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      My cousin Evan threw a parachute at my head. I dodged, caught the pack and shrugged it on, fastening heavy buckles with awkward fingers. Crap! I was barely awake. I didn’t need this shit. I needed answers.

      Where the hell were we? What was happening? Why did I need a parachute?

      “No time for questions,” Evan yelled. “Just secure the chute and get to the door.”

      I obeyed. My heart pounded, accelerated by a surge of adrenaline. A couple of minutes ago I’d been sound asleep, exhausted from the week of twelve-hour workdays I’d put in to prepare for this trip—a man could only take so much abuse before he crashed. Next thing I knew, Evan was shaking me awake, shouting that we had to jump, and lobbing a parachute in my face.

      “Have you ever jumped?” Evan shouted over the roar of wind and the sputtering engine of Uncle Ben’s four-seat prop plane.

      “Once. In college. With an instructor.”

      “Sorry.” He shook his head. “No time for a refresher.” He patted a ring on his own shoulder. “This is the ripcord. Don’t pull it until you’re clear of the plane.”

      With that, he turned and jumped.

      Fear clutched my throat and choked me. That was it? That was all I got? I glanced wildly around the tiny cabin. A snow-capped mountain loomed beyond the windshield. Uncle Ben had locked the controls and was struggling into his own chute. “What are you waiting for?” he yelled. “Get the hell out of here!”

      Words failed. I nodded. Edged closer to the door, clutched the parachute strap near the ripcord, closed my eyes, and stepped into the howling wind of the abyss.

      Freezing air numbed exposed skin. Crap! No jacket. No gloves. I tried to pry my eyes open against the rush of wind. Double crap! Why didn’t I have goggles?

      Half-frozen fingers clutched the ripcord like a talisman.

      Holy Mother of God! What had my jump instructor said? Why hadn’t I taken actual lessons? Why in the name of God’s Left Nostril had I agreed to fly with Uncle Ben and Evan? Everyone knew single-engine planes were death traps. Why wasn’t I sleeping uncomfortably on some commercial flight?

      Surely I was dreaming. Yeah. That was it. I was still asleep. Evan would wake me up any second now; laugh at my girly screams of terror. Just a dream. I relaxed as far as my ice-cold skin and chest- and leg-straps would allow.

      Yeah. Right. A dream where if I didn’t pull the cord soon, I’d splatter on the ground and never wake up.

      Get a grip on yourself, man! You’re not an idiot. You can do this. Force your eyes open, face reality, and pull that God-forsaken cord.

      With stoic determination, I pulled the cord. The chute deployed—score one for my side!—and jerked me upright. Thank all that’s holy, I’d managed to get it on right and tight. The rush of air eased, though it didn’t warm any. I glanced up at the silk mushroom above my head, and then tried to make sense of my surroundings. Far to my right I could just make out the white circle of Evan’s chute as it neared the earth. We wouldn’t find each other anytime soon. My hesitation had cost me his companionship in this surreal event. To my left the mountain shone in the early morning light. My heart rate relaxed as I absorbed the stark beauty. When would I ever experience this again? Swaying in the arms of the wind while a hoary old-man mountain stood guard?

      A flash of light and a distant roar of explosion jerked me back to reality. That mountain wasn’t benign. It had just eaten our aircraft.

      I glanced beneath my feet. The earth approached rapidly. Nothing beautiful about the vast expanse of nature below me; those heavily forested slopes were my enemy. I searched the tangle of evergreens for a town, a farmstead, a road winding through its depths. Nothing. No sign of man. The forest primeval prevailed. And it didn’t look remotely inviting.

      Cold clawed at fingers and face, but it was nothing to the icy fear clutching my heart. How would I survive down there? How would I find my out of that wilderness? Even if searchers found the wreckage, we were nowhere near it.

      Crap! Why had I hesitated? If Evan and I were together, we might have a chance.

      Wait a minute. What about Uncle Ben? He’d still been in the plane when I jumped. Did he make it out? Was he close to me? I glanced up and left. Another parachute floated on the wind. Close enough. We’d land close enough to find each other. A sliver of warmth beat back the icy fear: I wasn’t alone.

      Breathing a bit easier I turned my attention to landing. The spires of trees didn’t look inviting. Pulling on the lines, I experimented with altering course. This chute didn’t have a lot of maneuverability—and I was no expert, but anything could help. A gleam of silver alerted me to a river winding through the forest. I did my best to keep it in sight as I lost altitude.

      Sweat prickled the back of my neck as I considered landing. What had my instructor said? Relax. Yeah. Right. Not likely in this situation. Keep your knees and ankles together. Keep some tension in your legs, but bend your knees. Roll to the side to distribute the shock. An image of Smoky the Bear popped into my mind. Stop, drop, and roll. I grimaced. The phrase took on a whole new meaning.

      Praying for open space, I braced for impact. Prepared for the shock I was about to experience.

      At the last instant a stretch of sandy shore appeared beside the river. I hit bare, rocky ground, stumbled, rolled, and stopped inches short of the water. Hopelessly tangled in the lines, the parachute billowed in and over the surface of a swift moving stream, threatening to drag me in for an impromptu dunking.

      I scrambled around and managed to plant my feet against a good-sized rock. Slithering and squirming, I freed one arm from the rapidly tightening ropes, found what I hoped was the suspension line and yanked. The silk collapsed. Thank God for that one college jump!

      The pressure on my bindings eased. I escaped the lines, unbuckled the harness, and stepped free. Dragging the silk to shore, I sprawled out on it and breathed deeply. Staring up through aspen and evergreen branches at the clear blue sky I’d just conquered, I grinned. I’d done it. I’d jumped out of a disabled plane, plummeted to earth, and defied the odds by landing in one piece with no broken bones. Laughter bubbled up and out. Hysteria? Very likely, but also sheer joy at finding myself alive and whole.

      I had no idea where I was, nor any thought on how to find my way out of this wilderness, but for the moment, I was content to be alive with no greater injuries than scrapes and bruises. Once I’d caught my breath, I’d find Uncle Ben, but for now, it was enough that I still had breath to catch.
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      A couple of hours later, I found Uncle Ben.

      After stowing the remains of my parachute, harness, and lines under a scraggly bush, I wandered over to the stream and gazed at the swirling water. I was thirstier than heck, but was savvy enough to know I’d be risking giardia or worse by drinking unfiltered water. On the other hand, what choice did I have? I’d jumped out of an airplane without even a jacket. I sure as heck wasn’t prepared with all the crap I’d have carted along for a jaunt through the wilderness.

      Stepping out onto a sizable rock, I’d cupped my hands into the frothy rush of ice-cold water and drank my fill. Satisfied, I straightened, stretched, chose a direction and strode into the tangle of undergrowth and low-hanging branches, calling for my uncle.

      By the time I found the pool of blood, I was hot, tired, and more than a little cranky. Sweat dripped into my eyes, gnats and other hellish no-see-ums swarmed around my head, flew up my nostrils, buzzed in my ears, and tried to land in my eyes. My arms were covered in scratches and my loafer-clad feet were killing me. Miserable as I was, all physical complaints dissolved when I stepped in his blood.

      The sickly sweet, faintly metallic odor assailed my senses. A sense of wrongness wrapped icy fingers around my mind and squeezed. I jerked to a stop, glanced at the ground beneath my feet, registered the dark sticky substance with its nightmare stench, and raised my gaze.

      Uncle Ben hung fifteen feet above my head. His limbs loose, head lolling, parachute draped across several branches.

      Stumbling back, partly from shock, partly for a better look, I called his name. He didn’t answer. Head cocked, I studied the gruesome pose. The parachute lines fell loosely around him, so they weren’t holding him in the tree. What was?

      Cautiously, I moved to the base of the big spruce, found a foothold and climbed. Before I came close enough to touch him, I had my answer. Uncle Ben’s corpse was impaled on a broken branch. The parachute must have snagged on an upper limb and slammed him into the trunk—right onto a natural stake.

      I gagged. Closed my eyes, breathed through my nose, and rested my forehead on the rough bark of the spruce. When my heartbeat regulated and my breathing eased, I opened my eyes and continued to climb. The smell was indescribable, something I’d never forget. He wasn’t decaying yet, but all his muscles had relaxed in death; he’d soiled himself. Between that and the blood and my own sweat, my queasy stomach was anxious to toss its contents. I fought to maintain and won—barely.

      At last I reached him, and after a moment’s hesitation, pushed my fingers against the cooling flesh of his neck to check for a pulse. I needn’t have bothered. He stared glassy-eyed into eternity. No spark of life lingered behind those eyes. I closed them with trembling fingers.

      We’d had a lot of good times, this youngest of my father’s three brothers and I. Uncle Ben and Evan and I were good friends as well as family. Evan and I had been born the same year and so had always been thrown together at family functions. Ben was only seven years our senior, so when the three of us all settled in Seattle, hanging out had been a natural occurrence.

      Now Uncle Ben was dead, I was lost in the wilderness, and Evan was undoubtedly just as bad off. I only prayed he hadn’t ended up like Ben.

      I swiped tears from my eyes and reached to unfasten Ben’s harness—I couldn’t just leave him hanging in a tree, when the rustle of undergrowth and a kind of snuffling snort alerted me to the presence of a large beast.

      I froze, my gaze skimming the bushes beneath the spruce. What emerged to check out the blood pool at the base nearly caused my bowels to empty.

      An enormous bear approached the soiled ground. Nostrils flaring, he whuffled and snorted, vacuuming the ground for all its scents. Coppery brown fur covered a massive, muscular body, shoulders as high as a man’s chest, sloping down to powerful hindquarters. With his head lowered to sniff the ground, the hump between shoulders and neck was easily distinguishable. As
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