was still amazed at how quickly their relationship had taken off. He’d met her last summer, wet and bedraggled after she’d plunged into the woods to look for a missing girl. Now, he couldn’t imagine life without her.

      She saw him looking at her and smiled. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, they both heard the drone of an airplane in the distance. Tye looked to the south and shaded his eyes. Soon, he saw the rapidly growing dot of a bush plane.

      “That’s a big one,” Kaity said as it drew closer.

      “Yep. That must be the science expedition the cabin owner told you about. The folks who are looking for artifacts in the glacier. I think it’s supposed to be a group of four people.”

      “I guess we’re not the only people for miles now,” Kaity said.

      “I reckon.”

      The plane followed the river, a common practice on a clear day in Alaska. As it approached, the pilot rocked the plane’s wings. Tye waved that all was okay, and the pilot rocked the wings again. This far in the bush, if a pilot saw another human being, they usually made sure nothing was wrong.

      The plane continued to descend as it followed the river. The topography here rose rapidly toward the mountain. Tye had studied a map and had seen a wide shelf next to the river where he figured the expedition would make camp, right on the edge of the glacier.

      Kaity backstroked to the beach, then stood in the shallows. “I’m done. I can now say I swam in a glacier-fed river in Alaska, but I’ve had enough of cold water.”

      She stepped out of the water and shivered. He stood to hand her a towel. “Thanks,” she said, drying off her unruly shock of short dark hair. “Can you get my sweatshirt?”

      He sighed at the thought of her adding more clothes, but given the temperature, he couldn’t blame her.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” He pulled the shirt out of his day pack and handed it to her.

      “Thanks.” She pulled the shirt over her head, grabbed his hand, and pulled him to her. She was almost as tall as him, so he barely had to lean to kiss her. His hands found her hips, then the patch of skin at the small of her back beneath her sweatshirt.

      “It’s good to be here with you,” he said after the kiss. Out of nowhere, he felt his eyes tear up, and he blinked.

      “Yeah.” She pulled him tighter to her for a moment, then stepped back. “This feels good, but I’m freezing.”

      “Let’s get back to the cabin. I’ll turn on the water heater, then start a fire.”

      They gathered up their gear. Tye put his head and arms through the harness of his Hill People Gear kit bag so it would ride on his chest. They hadn’t seen any grizzlies close to the cabin, and the last thing Tye wanted to do was shoot one. The revolver inside the bag was last-ditch insurance. He slung his pack over one shoulder and picked up the two folding chairs, while Kaity picked up the bag that held their snacks.

      They followed the narrow path through a dense willow thicket. Here and there, the bark bore the scars from wintertime moose browsing. As they walked up the gentle slope away from the river, the willows gave way to a dense spruce stand. Their fragrance was heavy, and Tye always felt cleaner after walking through. Then they stepped out into the long, narrow clearing.

      The cabin was on the other side of the primitive airstrip. The frayed orange windsock swung in the breeze, now blowing steadily from the mountains. Kaity shivered again.

      “I’m glad I got out of the water when I did,” she said.

      “Yep.” Now that they were out in the open, Tye scanned the sky. It was getting darker to the west.

      Kaity bumped his hip with hers. “You want to check the weather radio while I shower?”

      “Might make me feel better. It can change so quickly up here this time of year.” Part of their plan for the vacation had been a break from the outside world. As they’d traveled from Anchorage to Denali National Park to this cabin at the foot of the Brooks Range, Kaity kept her phone shut off as much as possible, only using it when necessary to confirm their travel arrangements. There was no cell signal available for hundreds of miles. Their sole means of communicating with the outside world was a Garmin satellite messaging device stowed inside Kaity’s backpack.

      “I can’t believe I found this place on the internet,” Kaity said.

      Tye almost said, “I can’t believe how much it cost,” but managed to shut his mouth in time. The cost was exorbitant, and Kaity was paying all of it out of an inheritance she’d received. Tye had lived his entire life without much money, and it still chafed a little when Kaity paid his way. The first day here, he’d commented on it, which had led to an argument. Thankfully, they’d gotten over the bump in the road and were having a good time.

      “I’m glad you did. It’s a cool place,” he said.

      The cabin was constructed of spruce logs, with a metal roof, solar panels, and rain barrels. Attached to the outside was a shower powered by an on-demand propane heater. Tye walked over and pressed the button, hearing the hiss of the heater warming up. The red light on the control panel lit up.

      “Come on, green light,” Kaity said, her arms wrapped around her chest.

      Tye laughed. “It should only be a couple of minutes. I’ll go make a fire.” He went inside. The cabin was one big room with a dry sink and cabinets along one wall and a bed on the other. A table sat in the middle, and a wood stove was in the corner by the door.

      He stacked their gear neatly, then flipped on the hand-cranked weather radio to the NOAA broadcast. Before he started the fire, he pulled his duffle bag from under the bed. There was no way the small velvet-covered box would have gone anywhere, but he checked to be sure. He flipped the lid open, and the sapphire in the antique silver ring sparkled in the light. His friend May had assured him Kaity would like it. Tye had no idea. All he knew was he’d been able to afford it. Barely.

      “Green light!” Kaity shouted from outside, and he smiled. He heard the hiss of the water flowing, then a sigh of contentment from Kaity.

      After he put the ring box back in his bag, Tye squatted in front of the wood stove. He’d already laid the tinder and kindling this morning before they headed out, so now all he had to do was strike a match and blow the flames to life.

      As he listened to the weather forecast, Tye thought for what had to be the hundredth time about his plan to give the ring to Kaity. They had two more nights at the cabin, and then the bush plane would pick them up. They’d start the long journey back to Anchorage and their flight home, arriving barely in time for Kaity to return to her job as a librarian.

      They had a big dinner planned for the last night, featuring an eye-wateringly expensive bottle of wine that Kaity had carried in bubble wrap from home. She’d made a big deal about that last dinner, so much that Tye wondered if she was planning on asking him to marry her. He figured that if they both did it simultaneously, that would work out well.

      Satisfied that the fire would continue to burn, Tye shut the door to the woodstove, stood, and stretched. He winced at a sharp pain in his arm. It didn’t bother him most of the time unless he moved wrong. For a moment, he felt like he was back in the high desert of eastern Washington state, running through the dark and chasing a man with a gun. The smell of ponderosa pines and dust filled his nostrils.

      Sometimes, it was like the memories were an unstoppable freight train running through his mind, and he was just along for the ride. Lately, though, it had been getting better. He slowed his breathing and concentrated on the inside of the cabin, looking at the maps on the walls, feeling the rough plank floor under his feet, and smelling the smoke from the fire he’d just started. Outside, a raven cawed from one of the trees behind the cabin.

      The front door banged open, and Tye jumped.

      “Are you okay?” Kaity asked. She stood there wrapped in a towel, her hair dripping and sticking up in spikes. Tye thought she was beautiful.

      “Just drifted off for a second.” That was sort of true.

      A couple of weeks ago, she would have asked him, “Were you having a flashback?” Now, she just gave him an awkward hug with one arm while holding her clothes with the other.

      “Getting away has helped, right?” she asked.

      “It has. Getting away with you has helped more.”

      She kissed him on the cheek, then walked over to the bed and pulled out her duffle bag.

      “Let me change, and we’ll cook some dinner. After that, I’d like to hike up to the ridgeline and watch the sunset again. What did the weather report say?”

      He realized part of his brain had been listening to the NOAA broadcast while thinking about other things. “It’s going to cool off and cloud up. We’ll probably get some rain, but nothing that will keep us from leaving on time.”

      “So, no repeat of your and Gary’s adventure?” she asked as she pulled on a pair of socks.

      “I don’t think so.” Years ago, Tye and Gary had spent weeks trapped in an Alaska cabin thanks to a mid-September snowstorm. The weather this time of year was so unpredictable that, at first, Tye had balked at the idea of coming.

      “I was thinking tomorrow, maybe we could hike up the river and say hello to the folks on that science expedition,” she said.

      “That might be interesting.”

      “I realized something as I was showering. You know how they are here because the glacier is melting and revealing artifacts, and sometimes even mummified human remains?”

      “Yep,” he said. “I read the article.”

      “We were swimming in that water.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I don’t think I want to go swimming again.”

      Tye made a face. “Me neither. I think I’m going to go shower now.”

      She laughed. “Good idea. I’ll put the water on for pasta.”
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      That night, Kaity dreamed she was a bird that fell from the sky. Flapping her wings, she struggled to soar, but the ground still rushed up to meet her, and everything went black.

      Then, she was on the ground and a human once again. Now, she was somehow Kaity, but not Kaity simultaneously. Her name was something she couldn’t pronounce, but she knew it meant The Woman Who Swims Like an Otter. Her clothes were made of caribou and sealskins.

      She dragged a heavy load. She pulled the travois through the forest, between the trees. The A-shaped frame of poles lashed together felt like a stone behind her.

      She heard a groan and set her burden down. Her man was strapped to the travois. The Man Who Was Brother to the Wolf was semi-conscious, his face swollen by the blow from a club. She pushed aside the bearskin that covered him and checked the arrow wound in his left shoulder. It had started bleeding again, but it was only a faint trickle this time. She took a bundle of moss from the pouch on her waist and tied it over the wound with cordage made of spruce roots.

      “Leave me,” he said in a moment of lucidity. It was hard to make out the words because of his fractured mouth, but she knew what he was saying. It was all he had said to her for the last two days.

      “No,” she said. She ensured the moss dressing was secure, then covered him with the bearskin. Then, hand on the stone knife at her waist, she scanned the trees behind them for signs of pursuit. The twin drag marks of the travois were impossible to hide and left a trail a child could follow.

      Satisfied no one was in sight. She walked to the front of the travois and lifted it again, ignoring the pain from the raw skin on her hands and the twinge from her back. She sighted a tree in the distance and trudged toward it.

      Brother Raven circled overhead, cawing loudly. As he had done before, he landed on a branch off to her left and looked at her.

      “That way, then,” she said and changed course. Raven flew ahead, landed on another branch, and looked back to make sure she was following.

      Kaity woke, for a moment, feeling like she was in two places at once, both in the tight cabin warmed by the woodstove, naked under the covers next to Tye, and at the same time deep in the forest clad in skins and dragging him behind her.

      She took a deep breath and, out of reflex, picked up her phone on the bedside table. Although it had no signal, it could tell her the time: just after midnight.

      Tye mumbled in his sleep and rolled over, away from the glow of the phone’s screen. She shut it off, then sat there, thinking and listening. Kaity rarely remembered her dreams. She’d never had one like this. Typically, Tye had vivid dreams, and more often than he cared to admit, they came true in reality.

      The moon was almost full, and she watched Tye settle back into sleep in the dim light that shone through the window. She loved him, and sometimes, his gift of seeing unseen things scared her. Before she met him, she’d scoffed at the paranormal, but now she’d seen it manifest in reality too many times to discount it.

      For a moment, she wondered if his gift was somehow contagious, that if she spent enough time with him, she’d become like him, and then dismissed it. Surely, this was just a coincidence—a vivid dream brought on by the intense experience of being in Alaska for the first time.

      She also wondered if “gift” was the right word because she wasn’t sure how much good it did him.

      She felt wide awake despite the tiring day. She sighed and snuggled back under the covers. Even though Tye had added plenty of wood just before bed, the fire had burned down to low flames, and the air was chilly. She didn’t feel like getting out to add wood.

      Not for the first time, she thought about tomorrow. She was certain Tye would ask her to marry him. He kept checking his duffle bag to make sure something was inside. She’d fought the urge to sneak a peek in the bag, but she knew it was probably a ring.

      Even if he didn’t ask her, she planned to ask him.

      She was looking forward to it, but the only thing that gave her pause was that there was something she needed to tell him first. Early in their relationship, she’d lied to him about something and knew she had to make it right.

      A slight noise from outside jolted her back upright. Tye rolled over again and mumbled. Then, there was another noise, and Kaity envisioned someone or something brushing against the wood railing of the cabin porch.

      Her eyes fixed on the front door, and her hand crept over to the bedside table. First, she found the powerful little flashlight and put it in her lap. Then, her hand found the zipper of the kit bag. Slowly opening it, she brushed the worn wooden grip of Tye’s revolver.

      She didn’t draw the gun. That seemed excessive. She knew how to use it but didn’t care for it. She’d recently bought a slim 9mm semiautomatic pistol, but she’d left it at home, reasoning that one gun was enough for the trip. She wasn’t entirely comfortable owning it in the first place, much less carrying it around. A year ago, she would have laughed at the idea she would one day own a gun, but that was before she’d seen the madness of murderers.

      The air in the cabin felt even colder, and it seemed like an oppressive weight hung in the air, making it hard to breathe. Tye gave a soft moan in his sleep.

      There was another faint noise from the porch. Now, she did pull the revolver out, careful to keep her finger out of the trigger guard. She held it, not quite pointed at the front door, and picked up the flashlight with her left hand, her thumb on the tail cap. At the women’s self-defense course she’d taken at a local range, they’d covered shooting with a flashlight in one hand and a gun in another, but she’d never envisioned having to do it naked from a bed.

      The pressure in the air continued to build, and her ears felt like they needed to pop. A floorboard on the porch creaked. For a moment, she felt a stifling panic. She tried to open her mouth to call out, to either wake up Tye or warn whatever was on the porch, but nothing would come out. Her breath seemed caught in her throat, and her limbs were frozen. She could barely see a hint of red glow through the glass of the woodstove doors.

      She raised her arms, holding the gun and the flashlight at eye level. Unlike her pistol, the sights on Tye’s revolver didn’t glow in the dark, but she knew once she turned on the flashlight, they would be silhouetted in the cone of light. She forced herself to take a long, slow breath. In the moonlight, she saw Tye out of the corner of her eye, still asleep.

      The pressure broke, and her ears popped. Something passed between the moon and the cabin for an instant, casting a flickering shadow on the floor. The fire in the woodstove flared up, and one of the logs popped, making her jump. She was grateful she’d kept her finger off the trigger.

      Kaity took a couple of deep breaths. The fire was now roaring, and the cabin was heating up.

      What was that? she asked herself.

      She told herself it was the remnant of a bad dream, that she hadn’t been fully awake. Or maybe it had been a passing low-pressure system. Or would that be a high-pressure system? She could never remember.

      Tye stirred in his sleep.

      “Do we need to add more wood to the fire?” he muttered.

      “No,” she said. “It’s heating back up.”

      “Okay. Love you.” Within seconds, he was breathing heavily again.

      “Love you too,” she whispered. From nowhere, she was struck by a sudden, fierce need to protect him. Kaity had been horrified by what they’d seen over the last year, but Tye had borne the brunt.

      Slowly and carefully, she slid the revolver back into the kit bag, leaving it unzipped.

      She held the flashlight and sat in bed, watching the front door.
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      Tye woke up to a raven cawing in the trees behind the cabin. It took him a second to realize where he was. The rising sun shone through the thin curtains covering the cabin’s windows. He looked over at Kaity, who, for some reason, was sleeping propped up in bed with the covers pulled up to her neck.

      After a few minutes, he gave up on going back to sleep. Tye was a habitual early riser and was often up a couple of hours before Kaity. He’d come to enjoy that alone time in the morning. He loved Kaity, but he was also a solitary man by nature.

      He slid out of bed carefully, trying not to wake Kaity, and put on clothes he’d left on a chair the night before. He grabbed the kit bag off the bedside table, noticing it was unzipped just in time to keep the heavy Ruger revolver inside from tumbling out.

      “I think I have a meeting today about the new summer reading initiative,” Kaity muttered.

      He leaned over and kissed her on the neck. “Nope. Still on vacation.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” She snuggled down into the bed. “I’ll be up in a minute.”

      “Yep,” he said, not believing it for a moment. He zipped up the kit bag and then pulled his shoes on. On the way out the door, he grabbed a canvas tote.

      It was cold enough outside that he was grateful for his puffy jacket and wool beanie. As soon as he stepped out the door, he stopped with his hand still on the door handle and looked around. They hadn’t seen any grizzly bears since they arrived, but there were weeks-old tracks and scat only a hundred yards from the cabin.

      A giant bull moose was standing in the middle of the grass airstrip. It looked at Tye, and Tye looked at him for a few seconds, then he snorted, tossed his head, and trotted off toward the tree line. Tye didn’t get the idea that it was scared of him so much as irritated by his presence.

      Tye gave the moose a wave, then took another look around. Satisfied there was no more big wildlife in the immediate vicinity, he unpacked his French press and small backpacking stove. Within a few minutes, he had grounds steeping for his first cup of coffee.

      While he was waiting, he just sat there, taking in his surroundings. A pair of ravens called back and forth. High in the trees, tiny little birds flitted back and forth, chittering at each other. Tye hadn’t gotten a good enough look at them to identify them, but he suspected they were some kinglet species.

      Everything around him was wild, and he loved it. He treasured his home in Washington state, where he lived on the edge of a vast national forest, but Alaska was a whole other realm. The breeze blew up from the broad valley in front of him, carrying with it the scent of the willow thicket. He turned and looked over his shoulder at the Brooks Range, full of snow-capped craggy peaks that looked like something from a painting.

      He plunged the coffee press and filled his travel mug. On many mornings lately, he needed the jolt of caffeine to function, but this morning, he was drinking coffee just because he enjoyed it. He’d started the trip mentally and physically exhausted, worn out from conflict, and plagued by poor sleep. This morning, he felt well-rested. He vaguely remembered a single, dark dream, but that was a significant improvement over the last few months.

      Tye donned the kit bag, adjusting the straps so it rode comfortably on his chest. Then, out of habit, he pulled out the big revolver, checking to make sure the cylinder was still charged with six cartridges topped with 180-grain wide flat-nose bullets, suitable for breaking down the heavy bones of a grizzly or moose. The last thing Tye wanted to do was shoot an animal, but this was Alaska, and it was foolish not to be prepared.

      Then Tye picked up his coffee cup and started walking, content to go where his feet took him. The morning before, he’d found fox scat in the meadow, and today, he set out to see if he could find more fresh signs of the elusive animal. Not for the first time, he thought this would be the perfect place to set up a motion-activated trail camera, but he and Kaity were traveling light. Every ounce counted in a bush plane.

      The vegetation in the meadow was ankle-high and shone with morning dew. Tye wasn’t sure if they were considered grasses or sedges. He knew there was a technical difference, but he was thinking about animal tracks today.

      Tye had been tracking animals since he was a boy, but there was always a thrill when he picked up a trail. He walked along the tree line, keeping an eye open for likely exit spots, and was soon rewarded. The trail through the bent-over grass was faint, but it was there if you knew what to look for. The faint impressions looked just the proper distance apart for a fox moving at an easy trot, perhaps headed out into the meadow for a moonlit hunt after some voles. He followed the disturbances in the grass and was rewarded with a print in a bare spot of dirt. The track was a tight little oval about an inch and a half long, with four toe pads and a chevron-shaped heel pad—definitely a fox.

      Tye smiled, pleased with himself. He valued rewards like this more than money. Recently, most of his tracking had been of humans, following lost people or looking for killers. The simple joy of just following a wild animal around had been missing.

      He took a sip of coffee and followed the trail slowly. Just as he predicted, the fox had headed toward the meadow’s center, and its route would take it right by the cabin. Tye knew they were curious, intelligent animals that would find it hard to resist cruising by a recently occupied human dwelling, maybe to find a discarded scrap of food or to satisfy their curiosity about a creature different from themselves.

      Suddenly, the trail changed. Tye stopped and frowned. The fox had made a ninety-degree turn and was running away. The impressions in the grass were now farther apart. He followed it for a bit, long enough to confirm that the animal had taken off to get back to the tree line quickly.

      Tye returned to the spot where the fox had changed course. The fox had been looking toward the cabin and outhouse when it alerted. He walked in a zigzag pattern, casting about for a sign.

      Finally, he found what he was looking for: another trail leading from the tree line to the outhouse.

      He tried to convince himself that it wasn’t human. One of the downsides of being an expert tracker was that he couldn’t tell himself a story to make himself feel good. Clearly, during the night, a human being had walked from the tree line and paused behind the outhouse, where they could watch the cabin.

      Tye compared the stride to his own. Whoever it was, they were taller than his own 5’10”. Some grass was bent at hard angles and hadn’t sprung back, indicating they had been wearing hard-soled boots.

      The grass behind the outhouse was matted down in a circle, suggesting that whoever it was, they’d stood there for a while, watching. From there, the trail went to the cabin. The stride was shorter. The person had been taking slower, more careful steps. The trail went to the side of the porch, and there, in a patch of dirt, Tye found a clear footprint.

      It was a heavy boot with a pronounced heel and deep lugs. He squatted and looked closely, measuring with his hand.

      “Big sonofabitch,” Tye muttered. He winced at a stab of pain behind his eyes. A metallic taste filled his mouth. It felt like an electric charge was running over his skin. It had been months since he’d had a migraine this bad, and he’d never had one come on so quickly and without warning.

      For a moment, his head spun, and he had a vision of a man he knew all too well: Frakes. Tye had gone up against him before, most recently when Tye had been trying to find a missing child. Frakes had been peripherally involved. It had ended with Tye almost killing him with a bullet that had been deflected by the rifle Frakes had been holding. Tye had left him in the woods, naked and with no supplies.

      “You were here,” Tye said. He didn’t know how, but he knew it was true.

      The cabin door opened, and Kaity stepped out, bleary-eyed, in hiking clothes and a puffy jacket. She was holding an empty coffee cup.

      “Wow, it’s cold,” she said. She looked at Tye. “What’s wrong? You’re pale.”

      He couldn’t make his mouth work, so he just pointed at the track instead of speaking. She walked over, put the cup on the rail, and then craned her neck to look over the edge.

      “That’s not one of ours?” She voiced it as a question, but Tye knew she already knew the answer. She hadn’t been tracking as long as he, but she’d picked it up quickly.

      “I thought I heard something last night,” Kaity said. “But I convinced myself it was just the wind. I guess it wasn’t.”

      “It’s Frakes,” Tye said. His mouth felt numb, and he slurred the words a little.

      “You can tell that from one track?” Kaity asked.

      “I don’t know how,” Tye said. “But I’m sure. It’s him.”

      Kaity threw her hands in the air. “I am so damned tired of this!” She turned and walked back inside the cabin, slamming the door behind her. Her coffee cup fell off the rail, and Tye caught it by reflex.

      He almost went after her immediately. Instead, he stood momentarily, listening to things clattering inside the cabin. He took a deep breath and put the mug back on the rail.

      “Gary would wait,” he muttered.

      His best friend, Gary, had been married for a couple of years and lived with his wife, May, on the property adjoining Tye and Kaity. They were far enough apart to have some privacy, but close enough that Tye got an inside view of their lives. This wasn’t the first time Tye had modeled his behavior after how he’d seen Gary act.

      A smudge of dirt was on the edge of one of the porch steps, and a partial impression matched the boot track.

      “Walked right past it this morning,” Tye said. “Too busy looking at the moose.”

      He scolded himself for relaxing and not being alert to danger. But then again, that was the whole point of this trip: to take a break from all the death and danger.

      The trail led from the corner of the porch along the side of the cabin to the back, where there was no window. From there, it led back into the tree line.

      “At least he’s gone.”

      He picked up Kaity’s coffee cup and walked to the picnic table. As the water heated, he stood there scanning the tree line in all directions. The birds were behaving normally, going about their business of foraging and defending their territory. He found that reassuring because if someone had been lurking in the tree line, there was a good chance the birds would give it away by circling them.

      After plunging the French press and pouring Kaity’s coffee, he took a deep breath and returned to the cabin.

      She was angry-cleaning the kitchen, scrubbing a pan much harder than needed and stomping on the foot pump with much more force than necessary to get it to spray water.

      “I’m sorry,” he said from inside the doorway.

      She stopped and stood there for a moment. “I’m not mad at you,” she said finally. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Oh,” he said.

      She turned to face him and leaned against the sink. “I’m just frustrated by the whole thing. We’ve been dealing with kidnappers, murderers, and missing people nonstop. It just won’t end. We’re a young couple in our early thirties. I just wanted us to go on a vacation where we could relax, go hiking, have lots of sex, buy cheesy souvenirs, and make some nice memories.”

      “It’s been great,” Tye said. “I’ve had a good time.”

      She waved her hand toward the door. “Me too. Up until some creepy bastard sneaked around in the middle of the night. Somebody you’re convinced you know.”

      He hesitated before he spoke. “I know that sounds weird, but I’m sure it’s him. I can’t say how.”

      “Oh, I completely believe you. Before I met you, I would have rolled my eyes at all this. But too many times, I’ve seen you have visions that came true or figure something out from a partial footprint that nobody else can even see. You’re brilliant at that.”

      Tye stood there, staring at her and feeling an ache that had become familiar. It was a combination of desire, gratitude that she was in his life, and a gnawing fear that he would somehow lose her.

      “I don’t know what to say,” he said after a while, because it was true.

      “That’s okay. As usual, I can talk enough for both of us. For starters, we’re in the middle of nowhere in Alaska. How is it that some creepy guy from our past happens to be here simultaneously with us?”

      “You’re a step ahead of me on that one,” he said. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around the idea that it’s him.”

      “You would have gotten there eventually,” she said. “When I started researching vacations, ads for the place showed up incessantly on my phone. Every time I searched for places to stay in Alaska, this cabin came up. When I called to book it, the company said it was free because somebody else had just canceled.”

      He let out a breath. “We got set up.”

      “It’s either that you’re wrong about that footprint belonging to Frakes, or it’s the world’s biggest coincidence.”

      “Even if it wasn’t him, it’s disturbing to walk around somebody’s cabin like that in the middle of the night. You said you heard something?”

      “It wasn’t just that. I felt something. Some presence. Like, there was pressure in the air.” She shivered.

      “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “Because I’m perfectly capable of shooting somebody who breaks into our cabin all by myself.”

      He blinked. He wasn’t sure he wanted to agree, but she had a point.

      She took a couple of steps toward him. “Did you make me coffee?’

      “Yeah.”

      She took the cup from him and sipped. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      He followed her out the door, pausing on the porch to look around.

      “Let’s go down to the river,” she said. “I need to burn off some of this nervous energy so I don’t explode.”

      Usually, they would have walked close enough that their shoulders would bump occasionally, or they would have held hands. But this morning, Kaity walked a few steps ahead of him, arms crossed over her chest. As they walked through the willow thicket, Tye divided his attention between paying attention to Kaity and scanning around them for a bear, a moose, or a man.

      “I guess the question is, what do we do?” Kaity asked. “The plane isn’t supposed to be here until tomorrow. We could use the Garmin to see if they would come early, but I doubt they can reconfigure the schedule on short notice.”

      “Probably true,” Tye said. He peered into the thicket. There was an area stripped clean of leaves that hadn’t been there before. A moose had probably passed through here last night or early this morning.

      “And it’s not like we can send a satellite message to the Alaska State Troopers asking for an emergency evacuation because some creepo was prowling around our cabin,” Kaity said.

      “Nope.” Tye sped up to walk ahead of her a little. The last thing they wanted to do was step out into the open and surprise a moose drinking out of the river.

      “It can’t be a coincidence that a science expedition landed north of us and we had a visitor last night. So I vote we go on a hike to their little camp and say hello,” Kaity said. “I don’t want to sit here passively and just wait for something to happen.”

      The opening by the river was clear, although plenty of fresh moose tracks were on the bank. He frowned, debating the wisdom of what Kaity had just proposed.

      “Hey,” Kaity said and pointed at something in the river. “Is that an arm?”
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      “I’m super glad I didn’t go swimming today,” Kaity said.

      “Yep.” Tye used a long branch to pull the arm out of the water.

      The arm was shriveled and wizened like a mummy. The skin was dark and looked like cured leather. It was a left arm. All five fingers were intact, but the arm ended just above the elbow in a jagged, broken bone.

      “I guess now that the glaciers are melting, this is happening in many places,” Kaity said. “People that died thousands of years ago are surfacing, along with their artifacts. Scientists must be having a field day. I guess most of the time, the bodies aren’t intact. The movement of the ice and all that.”

      She was looking everywhere but at the arm on the ground between them. Tye was hunched over, studying it.

      “I don’t think this one is thousands of years old,” Tye said.

      “Why is that?” She still didn’t look at the arm.

      “Because this one is wearing a wristwatch,” Tye said.

      She finally looked down. “Oh. A Rolex.”

      “Yep. Not your standard pre-contact person’s attire.”

      “Now what? I guess vacation is over.”

      “I guess it is.” He pulled off his backpack and handed her the Garmin satellite messenger. “Why don’t you send the Alaska State Troopers a message that we’ve found partial human remains while I take some photos.”

      She stepped back and started pecking away at the device’s keyboard. Tye pulled his cell phone from a waterproof bag and powered it on for the first time in days. There was no signal out here, but the camera still worked fine. He took a couple of photos of the arm, then a close-up of the face of the watch.

      He stood there momentarily with his phone in his hand, then sighed. He pulled a pair of nitrile gloves from his first-aid kit and put them on.

      “What are you doing?” Kaity asked.

      “Taking the watch. The ice has preserved this arm, but now that it’s out in the open, it isn’t going to last long. I’m not taking the arm with us, but at least I can take the watch.”

      “Ewww,” she said as he bent and undid the strap.

      “Yeah. Hold that waterproof bag open?”

      He held the watch by the strap, turning it in the sunlight. The glass face was scratched but intact, and the hands were frozen at 4:30. He turned the watch to look at the back.

      “It’s engraved. EH.”

      “Initials?” Kaity wondered.

      “Probably a good guess.” He dropped the watch in the bag, stripped off the gloves, and dropped them in afterward. He took the waterproof bag from Kaity and sealed it up.

      “No response yet from the troopers,” Kaity said as she handed him the Garmin. “But that’s no surprise.”

      “Nope. Might be a while.” The satellite messages weren’t instantaneous. He put the Garmin, the bag, and the phone in the backpack
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