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Prologue

Allakaket River Gold Fields, Alaska

Two Weeks Ago

When geologist Caleb Winshaw made the find of his career, he never expected it would lead to the worst day of his life.

He and his team had been at the dig site for more than a week. A gold mining company had been working along the Allakaket River drainage, using bulldozers and excavators to remove large chunks of the permafrost, then sifting through the gravelly deposits to find gold. One of the excavator operators had dug into the side of a slope with a ripper tooth and was amazed when the full carcass of a perfectly preserved woolly mammoth had tumbled out along with chunks of silty soil and ice. His digger had nearly severed the mummy in two. He’d bounded down from the cab of the machine, calling excitedly to his coworkers.

Thankfully, they’d lost no time contacting Caleb at his private geology firm, as he was the closest researcher available. He’d instructed the gold miners to keep the mummy covered and as cold as possible, out of the sunlight. Then Caleb had jumped in his car and driven the bumpy dirt road to the site with his coworker Austin Trenor.

Caleb had been amazed when he showed up at the site and seen the massive, incredibly well-preserved mammoth, its tusks and trunk still intact, its fur still brown and fluffy. It looked like it had died just a week ago, not thousands of years ago. He knew it had to be refrigerated as soon as possible.

But he didn’t have the facilities to keep it cold and run all the tests that he needed at his own lab. He was a geologist, not a paleontologist. His first thought was Dr. Nakoa Kahananui at the Museum of Vertebrate Paleontology in Hawaiʻi. They’d met while earning their PhDs at Harvard, and Nakoa ran a brand-new state-of-the art facility with a large, refrigerated lab and equipment to run mitochondrial DNA tests, as well as stable isotope analysis and radiocarbon dating.

So Caleb had airlifted the remains to Fairbanks via a Sikorsky S-64 Skycrane heavy-lift helicopter, then arranged for the mammoth’s refrigerated transportation to Anchorage and then on to the Big Island of Hawaiʻi. He’d ridden with it south to Anchorage, and as he waited there to ship off the mammoth, Nigel Miller, a zoologist from a private research institute in Anchorage, had shown up.

Miller had heard about the mammoth from another gold field worker and wanted to take some small hair and tissue samples to analyze back at his own lab. Caleb knew how vital collaboration was with a find like this, so he didn’t have an issue with it. They were small samples, but it still made Caleb nervous because he wasn’t sure how much experience Miller had with this sort of thing.

After the mummy had been transported, Caleb returned to the gold field with Austin and Carla Siqiniq, a paleontology postdoc from the University of Alaska Fairbanks. Caleb wanted to study the site where the mammoth was found. Together they’d determined that a landslide had buried the mammoth approximately thirty-two thousand years ago. It had been a sudden event, contributing to its incredible preservation.

The side of the hill from which the mammoth had been excavated was steep and covered in silt and gravel, with large ice chunks wedged into the soil. They had to trudge through thick mud and “the mucks,” what miners called the muddy mix of frozen, fine-grained silt and large chunks of plant material. At first they’d dug around the large cavity from where the mammoth had fallen, finding ancient, amazingly preserved grasses that still had their chlorophyll and were surprisingly green.

The gold mining company continued its operations, but it had been gracious enough to not touch the area where the mammoth had been found. Now Caleb stood on the steep excavated hillside, carefully going over the strata where the mammoth had lain, examining the soil and the topography to determine exactly how the creature had been buried thousands of years ago. He peered deeper into the cavity left by the carcass. Then he froze. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“Wait! Wait!” he yelled. “Everybody freeze!”

He held his hands out, stilling Austin and Carla, who worked nearby. His Wellingtons squished in the mud as he struggled to get closer to the scraped-out hole in the permafrost. Something was visible just inside the cavity where the mammoth had lain. He stared closer. Was it a clump of grass? A large ice wedge partially obscured a clump of fuzzy brown something. Slipping in the muck, he grabbed at a rock and hauled himself up until he was nose to the soil. Tentatively, he reached his gloved hand inside the hole. He switched on his headlamp, and the beam fell on the brownish clump. It was fur. A small, furry head, he realized. A baby mammoth.

He leaned back out of the dark hole. “There’s a baby mammoth in here!” he called.

Carla and Austin scrambled up toward him, their feet sliding in the muck. They both peered inside the hole.

Caleb was staggered. This was the opportunity of a lifetime. Just like the adult mammoth, nearly every other Ice Age mummy that had ever been discovered had been accidentally dug out from the permafrost with mining equipment. Miners would pick up the remains and contact local paleontologists or geologists, who would then retrieve the mummy. Many times this meant that the mummies were accidentally damaged by the excavator ripper tooth, just as this infant’s mother had been. The chance to do a careful, exacting dig of an Ice Age mummy was practically unheard of.

“We’re going to need different tools,” Caleb said excitedly. “Small power tools. Chisels. And we’ll have to scrape away the layers of permafrost around it a little bit at a time, allowing each layer to melt before we remove the next.” Only a part of the baby mammoth was visible now, just its head and shoulders. But Caleb could clearly see the slender trunk and hump of fat on its shoulders. Baby mammoths needed this extra store of fat when they were born to be able to survive their first winter. The infant was in amazing condition from what he could see, and like its mother, it looked like it had died only a week ago.

He shook his head in disbelief. He imagined the mother mammoth and baby, walking along an ancient streambed at the base of a slope. Then the landslide had let loose, burying them in moments. He felt sad for the pair, imagined the wide, grassy plains they’d foraged on together, in an ancient world filled with all manner of creatures that no longer roamed the earth: huge cave lions, short-faced bears, towering rhinoceros-like Indricotherium, saber-toothed tigers, and twelve-foot-tall ground sloths.

Caleb felt excitement churning in his stomach. It was an exuberant development in a dig that had so far had its share of challenges. First, they’d had to contend with the damage done to the adult. Then the original excavator operator had insisted on showing up every day to help them with the study. Caleb appreciated his enthusiasm, but unfortunately, the man had caught some kind of bug and ended up giving it to Austin. And now Caleb himself felt like he’d been fighting the infection all week, but he wouldn’t let a low fever and some aches and pains keep him from the site.

And then Miller, not content with his samples, had insisted on coming to the site. He gloved and masked up, careful not to cross-contaminate with his own DNA, and took samples from the baby. Afterward, he was finicky and brusque, demanding to have his own little field station set up, which was getting in the way of the gold mining operation and not winning Caleb any fans. And Miller certainly had more funding than Caleb did—the man’s private area held a small tent, some lab equipment, satellite internet—and Miller was constantly chatting away on his satellite phone from the privacy of his tent or truck, furiously taking notes and talking to far-flung colleagues around the world.

Miller also wasn’t the friendliest person, either, impatient and easily irritated, and he had snapped repeatedly at the gold field employees, who weren’t happy about him being constantly underfoot. They had gone on with gold extraction, wanting to make the most of the short summer, and couldn’t afford to halt their small operation for what would ultimately be a monthslong excavation of the area around the pair of mammoths.

Now with the discovery of this baby, Caleb doubted Miller would leave anytime soon.

But maybe it was a good thing. The study was collaborative, after all. As a geologist, Caleb’s specialty was figuring out the age of the sediment and what kind of event resulted in the mammoths getting buried.

A zoologist would know more about the biology of the mammoths, and Nakoa at the Museum of Vertebrate Paleontology in Hawaiʻi would be the ultimate expert. Not only did Nakoa have access to state-of-the-art equipment, but he’d processed other Ice Age mummies before, including a woolly rhino, another mammoth, and a cave lion. Caleb was excited to learn what his friend would find out.

Two days of further painstaking excavation followed, with Caleb carefully scraping away the layers of the permafrost, exposing them to the sun where they would melt. It would likely take the rest of the summer to fully expose the baby mammoth. At least Miller hadn’t been too intrusive with the actual extraction of the infant. In fact, strangely, other than his initial sampling, he hadn’t come up to examine the baby at all, but just remained in his tent, running soil tests. It was as if they’d reversed roles—the zoologist working on dirt and the geologist working on the mummy.

As he labored, Caleb’s hand shook on the chisel. He really was starting to feel a lot worse, and his throat had grown more and more sore as the days wore on. It was getting difficult to swallow, and he knew Austin wasn’t feeling too hot, either. Damn. Caleb definitely had caught the bug that was going around. But he wanted to push on.

A storm gathered in the west, dark clouds forming above the hills there. It looked like it would move right up the river valley, eventually hitting their location. Lightning flashed in the distance, and moments later he heard a distant boom of thunder.

Then he heard something else, a low hum, and paused from his work to look out to the west. He realized it was a rhythmic hum; then, as it grew closer, he could make out the beating rotors of a helicopter. It was unusual to see one out this way; aside from the Sikorsky he’d hired to transport the mammoth, he hadn’t seen any air traffic at all, not even a lone bush plane.

Could be search and rescue or medevac, he thought, trying to find some lost hiker. As it drew closer, heading directly toward them, he wondered instead if someone might have been injured down below in the gold camp, and he’d just been too involved in the dig to notice any ruckus.

Then he saw the helicopter, but it wasn’t red like a lot of medevac or SAR helicopters. It looked expensive and sleek, a dark blue helo that approached the dig site and hovered there above them. It began to descend, rotor wash hitting him suddenly and making him lose his balance on the steep, muddy slope. He tried to grab at a rock protruding from the slippery ice-filled bank, but his gloved hand slid off it, and he came careening down, landing hard on the rocky dirt below. The men operating the excavators and bulldozers paused in their work to stare at the helicopter as it landed just at the edge of the site.

“Who the devil is that?” demanded Jack Horten, the site’s foreman, marching toward the helicopter as it powered down its rotors.

The sliding door on the helo jerked open and five people jumped out. Caleb felt his blood freeze. They wore black body armor and special ski masks hiding their faces, even their mouths. They all carried assault rifles. The foreman saw this and stopped immediately, backpedaling. One of the masked men came to the forefront, waving his gun at Horten to signal that he should continue to move back.

Miller emerged from his tent, saw what was happening, and froze there in the doorway.

The armed men fanned out, ordering the workers to climb down from the excavators and bulldozers. One gunman pointed up on the slope where Carla and Austin worked, motioning for them to come down. When they hesitated, the man fired his weapon into the hillside, sending up splashes of muddy silt and cracking open a large ice wedge. Carla lost her balance and came crashing down just as Caleb had, but Austin just stared down numbly. Fear filled his face, and instead of descending, he tried to scramble up the slope. He almost reached the top, where he’d be able to sprint away, when the gunman opened fire, spraying Austin with bullets. Caleb saw blood stream from a dozen holes in his colleague’s back, and then Austin fell backward, sliding and bouncing down the muddy slope, landing motionless in the muck below, sightless eyes staring up at the sky.

“What in the hell!” shouted the foreman. The gunman closest to him opened fire, cutting down the man where he stood.

Trembling, Carla got to her feet, and Caleb moved toward her slowly. His mind struggled to think, to take in the situation. His mouth went dry. His feet felt rooted to the spot. There had to be a way out of this. Who were these men?

The lead gunman threw down several nylon sacks at the bulldozer driver’s feet. “Fill these up,” he ordered. “Fast.”

The man grabbed the bags and was escorted to a safe, where he began to fill the bags with the gold they’d gathered so far that season.

But this kind of gold mining was a slow affair. Not much had been gathered yet, and Caleb thought it was a strange choice to rob such an operation. The take seemed barely worth it.

“Faster!” the man yelled. He pivoted his gun to the excavator driver. “You, help him.”

The driver joined his coworker at the safe, and together they placed what gold they had into the bags. “Keep them working,” the leader instructed another of the gunmen. Then he approached Caleb. Caleb’s heart hammered painfully in his chest. A sour taste surged up from his stomach. He felt Carla clutching his arm tightly.

“You. What’s up there?” the gunman asked, motioning to where they’d been standing when the helicopter first set down.

“It’s not gold,” Caleb managed to say, his throat so dry it hurt to talk.

“What were you doing up there, then?”

“It’s . . . a paleontology dig site,” he stammered. “A baby mammoth.”

“Get it out.”

“We haven’t finished excavating it. It’s still locked up in the permafrost.”

“Get. It. Out,” the man spat.

Caleb frowned, his stomach now doing flip-flops. He knew that such a well-preserved mummy could be worth quite a lot on the black market. Collectors paid millions of dollars for things like T. rex skeletons and triceratops skulls. A fully intact, perfectly preserved baby mammoth would be worth a fortune.

“Go up there and get it out,” the man repeated.

Caleb’s feet felt like concrete. His legs and arms started to go numb as his heartbeat thudded loudly in his ears. Blood rushed through his skull, almost drowning out the man’s voice. “You . . . you don’t understand,” Caleb managed to say. “It’s locked in there. I can’t just pull it out.”

For a second the man just stared at him. Caleb could see glinting dark brown eyes peering out from the ski mask. The man gripped the gun, and Caleb saw with a fresh wave of fear that the man’s knuckles were white as he clutched the weapon.

Then the man spun suddenly and aimed his gun at the excavator driver. “You,” he demanded. The man looked up, fear awash on his face. “Get back into your excavator and rip out that part of the slope.” He pointed up to where the baby mammoth lay.

The man hesitated, and the gunman lifted his weapon. The driver came to life and held up his hands placatingly. “Okay. No problem.” He climbed into the cab and drove the excavator to the base of the cliff. It already had its ripper tooth attached. He raised the arm and tore into the hillside.

Caleb felt sick as that whole section they’d painstakingly been excavating came crashing down, along with the baby mammoth and huge chunks of ice.

The gunman walked to where the small mammoth lay and then hooked his thumb toward the helicopter. “Get the container.”

The other gunmen hurried back to the helicopter and retrieved a large metal box. They rushed it over to the baby mammoth and stowed the mummy inside. Caleb could see that the box was refrigerated, as if they’d known about the baby mammoth all along and had planned for it. The men rushed the container back to the helo, strapping it inside.

By now the bulldozer driver had finished loading up the small amount of gold in the sacks, so the gunmen placed those, too, inside the helo and then took up their posts again, guns aimed, mouths frowning and hostile.

The leader pointed at the zoologist’s tent. The little man still stood framed in the tent doorway. “Destroy that equipment and any communication devices,” the leader ordered.

“Now wait just a minute!” Miller stammered. “You can’t do this!”

Two men shoved Miller aside and stormed into his tent. Caleb heard them smashing everything. They emerged with Miller’s sat phone and threw it down in the mud, then riddled it with bullets.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? Don’t you know who I am?” Miller demanded.

The leader wheeled on him and pulled the trigger on his assault rifle, letting loose a spray of bullets that cut the scientist down on the spot. He collapsed into the muck, grasping at the silt and ice, then went still.

“Everyone move together into one group,” the leader ordered. He motioned for the man to climb down from the excavator cab. He joined the bulldozer driver where Caleb and Carla stood.

The leader lowered his gun and moved back toward the chopper, and for a second, Caleb’s body felt a jolt of hope. Were they just going to leave now? Carla was squeezing his arm so tightly, she was starting to cut off his circulation. The bulldozer driver looked at the bodies of his boss, Austin, and the zoologist.

The leader reached the helicopter door, but then turned back. “Light ’em up,” he ordered the other gunmen. They pointed their weapons at the small group.

Caleb’s mind raced. Was this really happening? This couldn’t be it. This couldn’t be how he died. Just moments before, he’d been happily excavating a baby mammoth, for god’s sake. Was this really how it was all going to end?

Then the men opened fire, and Caleb felt a course of bullets tear through him. Carla buckled, her hold on him slipping away. Bullets pinged off the excavator behind him. Searing pain erupted across his body. He collapsed into the muck, feeling a shocking mix of freezing ice water, mud, and his own warm blood.

He struggled to keep his eyes open, but his vision began to tunnel. To his horror he saw two of the gunmen approaching with cans of gasoline. As he lay struggling in the mud, he felt the fuel splash down on him. Smelled the overwhelming stench of it. And then one of the men lit a match and threw it down on the pile of twisted victims. Flames erupted around Caleb. He tried to scream as fire consumed his back, but blood bubbled up in his throat and only a strangled moan came out. Then the men opened fire again, and cold blackness enveloped him.






One

Honu Beach

The Big Island, Hawaiʻi

Present Day

Wildlife biologist Alex Carter glided through the water, swimming just above the brilliantly colored coral reef. She kicked easily with her fins, breathing through a snorkel. She drifted over a spiky brown sea cucumber as an orange-and-white-striped zebra moray eel darted out of a hole. A silver needlefish flashed in a patch of filtered sunlight. A white-spotted pufferfish moved its tiny fins to maneuver around a purple Achilles tang, the tang’s orange tail giving a quick flick to propel itself out of the way. She spotted Hawaiʻi’s state fish, the wonderfully named humuhumunukunukuāpuaʻa, with its lovely black and yellow stripes.

In some places the coral reef sported deep cracks, allowing her glimpses of the sandy bottom through a slice of gaping dark blue, and she realized how deep the water she swam over actually was. Then abruptly the reef ended and she found herself gliding out into the darker sea, the shadowed bottom far below. Two whitetip reef sharks circled here, gracefully powering through the water.

She turned around, sweeping over the edge of the coral reef again, and then headed back toward shore over a different section of it. Brown Aiptasia anemones waved their tentacles in the gentle current, and barnacles, open with their slender arms reaching out, encrusted a few rocks. A spotted eagle ray glided by, and then Alex saw a cluster of meandering and vagabond boring sponges. She hovered, searching the area carefully. A light blue unicorn fish and a yellow-and-black Moorish idol wriggled by, their fins flapping in the water. She couldn’t get over the bursts of color everywhere she looked: yellows, oranges, reds, blues, and greens.

Here the reef was closer to the surface, allowing dapples of sunlight to play over its surface. And then she saw a flash of iridescent amber and brown, rising up from behind a mound of sponges. She stopped immediately, hanging back, arms waving in the warm water, watching. A rare hawksbill turtle hovered over the sponges and took a few bites of one, using its specially shaped beak, which had earned the animal its name.

Deftly the turtle plucked sponges out of tiny crevices in the coral reef. She watched as it broke off a few bites of coral, too. Some researchers thought they did this to reach more sponges, but others suspected it could be a way to get extra calcium in their diet to prepare for egg laying. Each time a turtle broke off pieces, this allowed fish to reach parts of the reef they wouldn’t normally have access to and feed there.

It ate happily, artfully adjusting its flippers to stay above the bed of sponges. Alex smiled around her snorkel. But then she smiled too broadly and a little water seeped in through the edges of her snorkel. She tasted the salt water and clamped her mouth tighter, still unable to stop smiling. She looked around for other hawksbills but knew she was lucky to see just this one.

As the sunlight streamed down through the water, Alex took in the gorgeous mix of colors of its carapace: oranges, reds, yellows, with touches of black and brown. But the predominant color was a gorgeous lighter amber color, allowing it to reflect heat in the warmer waters off the coast of the Big Island. She knew that when hawksbills reached colder waters, their shells changed hue, shifting to a darker color to absorb more heat.

Alex marveled at the multicolored carapace, then spotted a location tracker attached to its shell as the turtle changed its position, and Alex knew it had to be one of the two that had already been tagged for her study. It had come ashore almost two months ago to lay eggs on the nearby beach. It had been a stroke of luck that a volunteer from the Center for Sea Turtle Restoration had been present when it happened. He alerted CSTR, and a biologist was able to come out and tag the turtle before it returned to the sea. Initially, the center had that same biologist watch over the eggs, but he had been called away to Oʻahu for a green turtle project.

The nonprofit had no other available biologists to monitor the eggs and keep them safe. The other three scientists who worked for the center were posted on different Hawaiian islands monitoring endangered green turtle nests. The center needed someone who could camp on the beach, monitor the nests, and tag any more adults with satellite trackers so that the center could get a good idea of where the turtles were migrating from.

The executive director of the center was a college friend of Ben Hathaway, the regional director of the Land Trust for Wildlife Conservation. Ben, whom Alex had worked for in the past, had recommended her.

Alex was just coming off several months of hanging out with her dad in the San Francisco Bay Area, where she’d also finished a study on how the coyote population in the Presidio was coping with living among humans.

The timing was perfect, and Alex had agreed on the spot. She’d taken a couple of days to gather gear and spend a little more time with her dad, then had flown to the Big Island. She’d set up camp on the beach where the hawksbills were coming to shore to nest. So far there were two nests: the original one, which was due to hatch any day now, and a second one that Alex had the joy of witnessing shortly after she arrived, when she’d spotted the hawksbill swimming to shore and laying and burying its eggs. She briefly caught it, dried off a portion of its shell, and attached the transmitter. In just a few minutes, the turtle was back to its normal behavior, waddling toward the surf. So now two turtles were being tracked. Alex was also greatly relieved that she didn’t have to tranquilize the animal as she’d had to do with polar bears, caribou, and jaguars in the past.

She’d loved this assignment so far. After the heat and dryness of her recent job in New Mexico, it was a shock at first to arrive in this tropical clime. As soon as Alex stepped off the plane, the pleasant level of humidity struck her. A rainstorm had been brewing over the green mountains when she walked out to her rental car, and a yellow-billed cardinal, a gorgeous white-and-black bird with a vivid red head, had chirped out its call from the fronds of a loulu palm. To Alex, the call had always sounded like the cardinal was asking a question and then answering itself. She could feel tropical life all around her, in the promise of rain, in the gentle rustling of the palms on a warm breeze, in the sweet trilling of a brilliantly red ʻapapane honeycreeper from a nearby branch.

And now she was here floating in the warm water, snorkeling over this incredible coral reef, taking in all the color and throngs of teeming life.

She felt blessed indeed, so grateful for the life she had built for herself, traveling from place to place to help imperiled species, each location a glimpse into the biodiversity of life.

For a few more minutes, she watched the hawksbill feeding on sponges. The fact that it was sticking around meant that it was probably going to lay a second clutch of eggs soon. To lay their eggs, most sea turtles swam far away from their foraging grounds to the beach where they were born. This could be hundreds or even thousands of miles away. They then laid several clutches of eggs about two to three weeks apart, before swimming all the way back to their foraging grounds again. There they’d eat, rest, and hang out for one to five years before repeating the trip to their natal beaches to lay more eggs.

Little was known about where these particular hawksbills spent most of their lives. Because they hadn’t been known to lay eggs on this beach before, the theory was that their natal beach had been destroyed somehow, either through human development, light pollution, or sea level rise.

The center also didn’t know where they were migrating from, so Alex had been excited to learn more from the satellite trackers. She did know that while most hawksbills traveled vast distances between their natal beaches and feeding grounds, the ones in Hawaiʻi stayed within the island chain.

The afternoon had grown late, and the water started to cool. As Alex watched the hawksbill, the late afternoon sun glinting off its shell, she started to shiver even in her rash guard. So she snapped a few pics of the turtle with her underwater camera and swam to shore.

She emerged, dripping, onto a beach of black sand with intermittent sections of old, long-cooled lava flows from ancient eruptions of Kīlauea. Activities on the beach were winding down for the day. Only two groups of people remained: a trio of surfers floating just offshore and a family of four packing up their beach chairs.

Honu Beach was a remote area on the southeast part of the island. Only a few houses had been built along its coast, and for the most part it was undeveloped and quiet.

Alex toweled off, feeling elated from the sight of the foraging hawksbill. A few hundred yards away, just down beach from the turtle nests, sat an inactive construction zone. A prominent lodging chain had begun building a new luxury hotel on the site when the first hawksbill turtle came to shore and laid eggs. The construction would have torn up that section of beach, so building was halted. The construction crew withdrew, and now the site stood silent: a crane and several bulldozers waiting for the day they could resume work, if they ever could. They’d built a breakwater and pier so that small ships could come in with building supplies, but now the dock stood empty. The footprint of the foundation had also been poured, with rebar sticking out of the concrete, but so far that was the only progress on the construction.

According to Hawaiian law, beaches were public land up to the high-tide line, so technically speaking, the hotel would not be able to own the beach itself. But even still, if the resort was built, it would bring in a lot more people. Lights and constant visitor foot traffic could drive off any future turtles from laying eggs on this beach. So currently the lodging company was tied up in litigation and the site sat vacant and silent.

Alex was grateful for the halt for the sake of the turtles.

The nearby family had their radio on, playing music softly. It shifted to a top-of-the-hour news report. “A sophisticated shipping vessel was seized at the Port of Los Angeles on suspicion of smuggling. The ship, outfitted with a special refrigerated hold, was seized on Tuesday after the crew failed to provide proper paperwork detailing their cargo manifest. When authorities boarded the ship, they found the cargo hold empty. Though the crew had initially been told to report for questioning, none showed up at the appointed time. A dragnet has failed to locate any of them, and their whereabouts are currently unknown.”

Curious to hear more, Alex paused, listening. But just then the mother herded her kids toward their waiting car, picking up the radio and shutting it off.

Alex didn’t like to leave the eggs for too long, so she finished toweling off and moved back toward her small camping area. When she’d first arrived in town, she’d stocked up on nonperishable food, but she’d need a volunteer to watch the nests when it came time to restock or if she needed to be gone for any considerable length of time.

The center had put out a call for volunteers, and tomorrow applicants were due to arrive on the beach for Alex to interview. She hoped she’d get some good ones, but the beach was so remote that she worried most people wouldn’t want to make the trip out.

The nearest town, Ānuenue, was tiny and off the beaten path, lying a good seven miles from the beach, much of it down dirt roads. The Hawaiʻi Belt Road was the nearest main road, running south from Hilo, but it was still quite a distance away from this isolated location. A number of far smaller roads branched off from it, some leading to other little towns or beaches. One such road led to Ānuenue, and a pitted dirt road led from there out to this remote beach.

The small village contained just a couple of restaurants, a coffeehouse, a hardware store, a fifteen-room motel, a drugstore, a post office, a handful of gift shops, and an outfitter that rented Jet Skis, scuba and snorkeling gear, kayaks, paddleboards, and a couple of small boats. Alex herself had rented her scuba and snorkeling gear from them when she first arrived. A new museum, the Hawaiian Museum of Vertebrate Paleontology, had been built on the outskirts of the town.

And she wasn’t far from a lot of spectacular sights. Before the turtle project had officially started, she’d explored Hawaiʻi Volcanoes National Park, and she looked forward to visiting a historical lighthouse to the south of here. Kīlauea had been erupting, sending out streams of lava. Alex had hiked on the cooling, ropy pahoehoe lava and then stayed to watch sections of the eruption glowing orange and red at night, churning white-hot pieces mixing with colder black sections. She’d been enchanted.

Now that the day had cooled off a bit, it was a perfect time to set up her equipment. UPS had delivered the necessary supplies earlier in the day. She’d stowed them all inside her rental Jeep, which was parked in a small, grassy area off the beach. The center had also lent her a life jacket and a small inflatable Zodiac boat, and this was hauled up on the shore by her tent.

She used the public shower house, rinsing off her swimsuit, and changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt. The island grew a bit chilly at night, so back at her tent, she donned a thin purple fleece jacket. She also grabbed her multitool, the one her father had given her years ago when she finished her PhD in wildlife biology. He’d had it engraved with “Dr. Alex Carter—Adventure Awaits,” and she loved it.

Alex checked the calendar on her phone. The first batch of eggs had been laid fifty-six days ago, which meant they’d be due to hatch in about four more days, give or take. Incubation time could vary depending on temperature. The warmer the temperature, the faster the eggs incubated. But a number of instruments she was going to install would help her narrow down the time of actual hatching.

Microphones would allow her to monitor the sounds coming from the nests, and thermocouples, simple devices that measured the temperature of the sand above the nests, would give her clues about changes in temperature and let her know when hatching was imminent. When that happened, she’d have to call any volunteers she hired to the beach, to ensure all the hatchlings made it safely to the water.

She’d also ordered two security cameras that would send an alarm to her phone if any predators approached the turtle nests while she was sleeping. She worried about nests being disturbed. With hawksbills, even a nest that hadn’t been messed with at all could still have only an 80 percent survival rate. She would have to be very careful and vigilant.

The family left, the area now empty except for the distant surfers and Alex. She retrieved the supplies from her Jeep and set the boxes down in the sand. She sliced them all open. Inside rested the components to build several thermocouples, a soldering iron, several multimeters, two security cameras, a microphone, and a sky quality meter, or SQM, to measure the darkness of the site.

Alex had already placed yellow caution tape in long rows at the top of the beach and just above the waterline so that people wouldn’t walk on top of the nests. She didn’t want to mark off exactly where the nests were with smaller areas of tape in case any poachers happened along. So now the two long stretches of yellow caution tape flapped in the wind. People could easily walk around them if they needed to, and they would add an extra layer of protection to the eggs.

First Alex went to work setting up the alarm system. On the trunk of a nearby loulu palm, she hung a camera that faced up the beach. Then, on the other side of her tent, she hung a second camera that would gaze down the beach. If any predators or poachers approached from either direction, the camera would spot them and record video and photos. On top of that, the camera system would also send an alert to her phone if it detected any movement. That way, if anyone approached at night while she was sleeping, her phone would vibrate. She’d keep it tucked inside her sleeping bag where it would be sure to wake her up.

She inserted batteries and memory cards into both cameras and then jogged up and down the beach with her phone. It alerted her each time she entered one of the cameras’ fields of view. She stopped, connecting to the cameras via Bluetooth, and saw that both cameras had recorded videos of her and were working perfectly.

She stepped back, admiring her handiwork, then returned the rest of the supplies to her Jeep, keeping the sky quality meter with her for later. She’d build the thermocouples tomorrow. Returning to the shore, she gazed out at the sea, hoping more hawksbills would arrive to this protected little patch of beach.

She walked back to her tent and got out her small Sterno stove. She heated up a pot of water and made a batch of red beans and rice, then flavored it with cumin. As she ate, she gazed out at the rolling surf, watching the three remaining surfers. They talked and floated on their boards as the sky turned pink and purple after sunset.

The wind sighed in the palm fronds above her, and a warm breeze blew off the sun-warmed sand. Alex took a deep breath and really let it sink in that she was in this amazing place. She hoped she’d be able to glean important information about where these hawksbills were migrating from. She couldn’t wait for the eggs to hatch, to watch the baby turtles emerge and scamper down the sand toward the waiting water.

When it got fully dark, Alex walked out onto the beach, standing at the water’s edge. The waxing crescent moon would set soon, and the immense span of the dark sky opened up above her. The Milky Way arced overhead, a silvery sweep of stars so packed with light it looked like a glowing cloud. If she were on a more northerly beach, she’d probably be able to see the light dome emanating from Hilo, but out here, far on the southeast side of the island, it was incredibly dark.

She pulled out the sky quality meter and found a flat rock on the beach to place it on. She waited while it gathered information on the sky above. When it was finished, she read the result: a Bortle rating of class 2. The Bortle scale, created by the astronomer John E. Bortle, was used to judge the quality of dark sky in an area. A Bortle rating of class 1 was the darkest possible sky, one where the star-rich areas of Scorpius and Sagittarius actually cast shadows on the ground, and one could see the Triangulum Galaxy with the naked eye. An extremely light-polluted city, in which few to no stars were visible, would rate a class 8 or 9 on the Bortle scale, the worst possible skies.

Many animals needed darkness to find their way. Migratory birds used the stars to navigate. Light-polluted areas could throw them off course and into unfamiliar terrain, bringing them into collision with building glass and other threats.

Sea turtles used darkness and light as navigational clues, too. Thanks to the hotel construction being halted, this beach was darker than the ones in bigger, developed areas like Honolulu, Hilo, and Pearl City.

Movement on the beach brought her gaze up, and she saw a man and woman walking toward her, holding hands, one of them using a flashlight. As they got closer, the man eyed Alex as she picked up the SQM and entered the day’s reading into her iPad. He slowed, his expression curious. “Are you the biologist?”

“Yes, that’s right. Nice to meet you.” She wondered how they knew about her and was curious if they’d seen the call for volunteers.

“We heard there’d be one out here.” He pointed up the beach. “We live just up there. The fifth house.” Then he gestured at the SQM. “What is that thing?”

“It’s a sky quality meter. It rates how dark the night sky is, how many stars it can see.”

“What for?” he asked.

The woman tugged at his hand, embarrassed. “C’mon, Robert. Leave her alone. She doesn’t want to play twenty questions. Can’t you see she’s working?” She rolled her eyes at Alex. “I’m sorry, he always does this. Butting into everyone else’s business.”

“I’m just curious,” Robert said. “I heard this was an active turtle nesting area now. But what does darkness have to do with it?”

“It’s okay,” Alex told the woman. “I’m happy someone’s interested. Dark skies are important to turtle reproduction.”

“How so?”

“When turtles hatch, they crawl toward the brightest area. Normally, that’s the ocean at night, because inland will be shadowed by trees. But resorts, hotels, golf courses, and housing developments built on beachfronts throw them off. When they see those bright lights, they crawl inland instead, thinking the ocean is over there. Then they end up dying. Some are picked off by predators; others are hit by cars.”

The woman frowned. “That’s awful.”

“I didn’t know that,” Robert said. “We can turn off our porch light at night if that helps.”

“I’m sure it would,” Alex told him.

The woman tugged on his arm again. “Let’s go, Robert. Let her do her thing.”

Reluctantly, he let her pull him away.

“And if you could ask your neighbors to do the same, that would be great!” Alex called after them.

“Will do!” he called back, being propelled along.

Alex watched them go, feeling amused. Often she encountered couples like that, where one was a talker and the other quiet and reserved.

She stowed her SQM in her gear and pulled out the small microphone she’d ordered, along with her earbuds. Back at the nests, she listened for any sound coming from them that would let her narrow in on the exact moment to expect hatching. For now, they were quiet.

Alex stood up, gazing out at the sea. She looked forward to tomorrow, when volunteers arrived. She hoped she’d find some good ones.

She finally retired, and had just drifted into a deep sleep, lulled by the soothing sounds of the surf, when the loud squawk of a police siren jolted her awake.






Two

Red and blue lights flashed over Alex’s tent walls. For a second, in her groggy state, she thought she was back in Boston, awakened in the middle of the night to sirens, people yelling, traffic roaring by outside her apartment window. But then she came to more fully, realizing she was still on the beach in Hawaiʻi. She sat up, hearing the idling of a car out by the small parking area. She crawled out of her sleeping bag, unzipped the tent, and donned her boots.

Standing up, she saw a police car parked by her Jeep. Its searchlight swept the beach, the cop still sitting inside the cruiser. Then she spotted a slender figure crouched in the dark shadows of the trees about a hundred feet away. The cruiser’s searchlight spotlighted him as he gripped a tree trunk, and she clearly saw him now, an expression of terror on his umber face. He was just a young kid, maybe only fifteen or so. As soon as the spotlight fixed on him, he took off running, dashing up the beach toward her tent.

The cop jumped out of the cruiser and ran onto the beach in pursuit.

When the kid glanced back and saw how close the officer was getting, he cried, “Don’t hurt me!” His voice trembled with fear.

The cop continued to give chase, hand on the butt of his gun, and Alex tried to take in the situation, to understand what was happening. The kid was clearly scared and didn’t appear to be any kind of threat. She wondered why the cop was pursuing him.

The officer was huge, well over six feet with a sturdy, muscular build. She caught a glimpse of his angry, pale face as he sped by, teeth gritted, beady eyes narrowed beneath a furrowed brow. Red blotches marked his face, blood rushing to his skin’s surface from exertion.

They sped past the area of the turtle eggs, then whizzed by Alex. The cop took no notice of her, quickly gaining ground and getting fairly far down the beach.

In a few long strides, the cop tackled the kid, driving him down into the sand. He wrenched the kid’s hands behind his back and knelt down hard on his upper back. He whipped out a pair of cuffs and slapped them on the kid’s skinny wrists.

“I didn’t do anything!” the boy pleaded.

They were some distance down the beach now, but she could still hear them clearly.

“Yeah, I’ll bet,” the cop retorted, but he didn’t get up or pull the kid to his feet. He continued to kneel on him.

“You’re hurting me.”

“What were you planning to do, come down here and steal this lady’s equipment? I hear it’s pretty expensive.”

Alex frowned. She had never seen the officer before. She did know the local police had been notified of her presence and purpose on the beach. But she had no idea how he knew what kind of equipment she had or how expensive it was.

“No!” the kid wheezed. “I was just walking home.”

“At this hour?” the cop yelled, kneeling harder on his skinny back.

Alex looked at the time on her phone. It was only eleven p.m. It wasn’t that late. When she was a kid that age, her curfew had been one a.m.

“My aunt lives just up the beach.”

The cop leaned over him, voice raised and angry. “Then why didn’t you use the sidewalk out by the street?”

“I just like walking down the beach at night.” When the cop didn’t respond, the boy chattered nervously. “I like the way it looks in the moonlight.”

“Oh, you like moonlight, do you?” the cop guffawed, pressing a hand on the back of the boy’s head. “I bet. More like you like seeing if anyone’s left their back door open. See what you can steal.”

“I’ve never stolen anything in my life,” the boy protested.

“Sure,” the cop scoffed. “I’ll bet you’re a perfect angel.”

“My aunt’s expecting me,” the kid said weakly. He struggled to keep his mouth and nose above the sand, but the cop pressed his head back down. The fear in the teen’s voice was almost choking. “She’ll know this is the route I walked tonight. I walk it every day.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen you. Probably casing houses along the way.”

“I’ve never done that!” the boy pleaded. “I was on the way home.”

“Or visiting some drug-dealing pal on the way home.”

“I don’t do drugs,” the kid protested.

“Looking for someone to rob, then, on the way home?” the cop sneered as he repeated the phrase on the way home. But the officer clearly had no specific reason for stopping the teen, and the kid was terrified.

He jerked the boy’s wallet from his back pocket with one hand and dug out his ID. “Jerome Callister, eh? Well, Jerome, let’s see what you’ve got on you.” He roughly dug through the rest of the kid’s pockets, not finding anything but a pack of gum, which he tossed into the sand. “What’d you do?” the cop demanded. “Throw any weapons or stolen items you had in the bushes?”

“I didn’t have any of those things!”

“I’ve seen you and your friends in town, pretending like you’re just hanging out at the skate park. I doubt you’re up to anything good.” He leaned in close to the boy’s face. “I’ll teach you to run from me.”

At this point, the kid actually started to cry.

Alex had heard enough. She’d fought enough bullies in her life to know one when she saw one. This guy obviously was getting off on the power of his position and had nothing whatsoever on this poor kid.

Alex approached. When she was still some distance away, she said, “Excuse me, officer?”

He whirled, his hand flying down to the butt of his gun. Alex felt a cold lump of fear flop over in her stomach. His knee ground down harder into the kid’s back as he pivoted and saw her there.

She held up her hands in a placating gesture. “I’m Alex Carter. The biologist who’s studying the turtles on this beach?”

“Yeah?” he asked, irritated and impatient. “What do you want?”

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding here. This is one of my volunteers. I asked him to stop by here on his way home, just to make sure there weren’t any poachers or dogs on the beach that could harm the eggs.”

“What the fuck?” the cop cursed. “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” she answered, still standing with her hands out.

At this, the cop stood up, yanking Jerome to his feet. “This kid?” the cop asked with disdain.

Alex nodded. “Yes. Why? Is there a problem?”

The cop’s eyes darted around. He was uncomfortable, clearly caught off guard. “No . . . I just knew he was up to no good, being out here this late.”

Silence hung heavily between them. Finally Alex said, “Can you uncuff him? I need to walk him through the schedule for tomorrow.”

The cop stood there, deflated, like he didn’t know what to do with the rest of his aggression. But she was someone he’d been told to watch out for, and he probably didn’t want word of his behavior to get back to the station. Begrudgingly, he uncuffed Jerome. The boy pulled away from him, rubbing his wrists.

“I should have been notified of this,” the cop said angrily. He stomped past Alex. “I expect you to send a complete list of your volunteers to the police station in the morning.”

Of course the police didn’t need that. Hadn’t asked for that. It was a public beach. This guy was just trying to pawn off his bad behavior onto Alex’s supposed oversight.

He didn’t meet Alex’s eyes as he walked past her. She waited until he’d reached his cruiser and pulled out of the parking area, spinning the tires and sending clods of dirt sailing through the air.

She looked back at Jerome. “You okay?”

He nodded, relief on his face. “My friends told me about that guy. I’m just here for the summer, staying with my aunt. They said that he’ll stop any kid who’s out alone, just looking for something to pin on you.” He rubbed his wrists more and stretched his sore back where the cop had knelt on him. “We’ve got mean-ass cops where I’m from, too. But I wasn’t expecting to meet one on a beach in Hawaiʻi.”

“I hear you. Unfortunately it seems like there are people who abuse their power everywhere.”

“Thanks for what you did.”

“No problem. I’m glad you’re all right. You going to be okay to walk home?”

Jerome turned and pointed up the beach. “Yeah. My aunt’s house is just three houses up from here.”

“Okay.” She turned to go back to her tent, her nerves frazzled from the tense encounter. She wondered if she’d be able to go back to sleep.

“Hey,” he called.

She turned back around.

“You really studying sea turtles out here?”

“I am.”

“I’ve never seen one. I’m from Michigan. But as a kid I had sea turtles on my wallpaper in my room. Do you . . .” He hesitated.

Alex waited.

“Do you really have volunteers helping you?”

“I do.”

“Need any more?” he asked.

She smiled. “Sure. Come by tomorrow and apply.”

He broke into a crooked grin. It made Alex feel good after seeing that same face furrowed in terror. “All right. I will.”

Jerome walked off down the beach, and Alex returned to her tent. She shucked off her boots and crawled inside, sliding into her sleeping bag. But she was too nervous to sleep. Her heart still pounded in her chest.

Then she heard a boat’s motor approaching out in the dark. She tensed, wondering if poachers were trying to land on the beach. But the closer the engine came, the more she realized it was the sound of a larger craft, something too big to land on the beach. At first she thought it might pass by. It wasn’t unusual, people out for an evening cruise, enjoying the starlight, doing night scuba dives.

When it sounded like it was quite near her location, the engine cut to an idle. Alex waited, listening to it, then wondered what the people were doing. She sat up and crawled out of her sleeping bag, then unzipped the tent door to peer out.

Far out from the beach, the ship had cut all its lights and just hung there, bobbing on the waves. The moonlight flashed off its hull and danced on the water, the white of waves’ crests glowing as they rolled in.

She wondered if they were about to deploy a smaller launch craft, so she waited, watching. But they didn’t. They could be preparing for a night dive, but the engine didn’t cut out, just continued to idle.

She pulled out her binoculars and looked, but it was so distant that even with her 7x50 binoculars that let in a lot of light, she couldn’t quite make much out, just the vague figures of two people moving around on deck. After a few minutes, the motor revved up again, and the boat sped off. But they didn’t switch its lights back on. Alex wondered if they’d forgotten with the moon so bright. But then the lights flashed on and the boat headed farther down the coast.

She stared down the beach to where the turtle nests were, finding them undisturbed, and crept back into her sleeping bag.


OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml

Contents




		Cover


		Title Page


		Map


		Note to Readers


		Dedication


		Contents


		Prologue


		One


		Two


		Three


		Four


		Five


		Six


		Seven


		Eight


		Nine


		Ten


		Eleven


		Twelve


		Thirteen


		Fourteen


		Fifteen


		Sixteen


		Seventeen


		Eighteen


		Nineteen


		Twenty


		Twenty-One


		Twenty-Two


		Twenty-Three


		Twenty-Four


		Twenty-Five


		Twenty-Six


		Twenty-Seven


		Twenty-Eight


		Twenty-Nine


		Thirty


		Thirty-One


		Thirty-Two


		Thirty-Three


		Thirty-Four


		Epilogue


		Afterword


		To Help and to Learn More About Sea Turtles


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Also by Alice Henderson


		Copyright


		About the Publisher









Guide



		Cover


		Contents


		Prologue












		iii


		vii


		viii


		v


		vi


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		i


		ii


		iv










OEBPS/images/9780063371859_Cover.jpg
A deadly storm is far from the only threat

on this beautiful island.

ke
4






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
STORM
WARNING

A NOVEL OF SUSPENSE

v
ALICE HENDERSON

whn

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_001_9780063371859.jpg
Kailua-Kona

Mauna Loa

Vertebrate
Palewmy ek
N

Town of

Island of \/
Hawai'i

Hawai‘i,U.S.






