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For Michael,

who is, among other things,

the only left brain I’ll ever have.





Good hunting!—aye, good hunting,

And dim is the forest track;

But the sportsman Death comes striding on:

Brothers, the way is black.

—PAUL LAURENCE DUNBAR

Man is not what he thinks he is, he is what he hides.

—ANDRÉ MALRAUX







PROLOGUE

Thick fog pressed down on the valley, snaking ghostly fingers between the foothills and leaving breath on every leaf. It stuck to the ferns in tiny droplets and hung bridal veils over the pines clustered around the shelf of rock jutting out over the gorge.

Ben Gannon sat on the stony outcropping, his gaze fixed far below on the patches of mist gliding along the narrow river like phantom schooners with torn sails. With a sigh, he pried open the lid of his water bottle and took a sip before passing it to his daughter, Layla, who sat at his side.

“Anytime now,” he said as Layla chugged.

Ben angled a finger at the spirals of mist ascending the side of Mount St. Helens. “See there? Lifting already. Twenty minutes from now, it’ll all be burned off.”

Layla tucked the bottle in her backpack and twisted the strap of her pink binoculars with impatient fingers. “Can I have some jerky?”

Ben nodded and a moment later felt her prying into his pack. He held out his hand as Layla unzipped the bag, and she pressed a piece of jerky into his palm. Popping it in his mouth, Ben closed his eyes and filled his nostrils with the honeyed scent of May-morning air. A few minutes passed, and when he opened his eyes again, the other side of the gully was appearing between patches of mist.

“This is it,” he said, rising and kicking out the pins and needles in his left leg. Layla scrambled to her feet beside him, lifting her binoculars.

A mild gust of western wind rippled their clothes and the sun broke through, bathing the valley in warm, weak light.

“Spectacular,” Ben murmured, his hands on his hips.

This particular vista, even half shrouded in fog, never ceased to take his breath away. It was a dramatic view of the rolling foothills that flowed around the base of Mount St. Helens like thick green batter poured over a mold. Green, at least on this side of the mountain.

Odd, that. The contrast between the southwest side and the other, blown to smithereens twelve years before in 1980 and still bare and ugly as a newborn baby bird, while this half of the mountain and their quaint little town of Lake Lumin remained virtually untouched, not a pine tree out of place. They’d had their fair share of ash rain down from the black cloud that covered the entire state, ash that was now compressed into a single, fine layer several inches belowground, but other than that, you’d never know that the town had been a stone’s throw from an eruption the magnitude of Mount Vesuvius.

Just plain dumb luck that the mountain had blown in that direction, Ben supposed as he gazed at the verdant foothills, each brimming with streams, and old-growth firs, animals, and birds.

The fog was higher now, just kissing the upper rim of the valley, and Ben lifted the binoculars from around his neck. Today was the day. He could feel it.

In perfect synchronization, father and daughter scanned the gully from left to right.

From up here, Ben could just make out a slice of Lake Lumin far below, a little crescent of blue-green water behind the pines in the late-morning sun, with a corner of the old boathouse peeping out around a dark grove of firs.

Ben’s gaze left the lake and swept the vista toward the mountain. Adjusting the focus on his lenses with a finger, he scanned a shadowy pocket on the far side of the gully.

There it was. A massive nest at the very top of a gnarled snag amid the living pines. He’d found it weeks ago, but had yet to catch sight of the bird that built it. One of these days. Maybe today.

For several minutes, Ben kept the binoculars trained on the tip of the snag, where large branches and piles of brush had been twisted into a nest the size of a golf cart.

“Bald eagle,” he said under his breath. “Gotta be.”

“She’s not gonna show.” Layla lowered her binoculars and popped another piece of jerky into her mouth. “There’d be hatchlings in the nest already if she was gonna lay this year.”

“Hon, don’t talk with food in your mouth.”

Ben slid the binoculars away from the snag and grazed his sight left along Lewis Ridge, where a hiking trail ran atop the cliff on the north side of the gorge.

“She might lay late this year,” he said. “Happens all the time.”

Layla gave a derisive little snort as she zipped the baggie shut and tucked it into her pack.

When Ben’s line of sight reached the end of the hillside that dropped down toward the lake, he started back again, slowly, patiently scanning the forest in the direction of the nest. If she was out there somewhere, he wouldn’t miss her this time.

Sudden movement on a shelf of rock caught his eye, the glint of sun against feathers, and he whipped his binoculars toward it, shifting the focus with his index finger in a practiced motion that brought sharpness to his vision.

Ben’s heart skipped a beat.

There she was, and she was a stunner. Huge, the most gorgeous eagle he’d ever seen in his life, standing there against the naked rock in perfect profile, her posture proud, white and auburn feathers fluffed in the wind.

“Layla,” he whispered, nudging her with an elbow. “Honey, look.”

Layla followed his line of sight.

“Oh!”

Ben turned to beam down at his daughter, open-mouthed in wonder behind her binoculars.

“Daddy, what’s she doing?”

Ben lifted his lenses and found the bird again.

“Looks like she caught some critter for breakfast.”

“Oh.” Beside him, Layla’s shoulders fell.

“Every animal has to eat, Lay,” he said softly. “We talked about this, remember?”

Layla nodded, binoculars still at her eyes. “What’s she eating?”

Ben adjusted the focus, squinting. What was that? It was finer and longer than fur. Silken, and floating, somehow.

Wind caught the shelf of rock, sending long dark strands dancing out over the cliffside, and realization washed over Ben in an ice-cold wave. Slowly, he lowered the binoculars a few inches. He swallowed, blinked twice, and raised them to his eyes again, magnifying the thing beneath the eagle that seemed to be waving in their direction.

No. He hadn’t imagined it. It was crystal clear. The wind was lifting glossy strands of long brunette hair. A woman was lying face down on the rocks.

Instinct kicked in, and Ben’s hand shot out, pushing Layla’s binoculars away from her eyes.

“Hey!”

“Honey, don’t look.”

His voice was harsh, and Layla blinked up at him in confusion, but Ben was already bringing his lenses back to his eyes, frantically seeking the spot again.

Heart racing, he located the eagle, then angled upward, higher, higher, until he found the trail. The slender wooden fence that guarded hikers from the edge was unbroken and unoccupied, and there was no one standing at the top, screaming down to the woman who had fallen. He would have heard it from here anyhow.

Ben swore under his breath and dragged his binoculars back down, praying that somehow, some way, his eyes had been playing tricks on him, but there she was beneath the bird, and though her hair still swirled in the air like a ghost with each breath of wind, she had not moved.

“Dad?”

Layla’s curious voice sounded far away, though she still stood next to him, her fingers tugging at the loose elbow of his flannel shirt.

“Hang on, baby.”

“But—”

“Please,” Ben said urgently. “Please just hang on.”

“Hey!” He shouted across the gully, one hand on the binoculars, the other waving above his head, “Over here! Can you hear me?”

At his echoing shout, the eagle took slow, exaggerated flight, soaring west with the wind and dropping out of sight behind a row of scraggly pines, giving Ben a clear view of the woman on the rocks.

“Who is it?”

Ben didn’t answer as he ran the math. It would take an hour to hike back out the way they’d come, plus there was the several-mile drive to town or the nearest phone. Too long. If the woman was badly hurt and needed help now, he was her only hope. Judging the distance, he could be across the gully and climbing up to reach her in less than twenty minutes, if he and Layla hiked fast.

Ben turned to his daughter, stooping to bring them eye to eye as he gripped her hard by the shoulders.

“Listen to me, Layla. Are you listening?”

She nodded.

“We’ve got to get over to the other side of the gully. There’s someone in trouble over there and I need to see if she’s all right. Just follow me and do as I say, understand?”

He kept his voice as steady as possible, but the fear that had blossomed in some small place beneath his rib cage was reflected in his daughter’s eyes as she nodded.

Ben straightened. “Let’s go.”

There was no path down into the steep gully, save a rutted and ferny switchbacking trail carved into the hillside by deer and other forest animals. Ben nearly turned his ankle twice on the descent to the river, while Layla, for her part, flew between the tree trunks, scrambling downhill like a mountain goat and hopping on his back with a giggle when they reached the rushing stream at the bottom.

The water was ice-cold but mercifully shallow despite the recent rain, and Ben made it across soaked only to midthigh. He lowered Layla to the muddy bank and eyed the near-sheer climb ahead, finding the woman about sixty feet up, those wispy strands of windblown hair still dancing out over the edge of the rock.

Ben brought both hands to his mouth and gathered his breath.

“Hey!” he called again. “Can you hear me up there?”

A gust of wind ripped through the gully, but in the silence that followed it, there was no cry of distress. No groan of pain.

Ben pressed a hand to Layla’s shoulder. “Stay here, okay? Please don’t move.”

There was an edge to his voice, and Layla nodded.

Ben forced his lips into a half smile. “It’ll be okay.”

Layla nodded again, and Ben turned to face the cliff.

It was slow going, with footholds that were narrow and slick with dirt, and more than once he slipped, catching himself with a loud grunt and a white-fingered grip on the rocks. It had been a while since he’d rock climbed, and muscles he hadn’t used in a couple of years were screaming in protest, but he continued upward, making gradual, steady progress.

A quick glance down through his boots showed Layla thirty feet below. The drops of sweat beading along Ben’s hairline raced into his eyes as he inched his way closer to the outcropping, growing more and more certain by the second that the woman on the rocks was either dead or unconscious. Surely she would have heard his ragged breaths by now and peered down to investigate if she was lucid.

Ten more feet. Five. Three.

Neck and back screaming, Ben stretched his right arm up and grasped the lip of the rock. He sought one last foothold for leverage and pushed hard, popping his head and shoulders above the ledge with a grunt.

Dead.

She was dead.

For a split second, Ben almost released his grip and tumbled backward, but he held fast to the rock as a wave of adrenaline overcame him, setting his limbs trembling.

The woman’s head was twisted at an impossible angle, one brilliant eye the color of bright caramel wide open and staring straight up at the sky. Her face was untouched, but he could not say the same for the rest of her body.

Ben looked over the corpse, his mind fighting back against the horror of it. The eagle hadn’t done this to her. Something else had. Something bigger and deadlier, with claws like switchblades.

The back of her shirt and pants were torn to ribbons, as was the skin underneath, flayed in deep gashes that spoke of long claws and sharp teeth. Some predator had torn her apart.

Ben forced himself to take a deep breath, and another, pulling oxygen into his lungs as he stared down at the young woman. She was barely twenty years old, if that, with a face he didn’t recognize. Someone that looked like her, as pretty as any of the women on the covers of the teen magazines that Layla was starting to leaf through, would have been well-known in the tiny town of Lake Lumin.

Ben glanced up at the ridge, high overhead. In some tragic hiking accident, some stupid mistake, this woman must have slipped past the wooden fence guarding the cliffside and tumbled to her death.

“Who’s up there?”

Ben swore. He had forgotten that Layla was at the bottom, waiting for him. Watching.

“It’s… it’s a woman,” he called down after a beat. “I think she fell.”

There was a moment of silence before Layla called up, “Is she okay?”

“Baby, I… I don’t know.” The lie tasted bitter in his mouth, and Ben shifted his grip on the rock. He had to get down before his arms gave out. The first thing he had to do was just get his feet back on solid ground, and then he’d figure out what came next. As he adjusted his fingers for a better grip, preparing his muscles for the arduous descent, the wind lifted the woman’s hair again, exposing her neck and the black and purple bruises that ran the length of skin from ear to collarbone.

A curse passed Ben’s lips in a shout.

“What?” Layla called. “What happened?”

For long seconds, Ben stayed frozen to the rock, muscles tensed and straining as he tried hard to blink, to look anywhere else, to come up with something, anything to explain away the ugly bruises that looked like… like… fingers.

But there was no other explanation. Big, rough hands had been around this girl’s neck.

“Daddy?”

Ben flinched at the sound of his daughter’s voice. He had to get down, had to get to a phone, had to tell someone else, someone who would know what to do and could bring the proper equipment to get this poor woman off the rocks.

Limbs trembling, Ben descended. The footing was far worse on the way down, and his eyes were useless, burning with sweat that just wouldn’t quit.

It seemed hours before the heels of his boots touched the ground and he found himself standing before his daughter again, her small face creased with concern and fear.

“What’s wrong with her?” Layla’s voice was high, frightened, but inquisitive with the morbid curiosity of all ten-year-olds.

“She’s… I saw… she’s… she’s up there.” Ben reached for the water bottle in the side pocket of Layla’s backpack.

“Is she dead?”

He pulled the top off the bottle and drained it in long gulps, as though he could wash it down, the painful twist in his throat reaching right through his belly into his guts. When he’d finished drinking, he handed the bottle back and bent at the waist, supporting himself with his hands on his knees.

“Yeah,” he said, unable to meet his daughter’s eyes. “She’s dead.”






Chapter 1 ANNIE

Four weeks earlier

Annie Heston mashed the toe of her boot against the gas pedal, pressing it harder than was strictly necessary to slingshot the Wagoneer around a green Jetta and whip it back into the fast lane. A moment later, the angry dual flash of high beams flickered in the rearview mirror, but Annie ignored them as she pressed the pedal harder, giving the V-8 more gas.

It was reckless, driving like this. Reckless and stupid and rash, and she knew better, but still, the speedometer stayed well north of eighty as she flew past dark fir groves and rolling acres of velveteen farmland. It felt good, speeding like a lunatic, fleeing north as though putting as many miles between her and Bend as possible would somehow lessen her heartache, even though the rational part of her brain knew it wasn’t so.

Ahead on the horizon, a low, gray city ringed with emerald hills was rising up to meet her, and Annie glanced at the half-folded map on the passenger seat. Portland. Good. She was almost to the border. Once she was through the city, she would cross the Columbia River and enter Washington State, and from there, it was just ninety minutes farther on a remote highway that led northeast to the blink-and-you-miss-it mountain town that no one, including her, had ever heard of.

Annie flicked the lever that spritzed the windshield with fluid and cleared the constellation of bugs from the glass with a sigh. She had to quit doing that, mentally tearing apart her new hometown before she’d even set foot there. No more framing it negatively. There was no going back now, so she might as well make the most of it. After all, she’d asked for this, outright, marching into her supervisor’s office and slamming her hands down on his desk.

“I’m putting in for a transfer,” she’d said without preamble or hesitation.

“What do you mean?” he asked, flabbergasted. “A transfer to where? Why?”

She ignored the first and last questions, but answered the second through clenched teeth. “Timbuk-flippin’-tu, Allen. I don’t care. Anywhere. Anywhere that has a game-warden position open.”

Allen, somewhat bewildered, had fired up the Macintosh on his desk and scrolled through the listings in the database, reading out the first one in a tone that was more question than recommendation.

“Lake Lumin, Washington?”

He looked up from the computer with his eyebrows raised. Nope, she hadn’t heard of it either.

“Perfect,” she said, and drove straight home to pack.

And now here she was, three hours into the drive with Portland rising swift and leaden around her, small houses in muted colors giving way to the brick and concrete of old downtown.

A mile before the river, northbound traffic snarled into a jam, and Annie rolled down the window, draping an arm onto the sun-warmed wood paneling of the Jeep. After a few minutes, the crawling cars ceased moving forward in short spurts and came to a complete standstill, leaving Annie parked next to a green exit sign that she stared at with a depressing case of déjà vu. How long had it been since she was right here, stuck in Portland traffic, staring at this very same sign?


HWY 26

ASTORIA, OR



Annie gazed at the seven-letter word with a lump in her throat.

It was almost six years since she’d stood on the balcony of that old faded-green Victorian house in Astoria with the train of her wedding dress wrapped around her body in the wind blowing off the ocean. Brendan had found her there like that, fresh tears in her eyes as she looked down at the beautiful rows of white chairs on the rain-soaked lawn below, each holding a puddle of water the size of a dinner plate. The storm had been unexpected, and the pink roses she’d woven so carefully through the archway were drooping and limp in the downpour. Brendan had found her there, and he’d married her there, on that terrible, wonderful gray afternoon. He’d squeezed the pastor and the six-person wedding party onto the creaking balcony in a little circle around the two of them, while the guests crowded in behind the glass door and gathered at the open kitchen window to witness nuptials that were barely audible over the sound of raindrops peppering the porch roof.

Annie’s eyes burned, and she blinked furiously as the flow of traffic picked up. When the congestion was behind her and the engine humming again, she risked a look at her reflection in the visor mirror. Her eyes were red and her cheeks were flaming. Add that to the waves of copper hair spilling over her shoulders and the golden freckles sprinkled across her skin, and she looked red all over. Annie flipped the visor shut and shook her head. No. She would not cry again today. Twice was enough. There would be no more tears spilled over that two-timing—

Beeeeeeeeeeep.

Annie jerked the wheel right, swerving around a shredded piece of blown tire and narrowly missing the Subaru next to her, whose driver directed her back into her lane with both horn and middle finger.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, lifting a hand in apology as the Jeep bounced onto the bridge that spanned the wide river. It sang under the Wagoneer as Annie shot across it, toward the sign that announced WELCOME TO WASHINGTON. The moment she passed it, she blew out the breath she’d been holding. So long, Oregon.

Far below in the water, two speedboats raced west toward the bridge, twin streaks of white foam spreading in their wakes. Beyond them was the open river, lined in frilly green cottonwoods, and the great, impossibly blue hills of the gorge. One after another, they folded into the distance beneath the sharp, white steeple of Mount Hood, and Annie drank the view in greedily as the tires bumped over the end of the bridge and landed back on solid ground.

She left the interstate for the narrow highway, and mile after mile passed beneath the tires of the Jeep. Around every sweeping curve, Annie expected to come upon a town, or at least a rural home or two, but this road seemed determined not to acknowledge mankind at all as she flew alone through the deep green corridor with tall, unbroken forest on both sides.

It was darker here, where the woods shadowed the highway, leaving just tiny patches of sunlight winking like stars on the pavement. Annie looked left and right, peering through the host of fir trunks flashing by. They were endless, thousands and thousands of evergreens that stood like a silent army, their pointed tips high out of sight no matter how she craned her neck to peer through the window.

No wonder. No wonder Dad had always laughed whenever people claimed Bend was the most beautiful town in the Pacific Northwest. He had known better. He had grown up near here, just west of the mountain.

Yes, Bend was beautiful, and they had their fair share of pines and waterfalls and stony mountains, but this… she had never seen a wilderness quite like this. The only word that came to mind was exquisite.

A hawk swooped from bough to bough across the road, and Annie blinked her way out of hypnosis, the spell broken. She’d lost herself for a minute there, a glorious minute in which her troubles had slipped from the front of her mind and she had managed to forget. But there it was again, worse than before, that blasted lump in her throat that just wouldn’t go down.

Annie stared at the steepening grade of the empty road ahead. The engine was starting to whine, and around the next curving switchback, her ears popped. This must be it, the ascent toward the mountain.

Up ahead, a sign promised a scenic overlook, and Annie tapped the brakes, swinging the Jeep around the curve and pulling it off the road onto a wide gravel shoulder edged by a guardrail, beyond which lay an alpine meadow and the snowcapped summit of Mount St. Helens.

Annie eased to a stop, turned the key, and withdrew it from the ignition. For a long, silent minute, she sat with her hands on the steering wheel as the engine creaked and settled. Four hours. She’d put four hours and two hundred miles between herself and Brendan, but she hadn’t managed to put one inch of distance between her heart and the pain of his betrayal.

Without warning, the sob she had been fighting burst out. Tears sprang into her eyes, and Annie wept like a child, furious and without restraint, slamming the heels of her hands into the steering wheel again and again, until her palms sang with pain.

When the tears were spent and all that remained was the empty ache, she leaned back against the headrest and closed her eyes, drained by her outburst.

She was tempted to stay right there, to cave into exhaustion and fall asleep in the Jeep, but she forced her eyes open. She needed to get to town, settle in, and get her bearings before starting the new job tomorrow.

A throaty engine rose in pitch on the road behind her, and Annie watched in the rearview mirror as a log truck rumbled past, the gust of wind in its wake rattling the windows of the Jeep. When the sound died, she unbuckled her seat belt and stepped out of the car.

With the tears still wet on her cheeks, Annie walked to the guardrail and rested her hands there, the metal cool against the tingling skin of her palms. She pulled in the first truly deep breath she’d taken that day, crisp and clean and faintly scented with the white feathery blossoms hanging out here and there over the guardrail on spindly limbs. Dotting the field before her were the first of the spring’s wildflowers, red and purple, just now breaking like butterflies through their green cocoons, and beyond them, the majestic, ruined summit of Mount St. Helens.

Annie lifted her burning eyes to the hills. Somewhere in that wilderness was the tiny town of Lake Lumin, the place where she would attempt to put herself back together.

The woods had brought her to life once before, and they could do it again. Someday, perhaps when she least expected it, she would feel that familiar flicker, the pilot light sparking into being somewhere under the deep dark hole that Brendan had left in her chest.

Hope.





Chapter 2 ANNIE

Annie stopped on the sidewalk, blinking up through the drizzle at the rain-streaked sign swinging from the lintel over her head.


LAKE LUMIN MUNICIPAL DEPT.



She glanced down at the note in her hand, double-checking the address written in Allen’s dark scrawl, then looked back up at the sign just as a hanging drop of water fell, missing the brim of her hat by centimeters and landing squarely between her eyes.

401 Hughes Street.

It was the right address, but the building didn’t look like any visitor center she’d ever seen. It was small and indiscriminate, with just one mirrored window bouncing her reflection right back at her. Maybe Allen had been off by a digit or two.

Annie took a step back, swiping at her forehead as she glanced at the storefronts left and right of 401. Bigfoot Pies & Pastries, and a nondescript bookstore. Neither looked remotely like a business that would serve as headquarters for a game warden, so, with a sigh, Annie pushed through the door of 401, sending a silver bell tinkling as she stepped into a warm office.

A sandy-haired young officer sat alone behind a counter, spinning slow circles in his desk chair. He caught himself by the lip of the counter and straightened out to face her with bright blue eyes. “Can I help you?”

Annie pulled her hat from her head without bothering to smooth the flyaways beneath it. “Maybe. I’m new in town, and I think I’m a little lost.”

The officer’s gaze slipped from Annie’s face, traveling to her toes and back as confusion creased his brow.

“Well, I’m Jake.” He offered a wide smile with a noticeable gap between his two front teeth. “Where are you trying to get to?”

Annie glanced down at the stitched name on his uniform that read OFFICER PROUDY.

Jake.

Apparently, this was the sort of town where people didn’t bother with last names.

“I’m looking for the visitor center. I’m the new game warden.”

“Oh!” Jake shot out of his seat and thrust his hand across the counter. “Right, of course. They told me someone would be coming in to replace Bud this week, but they didn’t say… they didn’t tell me… I mean, no one said you’d be…”

Annie pressed her lips together, enjoying the embarrassed flush working its way up his neck.

“A woman?” she supplied after a beat, and Jake nodded gratefully.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he said quickly, “we’ve just never had a lady officer of any kind here.”

“I’m Annie.” She took his offered hand and shook it more firmly than necessary. “It’s nice to meet you, Jake. So, where’s the visitor center?”

“This is it.” He grinned as he spread his hands wide to indicate the small office.

Annie scanned the room. There was a filing cabinet with a crooked top drawer in the corner, a massive map with the mountain at its center pinned to the back wall, a watercooler bubbling cheerfully in the opposite corner, and a vending machine with a buzzing blue light that illuminated a few candy bars and bags of Frito-Lay’s.

Annie tapped two fingers against the brim of the hat at her hip. “I don’t understand. The sign over the door—”

“Well, yeah.” Jake plopped back down in his chair and gestured to the second seat behind the counter, empty and crooked, with a tear across the cushion. “We don’t have a whole lot of personnel in the way of law enforcement here, so we make the most of the space. Bud Griffith was the conservation officer in town whose job opened up, and we shared this office. Actually, you’d be surprised how many businesses double up here in town.”

Annie’s eyebrows shot up and Jake went on, gesturing at the window behind her, “Oh, you know, Sally at the bed-and-breakfast gives haircuts downstairs, Doc Porter is also the coroner, and the third Saturday of every month they clear the horses out of the Ward family stable and hold the flea market there.”

“Ah.” Annie nodded. “I wondered why Sally was sweeping up hair clippings when she checked me in last night.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “You’re not planning on staying at the B-and-B long term, are you?”

Annie shook her head. “Just until I find a place to rent.”

“I’ve got one.” Jake reached for the phone. “Fully furnished and ready to go. It’s where Bud was living, just gimme a second.”

Annie opened her mouth to protest, but Jake pressed the phone to his ear and held up a finger. “Hey, it’s me… Good, good. Listen, I’ve got the new game warden here and she’s looking for a place to rent so I offered the room over the garage… Yeah, I figured that. Have you cleaned it since Bud left?… Okay, I’ll let her know… About six-ish. Lasagna sounds great, hang on.”

Jake cupped a hand over the mouthpiece. “You’re not a vegetarian or anything like that, are you?”

Dazed, Annie shook her head.

“Okay, great.” He held the phone to his ear again. “No, she’ll eat it. Thanks, Mom, we’ll see you then.”

Jake hung up the phone and scribbled out a note, whistling as he passed it across the counter to Annie.

“They live kinda far out there, way up in the briars, but my guess is you’re used to the woods.” He chuckled at his joke before going on. “You’re gonna take the turn for Lake Lumin Road, it’s unpaved, and you’ll drive about a mile and a quarter up, past the Boyd place. You’ll know that one by the peacocks in the front yard, then you’ll see the mailbox for my parents’ house, it’s shaped like a trout. You can’t miss it, but if you hit the lake, you’ve gone too far.”

Annie was struggling to keep up. She had a place to live, with this scatterbrain of an officer’s mom and dad, something about peacocks and a trout mailbox. She glanced down at the note in her hand.

“A hundred twenty-five a month?” She shook her head. “That’s nothing. I couldn’t possibly—”

“Take it,” Jake insisted with another boy-next-door smile. “Dad’s a quiet guy, and Mom likes the company.”

“I… well, thank you.” Annie tucked the piece of paper into her pocket. Despite herself, she returned his smile. “No, seriously, thank you. The bed at Sally’s had about thirty embroidered cushions too many.”

“Yeah, well”—Jake came around the desk—“my mom likes to knit so I can’t promise there won’t be afghans stacked up to the ceiling.”

Annie drummed her fingers on the brim of her hat again. Officer Friendly was standing about four inches too close. “I guess I’d better walk back to the bed-and-breakfast to check out, unless there’s anything urgent I need to do here before I go?”

“Call came in yesterday, actually.” Jake reached for a set of keys hanging from a nail on the wall. “You know what, I’ll tell you about it on the way. I better head over there with you and help you find the house, just in case. It’s about time for lunch anyhow, and Mom’s baking a strawberry-rhubarb pie. It’ll be the best thing you’ve ever tasted, I guarantee it.”

Jake strode to the door and held it open with an arm. Annie stepped past him, pulling her hat back down over her hair with a stiff tug. She didn’t want to be prickly, but just about the last thing she needed right now was a man, any man, sidling up to her like they were best buddies.

Outside, the drizzle had lightened into mist, and Annie turned toward the north end of town where filmy tendrils of fog were scraping the dark pines that topped the foothills. The mountain was cloaked, but she could feel it there, pulling her awareness beyond that last, hazy ridge of firs.

“So, where are you from?” Jake asked as she fell into step beside him.

“Bend.”

Jake’s shoulder brushed hers, and Annie took a sideways step, clearing her throat. “You said a call came in yesterday?”

“Yeah, Austin Smith, buddy of mine. He’s the sheriff up in Landers. He called to let me know about an active cougar up there. It’s working its way south along the mountain, and he figures it’s maybe five miles north of us now. Couple of campers up near Warner Lake lost a blue heeler to it Sunday night. He said they heard the dog scrapping with it, but by the time they got their flashlights on, it was gone. Great big prints left behind though.” Jake held up both index fingers to indicate the size.

“Is it tagged?”

Jake shook his head. “Fish and Wildlife up there tried, but they couldn’t manage to trap it. Austin said it’s south of the 504 now, so if it’s gonna get done, it’s up to us.”

Annie nodded, already running down the mental checklist of preparations she’d need to make for tracking the big cat. This was good. It was something to do. Something to occupy her mind and keep her thoughts here in town and out of the black hole of her memories in Bend.

“No human attacks reported?”

Jake shook his head. “Nothing fatal, but I guess a hunter up there claimed it charged him before he fired his rifle and scared it back into the trees. Given that, Austin said the sooner it’s tracked down and tagged, the better. Hey, how you doing, Mr. Lindgren?”

Jake stopped for a handshake with a white-haired man sitting on a bench outside the Lake Lumin General Store, and Annie stood on the curb, waiting. With growing unease, she tried to ignore the curious eyes sliding in her direction as a few patrons passed in and out of the door.

Thanks to Sally at the bed-and-breakfast, Annie now knew that Lake Lumin had a population of 836, a number that instantly stuck fast in her head due to the absolute absurdity of it. There had been almost double that number of kids in her high school alone, and even then, the school had seemed far too small, a petri dish of students who knew too much about one another. Every embarrassment, every rumor, every secret, had been shared with the collective whole, but this was a town, an entire town of less than nine hundred, and she, with her five-foot-ten frame, long copper braid, and crisp uniform, was sticking out like a sore thumb. She’d lived in Bend for twenty-eight years, her entire life, and now, for the first time, she was the outsider.

Jake patted the man’s stooped shoulder and started moving down the sidewalk beside her again. When they reached the bed-and-breakfast, he waited at the front desk with Sally while Annie jogged upstairs to gather her things. Even with the door closed, she could hear the cadence of his quick speech and ready laughter, and Sally’s answering chuckles. Annie rolled her eyes. The guy was a cartoon.

Packing didn’t take long. Most of her belongings were still in the Jeep. Actually, most of her belongings were in a storage facility in Bend, but the bulk of what she’d brought with her—clothes, her pack, some equipment, and a few framed photographs—were still in the Jeep. Annie tucked her nightclothes into her duffel and met Jake downstairs. Together, they walked down the hill to the car.

The morning mist was lifting, and small patches of bold, blue sky shifted in the haze overhead as they drove through town. Annie had to admit, the place had charm. Quaint shops in faded hues of green, brown, and blue squatted beneath towering Douglas firs, and the entire length of Main Street, less than half a mile as she’d measured it by the Jeep’s odometer yesterday, looked as though it had grown spontaneously in the forest, popping up like a ring of mushrooms after a rain.

Jake talked so constantly that Annie wondered how he managed to breathe as he pointed toward buildings and people and rattled off a brief history of each. Mountain Fountains and Chimes had several colorful birdbaths for sale out front and was owned by a married pair of bird enthusiasts named Ben and Delores Gannon. The Lake Lumin Zoomin’ Go-Kart Track, which weaved a pretty, kidney-bean-shaped loop through a patch of woods tucked back from the street, seemed to be the popular hangout for high schoolers this spring, though Jake was sure they’d migrate to the community pool when the weather got warmer.

He told Annie that the pool was drained for most of the year, and that his primary duty as the town’s lone police officer was to check it between the hours of midnight and 3:00 a.m. for teenagers huddling over bottles of Olde English or making out. Annie nodded along, following his rambling train of speech, but just barely.

When they reached the end of Main Street, they left the buildings of town behind and turned north onto a thickly wooded two-lane road that snaked toward the mountain. Two miles later, Jake angled a finger at a tilted road marker.

“Lake Lumin Road,” he announced.

Annie was grateful that he’d pointed it out. She would have flown right past the green sign half hidden behind the arm of a leafy maple.

She slowed the Jeep as they jostled over uneven dirt, the motor revving up stairstepping hills that rolled with the land. The higher they rose, the denser the woods that pressed in alongside the road. The forest here seemed older, and it was even lovelier than the wilderness on the drive in. Annie had the sudden sense that she was at the heart of it, the flawless center of the diamond, with the last vines of fog still lingering at the edges of blue shadows, and shafts of sunlight breaking through the canopy.

“What is this place?” she breathed.

Jake turned to her, smiling. “This is the briars, Annie. Most beautiful pocket of land in this corner of the state, if you ask me. I haven’t been a whole lot of places, but I’ve never seen anything to rival this road right here. The whole other side of the mountain used to look like this, too, before it blew. We used to camp over there when I was a kid, but now it’s completely brown and bare. The blast didn’t spare so much as a blade of grass, but it’ll grow back in time. Honestly, though, if she had to blow, that was the direction to do it in. Least amount of damage as far as human life was concerned.”

Annie nodded. Eventually, she’d want to get over to see the ruined side of the mountain, too, but for right now, she was content to just look at the undisturbed beauty around her. It was pristine. Untamed. And already, just bouncing over the potholes on this remote road with the Washington wilderness surrounding her like an embrace, the sharp edges of her broken heart seemed a little less jagged.

“Roll your window down,” Jake instructed, still smiling.

Annie lowered the window and fresh forest air, impossibly green and sweet, filled the Jeep. In an instant, she was back in her childhood home, dragging a sleeping bag into the living room to spend the night beneath the Fraser fir her father brought in, fresh cut, every December.

Annie inhaled the evergreen scent and turned to Jake, surprising herself with a laugh.

“If you could bottle that, you’d make millions.”

“Right?” He nodded. “I can’t really smell it much anymore, but whenever I leave and come back, it’s strong as perfume for a day or two. Best smell in the world, isn’t it?”

He was looking at her with that smile again, the one Annie was already starting to think of as his signature grin, and she smiled back. Despite her best efforts not to, she could feel herself thawing toward him. It might be nice to have a friend in town.

“Right here, this is the place.” He nodded toward a driveway on the left marked by a mailbox that was indeed shaped like a trout, wide-eyed and gaping.

Annie pulled the Jeep in next to a blue sedan parked beside the detached garage and killed the engine. The garage door was open, and inside, a man with silver at his temples stood bent over a humming table saw.

“My dad, Walt.” Jake reached over to tap the horn and lifted a hand when his father looked up. Walt offered a quick wave, then turned back to the board he was sawing.

Annie stepped out of the car, gazing open-mouthed at the fir trees towering around the white house. They were gigantic. Monstrous. Each one surely hundreds of years old, their great boughs moving in the wind with a sound like rushing water, and Annie was struck by the sudden, unpleasant thought that just one of these trees toppling in the wrong direction could smash the entire house and everyone in it to bits.

The front door opened, and a woman wearing an apron patterned with sunflowers came out onto the stoop.

“Come on in!” she called. “Pie just came out of the oven.”

Annie followed Jake toward the house, where he introduced his mother, Laura Proudy, who wiped her hands on her apron and took both of Annie’s with a squeeze.

“It’s real nice to meet you, Annie,” she said, vowels curling with the hint of a leftover Southern accent. The fine lines on her face spoke of mirth and patience, and Annie warmed to her immediately, thinking that she looked something like her own mother might have, if she’d lived into her early fifties.

Laura led them into a messy, inviting kitchen and pulled out a chair for Annie at the table, while Jake claimed the one beside it.

“I bet you’re hungry after all your travel.”

Annie nodded, though it wasn’t true.

She hadn’t been hungry in weeks. There were moments when she felt empty, or when the growling of her stomach propelled her in search of food, but nothing had truly tempted her appetite since the moment that her life fell out from under her like a trapdoor.

This morning at the bed-and-breakfast, she’d woken to a knock and discovered a wicker basket sitting in the hall outside. Her name was written in Sally’s looping cursive on a pink place card, and beneath the linen napkin were two Swedish pancakes, rolled and stuffed to bursting with lingonberry jam and vanilla-scented whipped cream on a silver-lined plate. They were beautiful, but Annie sat alone at the little table in her room, cutting precise bites with her fork and forcing them down without tasting them.

She ate as a means to keep moving—as fuel, as a necessity to push forward. She had seen what sadness could do to a person’s body, and she would not lose one ounce of her hard-earned strength over Brendan. She would cling to it like a bulldog, sinking her teeth in.

“Go ahead and have a seat, honey, I’ll serve the two of you up,” Laura said, pressing Annie into her chair with a hand on each shoulder.

Annie sat, the corners of her mouth lifting. It was blatantly obvious where Jake had gotten his bubbly personality and complete disregard for personal boundaries.

Laura plated two heaping slices of pie and topped them with generous clouds of canned whipped cream before setting them on the table.

“Thank you,” Annie said, blowing on the steam before taking a bite.

She turned to Jake, whose brows were raised in expectation, and nodded. He hadn’t lied. It was easily the best pie she’d ever tasted, tart and sweet and bursting with summery flavor.

“This is delicious,” she said.

“It really is, thanks, Mom,” Jake managed around an enormous mouthful.

Laura smiled and stepped back to the counter to gather the dishes.

Annie glanced down at her plate. Something in this pie elevated the strawberry and rhubarb. Orange zest, maybe, or lemon. Something that set it apart from the only other strawberry-rhubarb pie she’d ever tasted, the one Brendan’s sister had made on the beach trip the whole family had taken down to Brookings.

No. She wouldn’t think about that right now. Even the happy memories were unsafe. Maybe especially those.

Annie turned to Jake. “You mentioned the cougar was heading south from Warner Lake. How far is that from here?”

Jake slid his fork across the plate with a screech, gathering crust and berries. “Not far. Maybe eleven or twelve miles as the crow flies.”

Annie ran the math. An active male would cover that distance in a day or two, especially one migrating to seek out new territory, but they tended to linger around areas with fresh water, so she’d have to account for that.

“Are there any lakes between Warner and here?”

“Maybe some smaller ones up near the summit.” Jake lifted the last of the crust with his fingers and popped it in his mouth. “But the nearest one of any real size is Lake Lumin, up at the top of the road.”

“Jacob, be a gentleman and carry this poor girl’s bags up to her room,” Laura said, stepping back to the table with a flour-dusted rolling pin in her hands. “I’ll bet she’s tuckered out and might like a nap. I just changed the linens.”

Annie rose from her chair. “Oh no, that’s okay, I can—”

But Laura put a hand on her shoulder and lowered Annie back into her seat. “Don’t you trouble yourself. What you need is an hour of sleep, and you’ll feel like a new woman.”

Jake carried his plate to the kitchen, offered his mother a quick peck on the cheek, and disappeared through the front door, closing it softly behind him.

Laura slid the rolling pin into the sink and Annie cleared her throat in the sudden quiet. “I guess I’ll start looking for tracks at the lake tomorrow, then. I just take the road all the way up?”

Laura flipped on the tap and started scrubbing. “You should probably drive up along the service road north of town. You can park at the gate and hike down along Lewis Ridge.”

Annie’s head tilted. “Doesn’t… doesn’t this road go right to it?”

Laura’s hand paused in its washing, and she nodded, but did not turn to meet Annie’s eyes.

“So, couldn’t I just drive up and park at the end?”

“Honey, I wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

Jake’s mother turned at last, hazel eyes hooded. “The man who lives at the end of the road, he’s not… well, he’s…” Laura’s voice trailed away and Annie watched her with interest as she turned back to the sink to resume her scrubbing. “He’s not the friendliest neighbor on the road, I’ll say that, and we can leave it there.”

Annie was most certainly not leaving it there. She needed access to that lake. Nine times out of ten, migrating cougars hopped from body of water to body of water, and it was the only lead she had. She wasn’t about to be scared into hiking miles out of her way just because some grump in the woods wasn’t exactly Mr. Rogers.

“What do you mean?”

Laura sighed and turned to face her again. “Honey, I don’t believe in gossiping, but if you want just the plain facts, a guy no one had ever heard of moved in a few years ago, claiming to be a relative of the folks who owned the place that burned down up there, and frankly, he hasn’t had much to do with folks in town ever since. Jacob managed to get friendly enough with him to fish in the lake on the weekends and swears he’s harmless, but he doesn’t give anyone else the time of day—always driving by with his head down, never so much as a wave or a hello.”

The tap was flowing over the dishes unnoticed, and Laura went on, her wet hands dripping as they flapped with her speech. “And goodness knows why a young man with no family would choose to live way up there in an old boathouse at the end of a dead-end road with no one to talk to. Something’s just off about him. Yes”—she nodded firmly—“that’s the word. Off. Everyone thinks so. And if I were you, being a female officer and all, I’d hike around on the trail instead or, at the very least, take Jacob up there with you, just in case.”

Annie could feel her indignation rising, and she shoved one last forkful of pie in her mouth to stop it.

People had a habit of doing that. Underestimating her. And it grated on her nerves every single time it happened. If she had a dollar for every warning she’d gotten about something completely routine and well within the bounds of the job, she’d have a pretty formidable bank account by now.

It was usually well-intentioned enough. People who didn’t know her took note of her lean frame, and the fine, delicate mouth and chin she’d inherited from her mother, and made all sorts of incorrect assumptions about her capabilities.

Every now and then the warnings had been warranted, when Annie had been led into barns or sheds to face cornered animals, half rabid with panic and ready to lash out with quick claws and teeth, but some grump who lived at the end of the road in an old boathouse? No problem.

“Thanks,” she said, rising from the table and setting her empty plate in the sink, “but I’m sure I can handle him.”





Chapter 3 DANIEL

Glass shattered—a singing starburst of sound that broke with it the night silence and the dreamless sleep of the man on his back in the boathouse.

Daniel opened his eyes, his heart thundering with the quick, uneven beat that accompanies sudden fear, but the splintering crash was over as quickly as it had come, and quiet once again filled the room. A few seconds passed, and he lifted his head, turning over the possibility that he had dreamed it—a jolting prelude to yet another nightmare, but the silence was ripe. Full.

Daniel sat up. It was pitch-black in the windowless room, and his panic was thickening it. Already, he could feel his body responding, his breath growing shallow and his pounding heart sending blood rushing past his ears.

Slow down. Use your head. Think.

Daniel forced a full breath into his lungs, and another. He inched backward until his shoulder bumped the wall, then slipped his arm behind the mattress, reaching down for the length of copper pipe he kept under the bed.

He withdrew it and held it in his lap, waiting.

As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, familiar shapes in the room appeared one by one. There was the chest of drawers in the corner, and the straight-backed chair beside it, the low bench at the foot of the narrow bed, and the dim mouth of the open doorway. Daniel fixed his gaze there and waited without blinking for the sweeping beam of a flashlight, or the creak of a footstep against floorboards, or some other sign of whoever had finally tracked him down.

Whenever he’d pictured this moment, whenever he’d run through the possible scenarios in his head, it had never been like this. He’d imagined a sharp knock at the door, or the sound of a gun cocking somewhere behind him in the woods, or the cry of a siren, far off at first, wailing through the trees and growing louder and louder until he could hear the gravel popping under the tires of some federal SUV. He had always assumed he would hear the sound of the other shoe dropping—the sound of his past coming for him—but he’d never once pictured it like this. A surprise. A broken window in the dead of night.

For a minute that felt like an hour, Daniel sat motionless on the bed with the pipe gripped in his hands. Nothing appeared in the doorway, and all was quiet in the dark boathouse beyond. He dropped his legs over the side of the bed and rose to his feet. Every step on the warped floorboards ran the risk of creaking, and he moved toward the door with painstaking slowness, treading as lightly as a man of six feet can tread. Halfway across the room, a board groaned beneath his feet and Daniel froze.

For several seconds he stood rooted to the spot, all five senses humming, but there was no noise
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