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Chapter 1
Before the Sun
Christinall Love was awake before the sun. That usually meant one of two things: an adventure was beginning, or she had remembered something important at a very inconvenient hour.
Today, it was both.
A pale strip of morning light rested above the Alaska mountains. Beyond the kitchen window, the world was quiet enough for Christinall to hear the heater click and the wind brush against the glass. She wore a cream cable-knit sweater, loose dark lounge pants, and thick socks while she held a warm mug between both hands.
During the night, she had dreamed about belugas. In the dream, a mother and calf rose from silver water beneath a sky the color of pearls. Christinall had awakened with one clear thought: Take the camera to Point Woronzof.
She placed her camera bag on the table and checked her supplies. Camera. Battery. Extra battery. Two more batteries for the cold. Notebook. Lens cloth. Two snacks. Then, after careful consideration, she added one emergency snack in case she ate the first two before the adventure officially began.
Point Woronzof had been on Christinall’s mind for days. The overlook faced Cook Inlet, where wind could arrive without warning and belugas appeared according to no schedule but their own. She had missed them twice that month. Once, she had reached the water after the last white back disappeared. The second time, she had been so busy changing lenses that she noticed the whales only when another visitor pointed toward an empty patch of water.
This morning felt different. The dream had left a bright, steady feeling behind, as if someone had placed a small lamp inside her chest. Christinall trusted that feeling, although she did not entirely understand it.
Mack watched her add a fourth battery to the bag. With a doubtful tilt of his head, he said, “You packed enough power to photograph the moon.”
“The moon does not move as fast as a beluga,” Christinall replied while she checked the memory card. Her answer sounded sensible to her. Mack’s left eyebrow suggested that it sounded sensible to no one else.
Mack stood near the doorway with his eyes closed and his enormous antlers tilted toward the wall. Anyone else might have believed he was asleep while standing up.
Christinall studied his face and said, “Your left eyebrow is awake.”
Mack opened one eye. “My left eyebrow has responsibilities,” he replied in a sleepy voice.
To everyone else, Mack sounded like a real moose. He grunted, huffed, snorted, and sometimes made a noise like a rusty door. Christinall, however, heard every word. She had stopped trying to explain it to people. It was easier to let them believe she held very serious conversations with wildlife.
A faint flash crossed the kitchen window. Christinall turned, expecting headlights on the road, but the yard was empty. The pale sky had not brightened enough to reflect anything so sharply.
Christinall waited for the flash to return. Nothing moved beyond the glass except the dark shape of a spruce branch rubbing against another in the wind. Still, the skin along her arms tightened. Light did not usually appear before its source.
She checked the reflection behind her. The kitchen held only familiar things: the wooden table, the empty chair, the refrigerator covered with photographs, and Mack pretending not to watch her. One photograph on the refrigerator showed a moose silhouette with one back leg drawn at the wrong angle. Christinall had meant to replace it. This morning, the crooked little moose seemed to be running from something outside the frame.
Mack noticed where she was looking. “That drawing makes my leg look like a folding chair,” he said with a displeased frown.
“Then stop distracting me and tell me about the flash,” Christinall replied as she faced him again.
Mack opened his other eye. For once, he did not have a joke ready. He looked past her toward the glass, then lowered his antlers as if listening for something beneath the wind.
“Did you see that?” Christinall asked.
“See what?” Mack replied too quickly. His left eyebrow, already known to be unreliable, rose another inch.
Christinall set down her mug. The morning no longer felt completely quiet. Somewhere outside, something tapped three times, paused, and tapped once more. It sounded almost like a camera shutter.
Chapter 2
The Emergency Snack
Christinall turned toward the counter to fill her travel cup. Behind her, Mack opened both eyes and stretched one hoof toward the emergency snack.
Without turning around, Christinall warned, “Do not even think about it.”
Mack froze with his hoof in the air. “I am not thinking about it,” he said with wounded dignity. “I am conducting a safety inspection.”
Christinall moved the snack farther from the edge of the table. “What exactly are you inspecting?” she asked as she tightened the lid on her cup.
Mack narrowed his eyes at the wrapper. “Structural integrity,” he answered. “That package could fail under outdoor conditions.”
“It is a granola bar, not a bridge,” Christinall said, trying not to smile.
Mack lowered his hoof and sighed. “That is the kind of attitude that causes preventable snack emergencies,” he said.
Christinall tucked the bar into an inside pocket of the camera bag. “The emergency snack stays with me,” she said firmly.
The emergency snack rule had begun after an autumn walk when Mack had eaten both of their lunches before they reached the trail. He had defended himself by claiming that carrying food near a moose created an implied invitation. Christinall had written the new rule in her notebook that same afternoon: food inside a closed camera bag did not belong to Mack.
Mack had studied the rule for nearly a minute before asking whether a zipper counted as a door. Christinall had refused to debate him. She recognized a legal trap when she heard one.
Now Mack’s gaze followed the granola bar into the bag. His expression held patience, calculation, and the calm confidence of someone willing to wait for a technicality.
Mack smiled. It was the smile of someone who had already formed a second plan.
Christinall pointed at him and added, “And whatever you are planning, the answer is no.”
“You have not heard the plan,” Mack replied with a patient expression.
“I have met you,” Christinall said as she carried the bag toward the hallway.
As she zipped the bag, Christinall heard the tapping again. This time it came from the hallway. She stepped around Mack and found nothing there except her blue baseball cap on its hook and a single damp mark on the floor.
The mark was too round to be a shoeprint and too narrow to be one of Mack’s hooves. A thin black feather lay beside it.
Christinall crouched beside the damp mark. A tiny line of water ran from it toward the baseboard and disappeared. She touched the edge with one finger. It was cold enough to make her pull back.
The roof gutter ran above that side of the hallway. A bird could have landed there and carried water inside, but the front door had remained shut. Christinall checked the narrow window above the door. It was latched, yet one black barb clung to the screen.
“A feather inside, a feather at the window, and tapping in two rooms,” Christinall said as she stood. “Someone wants us to follow.”
Mack glanced toward the camera bag. “Perhaps someone wants breakfast,” he replied hopefully.
“The someone already had breakfast,” Christinall said, checking the snack pocket again. The zipper was closed, but the metal pull had been turned to the opposite side.
Mack stared at the feather. “Ravens are awake far too early,” he said.
“So are moose who conduct snack inspections,” Christinall replied.
She picked up the feather and placed it on the table. When she turned back, Mack was watching the window again. His smile had disappeared.
Chapter 3
The Empty Bag
Five minutes later, Christinall returned wearing a soft fall sweater, a quilted vest, dark straight-leg pants, and comfortable walking shoes. Her oversized black suit could stay home. An Alaska morning called for warmth, pockets, and clothing that let her move at the pace her body needed.
Mack looked her up and down. “Practical,” he said with an approving nod.
“That sounded almost like a compliment,” Christinall replied as she reached for the bag.
“Do not get used to it,” Mack said, but the corner of his mouth lifted.
The bag felt wrong when Christinall picked it up. It was too light. She unzipped the top and stared into the empty padded compartment.
The camera was gone.
For a moment, Christinall did not move. The empty compartment seemed larger than it had any right to be. Her camera was more than expensive equipment. It had been with her at airshows, on cold shorelines, beside waterfalls, and during quiet mornings when taking one photograph gave the day a shape she could understand.
She forced herself to breathe slowly and search in order. First the table. Then the chair. Then the shelf where she sometimes set the camera while changing batteries. Panic made people look everywhere and see nothing. Christinall knew that from years behind a lens. A photographer had to notice what was present, not what fear expected to find.
Nothing was present. Not the camera. Not its strap. Not even the lens cap she usually misplaced before finding it in her own pocket.
Christinall checked the side pocket even though her camera could not possibly fit inside it. She looked beneath the table, beside the coffee maker, and behind a stack of notebooks.
Then she slowly turned toward Mack. He was studying the ceiling with deep professional interest.
“Mack, have you seen my camera?” Christinall asked in a careful voice.
Mack blinked at her. “Define seen,” he replied.
“Looked at with your eyes,” Christinall said as she placed one hand on her hip.
Mack considered the definition. “That feels unnecessarily restrictive,” he said.
Christinall searched the bag a second time, pressing her hands into every padded corner. The camera strap was gone too. Only the circular impression of the lens remained in the fabric, as if the camera had vanished straight through the bottom.
She checked the front door. Locked. The windows were latched. No muddy footprints crossed the floor, and nothing else in the kitchen had been disturbed.
Christinall walked through the house once more, this time without rushing. The bathroom was empty. The bedroom window remained locked. In the office, the printer light blinked green even though she was certain she had turned it off the night before.
A single blank sheet rested in the output tray. Christinall lifted it and found a faint gray rectangle pressed into the paper, the kind left when another page had been printed on top of it. She shaded the mark lightly with the side of a pencil. An outline
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