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Dedication
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I dedicate this book to my three brothers. We spent our days shooting guns, using bows, and fighting with sticks. We enjoyed riding quads, motorcycles, and taking care of chickens, turkeys, rabbits, and even a pig. Those childhood memories are truly special. I'll never forget.
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The sterile stench of antiseptic did nothing to ease Katelyn's nausea. She stared at the unconscious young man on the hospital bed. Her younger brother should have been enjoying his life on the mountain, not fighting for it.

She turned to her parents, who stood off to the side. Her dad had mud smeared along his leg and his hand in a soft cast from an earlier sprain he received when his arm got caught between a cow and a gate. Her mom's tense gaze caught her off guard because it didn't match the expression of a woman whose son had been in an accident.

Katelyn swallowed hard. "Mom, what are you thinking?"

Mom took a deep breath. "When have you ever known Damian to fall? That boy is a mountain goat. There is no way he fell. He knows that area like the back of his hand. What are the odds of him and Laika both falling off a cliff together?"

"Wait, Laika fell, too? Where is she?" Katelyn blinked back tears.

"She's at the vet. It was her howling that drew attention to Damian." Dad's voice cracked, and he blinked rapidly. "One of the patrols found them at the bottom of a cliff. Laika wouldn't let anyone touch him until Mark arrived. She's in surgery. The veterinary clinic will call us with updates, but we need to focus on Damian right now."

"I'm so glad Damian's best friend got there and made sure he got help." Katelyn hugged herself. 

She dragged her gaze to her brother. The swelling on the side of his head spread toward the bruise covering his cheek. The severity and discoloration scared her. If what she saw was intense, what lay beneath the bandages?

"Be honest with me. How bad is it?" Katelyn asked.

Mom sniffled despite her rigid posture. "He's in a coma from a hard blow to the head. They say whether he wakes up depends on him. His legs have multiple fractures, but there isn't a mark on him anywhere else."

Alarm bells rang in Katelyn's head. Thanks to Ryan, her older brother, they all knew what a bad fall looked like. He had tumbled out of a tree when they were younger.

Something wasn't right. If a kid ended up black and blue from head to toe after falling fifteen feet, wouldn't there be even more damage from a fall off a stony cliff?

Her brother wasn't a child. He was a grown man. There was more of him to get hurt.

She studied her parents. They were always there for their kids, supporting and loving them while letting them have their independence and encouraging their adventurous spirit. But something wasn't right.

Despite the critical situation with her brother, her mom and dad seemed preoccupied as if they had something else on their minds.

"You don't think he fell?" Katelyn swallowed hard. For once, she was glad she hadn't eaten breakfast, or she would have gotten sick. 

Her brother didn't make enemies. He made friends. Out of the three siblings, Damian had the best luck with people and dogs. She couldn't imagine anyone hating him enough to hurt him.

"No, we don't think he fell." Dad sighed deeply and turned to Katelyn. "We think someone hurt him and Laika, but I can't imagine why. All I can think is that someone wanted to steal Laika from him. Damian is well known for his beautiful, well-trained dogs. Laika is worth a lot of money. Damian has put a lot of time into Laika."

Katelyn stilled. The thought that someone would go after Laika hadn't crossed her mind. Her brother had an otherworldly knack for training his dogs, and he could have made a living from it alone, but he loved working as part of the resort's mountain patrol, finding lost skiers. Any one of his dogs was worth more than many people's cars. All his close friends who worked with him bought dogs from him. They were the reason the resort was famous for its dog patrol.

"I need to go up and winterize Damian's cabin before the storm arrives and pick up some clothes for him when he wakes up...because my son will wake up." Mom lifted a stubborn chin, remaining positive, and turned to Dad. "Can you write me a list of what I need to do and some instructions?"

Dad snorted. "You aren't going up there."

"Well, you can't go up there with a sprained wrist." Her mom softened her voice. "Damian would want us to take care of everything while he recovers. Besides, I can't stand here and do nothing."

They both knew there was no way her mom could drive up the mountain in the snow. She also knew her mom wouldn't want to leave the hospital until she was sure her son was out of danger.

Katelyn took a deep breath and regretted it as the hospital's stench overwhelmed her. She coughed softly. "I'll go up the mountain, lock the place down, and grab Damian's things. I'll also fill in Mark on what is happening here and find out if he has Togo."

Talk of dognapping made her worry about the other dogs. Togo was up on the mountain, unaware of where Damian had gone and probably wondering where Laika had gone.

"Mark texted that Togo was at Damian's. Borrow my truck. Your car won't make it up the mountain in these conditions. You shouldn't have any problems. Do you need a list?" Dad asked.

She shook her head. "No, I know where everything is. If I have trouble, I'll ask Mark to help me."

A knock at the door drew their attention to a male doctor stepping inside the room. "I wanted to update you on Damian's condition. Since he's stabilized, we can proceed with the surgery."

"What surgery?" Katelyn focused on the doctor, even though he didn't look old enough to be wise and experienced in his field. He didn't have gray hair yet, and she couldn't help but judge him for it, because her brother's life was in his hands.

The doctor focused on her. "Are you family?"

"She's our daughter. Damian's sister. Our oldest son is too far away to travel out here." Mom slid her hand into Dad's, only for him to pull her in front of him so he could wrap his uninjured arm around her for support.

The doctor nodded. "This is the first of many surgeries Damian will need for his legs. He's lucky to have survived the fall. I'm curious about how he fell to receive such damage to his legs."

Katelyn instantly hated the man. His tone made her think he was amused by her brother's injuries, as if her brother were an adrenaline junkie and had jumped for the fun of it. "Doctor, what would you have thought my brother went through if you didn't know about the cliff? What do his injuries tell you? Was it that he fell?"

The man paused. "No, it looks more like his legs took a beating or were crushed by repeated impact."

"So, we agree on something. Forget the location. A man can be found injured under a cliff, and it doesn't mean he jumped." Katelyn narrowed her gaze. "My brother loves the mountain. He walks the steep ravine every day. He's always excited to explore the same areas and train his dogs, and he doesn't have a depressed or reckless bone in his body. Damian is a certified rock climber. He's Mr. Safety. He's taken every course to dedicate himself to mountain rescue. He's curious but not overly adventurous, so he would never become irresponsible with himself or his dogs. He's the type to travel, but he won't leave a marked path or disobey the rules put in place to keep visitors safe. Even if he understands the situation, he respects boundaries. If my brother wanted to go near a cliff, he wouldn't go alone, and he'd have safety gear on so he wouldn't fall. He certainly wouldn't have his dogs with him. He would protect them first."

"I understand you love your brother." He scribbled on his clipboard. "But we have to take into account what the paramedics observed when they arrived at the scene."

She exhaled loudly. "But—"

"I'll make a note that we're unsure of how he obtained the injuries in the file. I don't know if the police can investigate the scene with the storm coming, but I'll let them know my thoughts on the extent of his injuries and how a person would obtain such damage on his body." The doctor's tone still irked her, but maybe she was the one with an attitude problem, not him.

"Thank you." Katelyn tried to keep in mind that the doctor was doing his job. She glanced over her shoulder at her little brother, fighting for his life on the bed—motionless, damaged, and unresponsive. No matter how annoying he could be at times, she couldn't imagine anyone attacking him. What would they get angry about? Him telling them about a bunny trail he found, or wanting to show off a tree that looks like a giant's foot? Her brother was too empathetic, too aware of others' feelings, to do anything to set them off.

Mom placed her hand on her shoulder, drawing Katelyn's attention to the fact that it was just the four of them again. The doctor had left.

"I can't think of why anyone would do this." Katelyn blinked rapidly. Her eyes stung as she tried to hold back tears. "Mom, there's no way Damian incited a fight. And, he didn't fall. I know it in my heart."

"I know." Mom pulled Katelyn into her arms and shushed her. "It'll be okay. The doctor said he's seen people survive worse head wounds, so they're focusing on his legs. They're doing everything they can to make sure he walks again."

"I know, but I hate waiting." She squeezed her mom one more time and stepped away, inhaling deeply.

"Why don't I call Mark to see if he can get Togo and lock up the cabin?" Her mom's brows lowered in worry. "You're tired, and this has taken a lot out of you, too."

"No, I'll go up the mountain. Togo won't go with Mark. Focus on Damian and Laika. Did the doctor mention a storm?" Katelyn ran her hands over her face and pushed her hair behind her shoulders.

Dad cleared his throat. "The news said to expect about a foot of snow by the end of the week. Prep shouldn't take more than a day. If you stay the night, you can drive Togo down and be back with plenty of time. You don't have to get everything. We'll go up again when the roads are clear."

"Okay," she said.

"Don't be in a rush, either. If the weather gets bad, don't be afraid of turning around and coming off the mountain. Mark said he'd feed Togo and give him water."

"The sooner I can get everything settled, the sooner I can focus on Damian. He'd want me to take care of his dogs." Katelyn blew out her cheeks. "It's just hard to leave the hospital without knowing more about his condition."

Her mom gathered her in her arms. "We need to be strong. Damian wouldn't want us worrying over what we can't fix. He will get better, that's all that matters."

"You're right." She sniffled. "I don't want to cry."

"Tears are fine," Mom said, rubbing Katelyn's back. "Damian is going to be okay. He always bounces back."
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The long, quiet drive to her brother's cabin on Larchwood Mountain gave Katelyn too much time to think about her brother, his dogs, the future, and the source of the musty, mysterious smell permeating her dad's truck. With the heaters on full blast, she drove with the window cracked to let in some much-needed fresh air.

She could only hope the mud on the car mats was dirt. When her father worked on the farm, he often lost himself in the chores and paid no attention to where he stepped.

Nose wrinkled, she tried to focus on the scenery, the tall pine trees, winding roads with confusing turn-offs, and the snow piled up on either side.

Thankfully, the Larchwood Summit Resort kept the main road plowed. She wanted to finish winterizing her brother's cabin and be out long before the predicted storm. If she got stuck, she would have to dig her way out because her brother's driveway wasn't on the main route. Normally, Damian handled it. She inhaled deeply. This year, her brother would need to wake up and heal before he could return to his normal life on the mountain.

Arriving at her brother's place, she eyed the old log-built cabin. It felt empty. Whenever she visited, Damian would meet her out front with his dogs, bringing happiness and a reason to smile.

She parked near her brother's garage. Peering through the window, she saw her brother's vehicles safely tucked inside with all his other outdoor equipment.

Barking drew her to her brother's cabin. She let herself in and found Togo, her brother's German Shepherd. Tail wagging, Togo plopped his butt down on the ground and whined for attention, something her brother didn't encourage, but it was understandable since he'd been left alone too long and had no idea where her brother and Laika had gone.

"Hello, Togo. You're a good boy." Katelyn leaned down to hug the dog and kissed him between his ears. "I'm here to take you down the mountain so you're not all alone. Damian and Laika will meet us much later. The doctors are doing their best to bring them both back to us."

Saying it aloud broke her. Crying, she flopped down and failed to keep in her sobs. Tobo moved closer, licking her face to comfort her. She wasn't sure how much he understood from her blubbering, but she felt a little lighter after letting herself cry.

"Come on, boy. Let's winterize the cabin. Where does Damian keep his list?" She ventured in and shut the door behind her. Flipping on the lights, she found a couple of notes on the table. The laminated checklist was her brother's handiwork, but the page under a rock was Mark's.


Katelyn,



Your dad called and said you'd pick up the dogs. I marked off what I could on Damian's list, took the perishables out of the fridge and removed all the trash, fed the animals this morning, and left the packing to you. Careful, the newbie bites. Tell Damian I'm doing twice the work while he's laid up, so he'd better focus on getting better. He owes me some sun at the beach this summer.



Seriously, finding him was traumatic. I hope for the best. We all do. Tell him he has nothing to worry about. We'll pick up the slack until he's well enough to return.



Mark.



She eyed the list Mark had worked through. He was the best. He'd finished almost everything. But he mentioned dogs, as in plural.

Confused, she scoured her brother's messy cabin to find an unfamiliar pup under the bed. It snarled when she tried to coax it out. On her hands and knees, she cocked her head. Her brother was known for picking better-behaved dogs.

"I wonder what he has in mind for you," she whispered, eyeing the dog.

Leaving the puppy alone, she busied herself by checking off the last few items on her brother's list before packing his personal belongings, clothes, tech, and important papers he wouldn't want to leave behind, as well as the dogs' belongings.

Once he woke up from his coma, he wouldn't be allowed to go straight back to the cabin. He'd need to recuperate, either at the hospital or on the farm with their parents. He'd want his things with him.

Tired, she glanced out the window into the darkness. Squinting, she moved closer to see snowflakes falling, big ones. "Togo, looks like I wasn't fast enough to get everything loaded into the truck to get us off the mountain tonight, so we'll go down in the morning. Maybe the weather experts were wrong about the storm, and it'll end up being a dusting, and we can leave bright and early."

Her stomach rumbled. She glanced at the dog bowls and realized that if she was hungry, the dogs were too. She gave them kibble and watched the pup scramble to eat first while Togo stared at the newbie as if it had appeared out of thin air.

The new dog appeared to be some kind of mutt, maybe half-grown. There were black and white spots with red and white markings, and the cutest little ears. Leaning over, she checked its backside and confirmed it was female. She couldn't help but wonder what her brother's plans were for the pup. Certainly not rescue work with that don't-touch-me-attitude. Though her brother could work magic with the dogs he trained.

Her stomach growled again. She checked her brother's fridge, which was empty thanks to Mark. Left with the pantry, she helped herself to a bag of chips and canned cheese dip.

She spent her time observing the dogs, pacing around her brother's place, and reading a dog magazine about how to train the untrainable before going to bed early. But the weather refused to let her sleep. The howling wind not only unnerved her but also had the pup bouncing off the walls, and Togo competed to see who was louder, himself, the newbie, or Mother Nature.

Instead of sleeping, she spent the night trying to quiet and comfort the two dogs. By the time they crashed, she wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed. She would rather get a late start than force herself to drive down the side of the mountain with little sleep. Her parents didn't need two of their kids in the hospital.

At least that was her plan, a few extra winks and she'd dig herself out and get back on the main road. 

She woke up to find over a foot of snow on the ground and more coming down, she realized the storm had come days early. She pressed her forehead to the cold windowpane. "This isn't good. I'm trapped with two psychopaths."

Togo whined. He pressed his nose against the back of her leg. She narrowed her gaze in his direction. "Don't act innocent. You were just as crazy as the pup last night."

He tilted his head, staring up at her with his deep brown eyes. She groaned and crouched to hug him. "Fine, you're handsome, but I am not taking back what I said. You were still out of control last night."

A whine and a groan drew her attention to the mystery dog. It lay under the bed, inching closer only to growl.

"Fine, you're pretty." She rolled her eyes, wondering what Damian had planned for the standoffish pup.
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Laughter rang out in the cab of Warren's truck. His sister-in-law and nephew sat beside him talking about the size of the snowflakes that fell in the beam of the headlights. He focused on navigating the snowy mountain road in the dark.

His GPS directed him to turn right down one of the many roads. He followed the instructions, which were more reliable than his memory in the heavy snowfall. He drove along the road until he ran over something, and they came to an abrupt halt.

"Uncle Warren, are we stuck?" Josh's voice trembled.

Warren forced himself to hide his panic. He had his nephew in the car. His nephew, who had beaten the odds. His nephew, who was about to have his first Christmas in years that wasn't overshadowed by his illness. His nephew, who had more than earned the right to pick their winter vacation destination, even if it was on the top of a snowcapped mountain.

"I don't think so, but I'll go check." Warren noticed his sister-in-law sitting on the far side of the truck cab. The wide-eyed terror he saw on her face melted away the moment her son turned toward her.

Laurie expertly put on a smile she'd perfected through hardship and heartache. "Don't worry. We probably ran over a fallen branch hidden under the snow. Everyone knows we're coming, so if we're late, your dad will have the resort's search dogs find us."

She pulled Josh into her arms, only for her soft gaze to turn steely. She mouthed, "Tell me we aren't stuck."

He grimaced before getting out. Landing in more than a foot of fluff, he stifled a groan. If he couldn't get the truck moving, he didn't know how he'd hike down the mountain to get cell reception to call for help.

Anxiety gripped his chest tighter than the frigid air. Warren kicked around the tires. He found nothing on his side and went to the other. As he passed the right side of the bumper, the ground gave out from under him.

Plunged into a snow-filled ditch, he scrambled to get his feet under him before taking in the scene. Being stuck wasn't the problem. His rear axle snapped. He swallowed hard. A brand-new truck he bought two weeks ago—this shouldn't have happened.

His breath hitched. He could have easily wrecked. Instead, they were safe because he drove his tire off the road into a drainage ditch.

Taking a few minutes to collect himself, he made his way back to the driver's side. After shaking off the snow, he climbed in.

"Are we stuck? My phone won't work." Josh's eyes welled with tears. He clutched his cell in his trembling hands. The kid who had barely cried when faced with death multiple times was almost in tears.

"I have some good news and some bad news." Warren reached behind the seat to grab one of the squishy presents he had stashed in the backseat. "The good news is that your grandma's gift is going to come in handy."

"We're stuck?" Laurie clenched her teeth. He didn't blame her for being angry with him.

"Remind me to sue the dealership when we get out of here. Brand-new vehicles shouldn't fall apart." Warren couldn't hide the truth from his nephew. Thirteen wasn't too old to know what was going on around him, but someone who'd spent four years battling for his life in and out of hospitals shouldn't have to face yet another worry.

Laurie swallowed hard. She rubbed her son's back as his chin dipped. "What kind of damage is it? I take it we didn't lose a wheel."

"The axle snapped. I'm grateful this happened here, not on the highway or at high speed. It happened here. We're safe and parked on the side of the road. They know we're on our way. We called before we climbed the mountain. When they realize we're late, they'll come looking for us." Warren unwrapped the gift he bought for his mom. He put the card under his visor, then shook out the fuzzy pink queen-size blanket to cover Laurie and Josh. "It's going to get cold."

"What if we're stuck for days?" said Josh, his voice quivering.

Warren's heart broke. "Well, if that happens, we're prepared. I bought everyone practical gifts this year. If we need to, we'll have everything we need. We still have our road snacks, but I also got food for the others who asked for
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