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      On Craggy Peak Near Misty Valley...

"Sure, you brought enough beer?" Hank asked as he threw his gear into the back of the company truck.

"Probably depends on how things go," Bob said. "Let's head up the mountain."

The five-man crew was heading out to log a tract of land in a remote area on the aptly named Craggy Peak. None of the loggers going could understand why their boss accepted this contract. None of their usual equipment could reach the small site which would have to be cut using old school tools and methods. That was the other thing that seemed odd to Bob. If you needed to do things the way they did twenty years ago, why put two young guys on the crew who had no experience doing things that way. Bob and Hank had dissected the decision over beers at The Saw, but in the end, they were glad for the work and accepted the decisions made higher up the chain.

If Bob were being honest, he was kind of looking forward to it. Two weeks in the woods with his crew sounded like a nice break. His wife hated that he wouldn't be able to call her, but he was looking forward to a break from juggling his responsibilities as husband, son, and father. Billy and Flying Squirrel were young, but they worked hard and got along OK with the older guys.

It took all day to get the two trucks up to the site. Twice, they had to stop and clear downed trees from the road. A rockslide, likely the result of a rainy spring, forced them to take a detour off road, but they reached the site just after dark slid over the crest of the mountain.

Thankful for a full moon, the men set up their tents and cooked dinner over the fire. Their limited supplies would ensure they couldn't get too drunk, because they'd only brought so much beer along. They settled for one each and went to bed early.


            XXX

        

Bob's crew worked from sunrise to sunset the first four days without incident. On the fifth day, things started to go wrong. "Look out," Flying Squirrel yelled as the limb he was working on fell and took a widow maker down with it. On the ground below, Hank and Red scrambled to get clear. Red slipped, and the limb landed on his ankle.

Hank made his daily call-in and reported the accident. "No broken bones," Hank said. We taped it up good, so Red can still work."

"You guys stay alert tonight," the foreman said. "There's a storm headed your way."

"Always out here," Hank said.

The wind picked up as the day wore on, but they were able to work right up until sunset. Back at camp, they rigged a tarp over the fire before the rain started. After dinner, the men doused the fire and secured everything they could before sheltering in their tents as the first lightning strikes hit near the summit of Craggy Peak.

Every hour during the night, Hank or Bob checked outside to be sure the lightning hadn't started a forest fire in their immediate area. No one got much sleep, so tensions were high and tempers short the next morning. Hank split the crew into two teams so he and Bob could keep a close eye on the guys and not let tempers flare.

When they got back to camp, Hank was glad they got through the day without an accident. It was no surprise that comms were out when he tried to make his daily report. After dinner and a beer each, the men retired to their tents early to catch up on the sleep they missed during the storm the night before.

Hank was sharing a tent with Flying Squirrel. The kid was young, but he was the fastest climber Hank had ever seen. All the lights in camp had been out for a while when a loud roar woke Hank from a dream about the blond waitress down at The Saw. He reached for the rifle alongside the tent wall, just as something hit the tent and his head. "Shit," he yelled, waking the man sharing his tent.

"You OK, Hank?"

Before he could answer, there was another loud roar from outside the tent and a scream. Grabbing his dirty socks and holding them against the bloody gash on his forehead, he stuck his feet into his boots, released the safety on his rifle, and crawled outside. The screaming and roaring hadn't stopped. "Grab the flashlight," he called back toward his tent.

A minute later, Squirrel was at his side, and the three-man tent was spotlighted against the dark forest. Standing over it was a creature that Hank had only ever heard about in drunken stories at The Saw. Dark hair covered the body of a creature that was tall with long arms. It was holding Red. Hank couldn't tell if Red was dead or alive. "Get the guns and follow me. I'm going after that thing." When Squirrel didn’t answer, he turned and saw the young guy running into the forest at the back of the camp.
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      In less than a week, I'll be Mrs. Craig Wilton, Ally thought. I'm excited and nervous, just like I should be. She filled two go-cups with coffee and unplugged the coffee pot just as the front door opened.

"You ready to go, Ally?" Craig asked.

"I hope so," she said, setting the coffees down on the hall table to give her fiancé a proper greeting. "Is all of this going to fit?"

"I guess, but what is all this stuff? We're only having a small wedding."

"It's all stuff I need, so let's just figure out how to fit it in," she said, picking up the coffees and heading out to put them in the cup holders of Craig's SUV. When she walked around the back of the truck, she saw Craig's garment bag and one small suitcase. "It's good that one of us travels light."

Craig came out with shopping bags hanging on his arms and a box balanced on his chest. "Do you have an actual suitcase somewhere? We're going to a nice resort. Do you plan to pack your clothes in grocery bags?"

"Of course not," she said.

They got everything loaded, locked up the apartment, and hit the road. It was an eight-hour drive to Ally’s hometown of Misty Valley.

"Are you nervous?" she asked as they settled into the road trip.

"No," he said, reaching for her hand. "I'm a little worried about taking so much time off work, but they'll call if they need me. I left everything in good shape."

Ally wanted to spend the whole week before the wedding at home catching up with family and friends in Misty Valley, but Craig had only been at his company for a year, and he didn't have enough vacation time to take off the week before the wedding and then the week after for the honeymoon. She thought about going earlier by herself, but they worked everything out. They would have two days in Misty Valley to finalize the plans before everyone else arrived.

It was probably best that way. Craig is a city boy. The one time she took him home, her two older brothers made his life miserable while they were in Misty Valley. The Jorgensen kids all grew up in the outdoors. Ally’s brothers are lumberjacks like their dad. Craig grew up in the city and is happiest surrounded by buildings, pavement, and crowds of people.

They made it halfway before Ally’s phone started beeping with messages and calls. "Hi, Momma. We're on our way. Is everything ready?"

"All is well. We just need a bride and groom," Momma said. "I'm cooking a family dinner for tonight so everyone can get reacquainted with Craig. You call me when you get off the highway."

"OK, Momma. Talk to you later."

There was some construction on the highway, and a small section had no pavement. "My car is going to be filthy," Craig said as he drove over the dirt surface as slowly as possible.

"You do remember my folks live off a dirt road. It's going to get dirty anyway," she reminded him.

Ally had checked messages and was just putting her phone down when it rang again. "Hello."

"Hi, bride-to-be. This is your maid-of-honor. Is the wedding still on?" Jillian, Ally’s BFF asked.

"So far so good, but we do have a few hours left."

"I can't wait for you to get here. Did Craig change his mind and invite some of his handsome city friends?"

"I don't think so, but I'll ask. Craig, Jillian wants to know if you gave in and invited some of your handsome single friends to come up for the wedding."

"No. Sorry,” Craig said. “It's just too far for people to drive for something that only lasts a few hours.”

“Sorry, Jillian. I think the only single men will be my brothers."

She laughed. "I'm not that desperate. Yet."

Ally’s mom was out on the porch the minute they pulled up in front of the house. "It's so good to see you two," she said, stepping in to hug both of them as soon as their feet touched the ground. "Boys, get out here and help with the luggage," she called over her shoulder.

Bo, Ally’s oldest brother, picked her up and swung her around. "I can't believe my baby sister is getting married. Momma, isn't the oldest child supposed to get married first?"

"You volunteering?" Momma asked.

"I got tired of waiting on you," Ally said. "I decided to buck tradition." Ally had just regained her equilibrium when her other brother, Sven, picked her up in a bear hug.

"Welcome home, AllyOop. You sure you want to marry this city slicker?" he asked, slugging Craig's shoulder.

Craig rubbed his arm and headed into the house. The only thing Ally’s brothers and Craig had in common was Ally.

Once all the luggage was where it belonged, Ally followed her mom into the kitchen. "Something sure smells good in here."

"I thought we'd have your favorite--venison stew. I baked fresh bread. This way, there will be leftovers if anyone needs to grab food between meals. When do you expect Craig's family?"

"They should be here tomorrow late afternoon." Misty Valley has one B&B, The Solitude Inn, with four guest rooms which would be filled with Craig's family and the best man. A small wedding was really all the town could accommodate.

The six of them sat down to eat. Craig stuck his spoon into his bowl and had it halfway to his mouth before Ally put her hand on his arm and pushed it down. He forgot that Ally’s parents always said grace before a meal.

After her dad said “amen”, they all dug in. Ally’s brothers and her dad have always hunted, so she grew up eating venison, rabbit, squirrel, and other wild game. Craig never had venison before.

"Do you like the stew?" Ally’s mom, Sigrid, asked after they all had a few bites.

"It's delicious," Craig said, taking another spoonful.

"I wasn't sure you'd like venison," Sigrid said as he blew his mouthful of stew halfway across the table.

"Venison?"

"The meat is deer," Bo said. "Not sure which one of us shot it. Once it's in the freezer, there's no telling who brought it down."

Ally went to the sink and got a towel to clean up the mess. Craig ate some bread, but he just pushed his stew around the bowl after that. With all the chatter around the table, Ally didn’t think her mom noticed.

The girls were in the kitchen finishing the after-dinner cleanup when Bo and Sven walked in. "Where's Craig?"

"He's in the living room with Dad," Ally said. "Why?"

"We thought we'd see if he wanted to go to The Saw for a beer," Sven said. "Figured he could use a break from all this wedding talk."

A couple of minutes later, Craig walked up behind Ally and put his arms around her waist. "Your brothers want me to go for a beer."

"Go ahead. Have fun."

"Are you sure it's OK?"

"Sure. Mom and I are just going to go over the plans again and make sure we know what we have to do tomorrow. Go. Have fun."

"Right," he said.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2





    

    
      Bo and Sven were lumberjacks by trade, like their father, but the logging business around Misty Valley had hit hard times the past few years, and steady work was hard to come by. After dinner, the boys headed down to The Saw, a local bar. Neither of them liked Craig very much, but they loved their sister, so they wanted to get to know the guy better.

After introducing Craig to some of the locals, the boys settled in to shoot a game of pool. "You ever played before?" Bo asked.

"Oh sure," Craig said. "We had a table in the frat house."

As more beer was consumed, the Jorgensen boys got to talking about their problems finding work, and Craig offered them some advice. "You need to find a way to take your skills and apply them to a business other than logging."

"Hey, Bo, did you hear about the Bigfoot tracks Charlie found up on Green's Peak?" the waitress asked when she delivered another round to the Jorgensen brothers.

"Is that what he's celebrating?" Bo asked.

"Yeah. He's got pictures, but he's planning to go back and make a cast," the waitress said.

"You guys can finish without me," Bo said. "I want to talk to Charlie." He walked off leaving Sven and Craig to finish out the second game.

By the time they were done, Craig was full-up with local color. "This was great, but I'm going to head home. Got a lot of wedding stuff to take care of tomorrow, and your sister will kill me if I'm hungover." He left the two brothers at the bar and headed back to the house.

Sven made his way to the table where Bo was sitting with Charlie and some other loggers. Everyone who lived around Misty Valley had a Bigfoot story. Some of them might even be real, but tonight the focus was on Charlie. Like Bo and Sven, he'd been struggling to make ends meet with only occasional work on a logging crew or at the local sawmill.

"I was tracking some deer close to the top of Green's peak. They kept giving me the slip," Charlie said. "That's how my luck's been lately. I cut back down to the creek to see if I could pick up their trail. When I crested the ridge, I saw something big at the edge of the water. Figured it might be a bear, so I stopped where I was and watched. When it stood up, I knew it weren't no bear. It was Bigfoot. He must a been seven feet tall at least. Maybe eight. By the time I thought to get my phone out to take a picture, he disappeared into the woods. I waited a while to make sure the coast was clear before heading down to see if I could find his tracks." Charlie pulled out his phone and scrolled to a picture before handing his phone to the guy beside him.

"That's the best picture. I followed the tracks into the woods a ways but lost him when I came to a rocky section. I went back and covered up that print with a blue tarp I had in my pack. I covered it with rocks and sticks before hauling my ass back to town. I got the stuff to make a cast of the print. John and I are going up there tomorrow."

Sven and Bo kept drinking and talking until The Saw closed. By then, Craig's advice about finding a way to use their skills in a different way, coupled with a great deal of alcohol, had gotten the Jorgensen boys thinking and scheming. With the survival show playing on the flat screen over the bar and a loud-mouthed guy bragging about finding Bigfoot prints, the Jorgensen boys were powerless to ignore the chain of events that was set in motion that night.

    

  

    
      Chapter 3





    

    
      After checking her to-do list one more time, Ally went to bed early. She didn't hear Craig come in. Her folks are old-fashioned, so even though they knew Ally shared a one-bedroom apartment with Craig in the city, they were sleeping in separate rooms in Misty Valley. Ally woke up early, grabbed a shower, and took her list down to the kitchen. Her mom was already there, and the coffee was ready.

"You've only got a couple of days left before you're a married woman," Sigrid said as they sat at the table. "You're sure he's the one, right?"

"I'm sure, Momma. I love Craig, and he loves me."

"I still can't get over you marrying someone who doesn't like to do anything outdoors."

"We live in the city. That's where both our jobs are. We're happy."

"How are you liking your job? I know it wasn't what you planned to do."

"Actually, I love it. Miles is great to work for. I have an amazing office at his estate, and the work is really interesting. I get to research all kinds of things. There's not a day that goes by that I don't learn something new. I love that."

"Well, good. Things have a way of working out the like they should. I just want you to be happy."

"Do you think the boys will ever get married and settled down?" Ally asked.

"I'm starting to wonder. Bo's passed 30. I can't believe they're both still single."

"Do either of them have a girlfriend?"

"Not that I know of. I think they've worked their way through all the local girls."

“Where are they this morning?"

"Who knows? I don't know how late they were out last night."

Pancakes were on the table, and Ally was fixing her second cup of coffee, when Craig walked in. "You look well rested," she said. "What time did you boys get home?"

"I was home before midnight," he said. "I left your brothers at the bar. They were caught up listening to some guy talk about seeing Bigfoot."

"That's exciting," Momma said. "There hasn't been a local sighting in a while. Where did they see him?"

"I didn't hear much of the story," Craig said, sitting down with his coffee and filling his plate.

They headed out after breakfast to meet with the minister at the church. Ally was excited to get married in the same church where she was christened and by the same minister.

After the church, they drove to Haley's Gap to check on the flower order. "Aren't the flowers perfect?" she asked as she held Craig's hand walking down the sidewalk.

"Sure. What's next?"

"Next is lunch. I figured we'd eat at the cafe while we're here."

Haley's Gap isn't very big, but it's bigger than Misty Valley. It is the closest place for flowers, and it has a cute little cafe that serves good food.

While they were eating, Craig's phone rang. "It's my folks," he said as he walked outside to talk.

"Is everything on schedule?" Ally asked as he slid back into the booth across from her.

"Yes. Unless they run into problems, they should be here around three."

"Great. When we finish here, we just need to stop at the flower shop, and then we can head back to Misty Valley."

"Did you think of something we forgot at the florist?"

"No. We need to pick up the arrangements for the rooms at the B&B. Momma is going to deliver the gift baskets for us, so it should be all set when your family arrives."

Back in Misty Valley, they stopped at the B&B to put the arrangements in each room and make sure everything was ready. "It's already 2:30," Ally said. "Do you want to just wait here, so you can greet them when they get in?"

"Sure, if you don't need me to do something else."

"No. You spend some time with your family and TJ. Make sure they get settled and have everything they need. I'll go back to the house and help Momma with dinner."

He walked her out to the car. "Text me when they get here. We plan to eat at 6:00." He kissed her and stood on the porch as she drove off.

    

  

    
      Chapter 4





    

    
      "Look, if we go now, we can get up there before Charlie," Bo said.

"And do what?" Sven asked.

"We can find the tracks and follow them. Once Charlie puts that print online, the mountain will be overrun with Bigfoot hunters."

"So what?"

"We need to capitalize on this," Bo said.

Sven had no idea exactly how Bo planned to capitalize on the Bigfoot sighting on Green's Peak, but if his brother had an idea to make some money, he was all in.

When they got back to the house, everyone was asleep. They changed clothes, packed up some gear, and headed for the barn. "We'll push the bikes until we're away from the house," Bo said.

"Ally's going to kill us if we aren't back for dinner with Craig's family," Sven said.

"We'll be back in time for the rehearsal. That's the important part."

They started the dirt bikes and headed up the mountain. By sunup, they were near the peak. They stashed their bikes among the trees and headed to the top on foot. An hour later, they found Charlie's tarp-covered print.

"Charlie was right," Sven said. "It sure looks like Bigfoot to me." After taking some pictures, they covered the track again and headed off in the direction the track was going. Before they came to the rocky section where Charlie lost the Bigfoot trail, Sven found a partial print that turned off to the north.

Bo and Sven followed it. They were both experienced trackers who noticed not only the obvious prints but also the more subtle clues like bent branches and flattened grass.

"It's been a while since we've been up here," Bo said, "but we used to spend a lot of time up here. I wonder why we never saw the signs before or came across one of the big guys."

By mid-afternoon, they were too exhausted to continue. "Let's get some rest now. They'll be more active at dusk anyway."

The Jorgensen boys bedded down and quickly fell asleep. When they woke, it was nearly full dark out. "We should be eating Mom's pot roast right now, instead of this jerky," Sven said. "Ally's going to kill us when we get back."

"Do you think she's gonna be happy with Craig?" Bo asked.

"Maybe for a while. I know she likes her job, but she's gotta miss this," he said with a nod at the forest surrounding them. "And us."

"Yeah. We should have brought Craig along. He probably doesn't believe Bigfoot exists."

"He wouldn't have made it past the dirt bikes," Sven said with a laugh. "What does she see in that wimp?"

"What's wrong with the world when a guy like Craig has a great girl like Ally, and the two of us are single. It's just not right."

"Damn straight," Sven agreed.

The boys were right about Bigfoot being more active at night, what they didn't think about was that it would be a lot harder to track the creature in the dark. Around midnight, they stopped for a water break. Their headlamps lit only the area right in front of them. Clouds from a threatening storm blocked out the moonlight. A loud roar echoed through the valley stopping both brothers in their tracks.

"Did you hear that?"

"That was definitely Bigfoot. Could you tell which direction it came from?"

Heading out in the direction of the second roar, they wandered through the woods following Bigfoot. As they were running across a small open meadow, Sven held up his hand to stop his brother. "Listen," he said.

"I don't hear anything," Bo said. "That's not go..."

Before Bo finished his thought, something plowed into Sven knocking him to the ground. He shouted, but the creature was on top of him.

Bo moved closer to the creature with his rifle up. He fired a shot. The creature roared and ran off into the trees. Bo turned his flashlight on Sven. Scratches covered his arms and chest where his shirt was ripped.

"You OK, Sven? Are you hurt?"

"I think I'm OK." Bo helped his brother to a sitting position. Sven looked down at his shredded shirt. “This is awesome. Do you know how much I could get for this online? Did you get any pictures?"

"I was more interested in keeping you alive than making a video."

After Sven's wounds were cleaned and bandaged, he put on a clean shirt and put the ripped shirt into a sealed bag in his backpack. "We should start back," Bo said.

After they'd walked for a few minutes, Sven realized he wasn't sure where they were. "Bo, you know where we are?"

"Not exactly." The boys realized that when they were on the trail of Bigfoot, they hadn't paid much attention to where they were going. Sven called up a compass app on his phone. "I think we're somewhere northwest of Green's Peak."

"Let's put at least another hour between us and that creature before we make camp.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 5





    

    
      Noises and smells from the kitchen made it clear where Sigrid was when Ally got home. "How's everything going?" she asked as she headed for the coffee pot that was always full.

"I got all my errands done, and dinner prep is on schedule. Has Craig's family arrived?"

"Not yet. We stopped by the B&B to leave the flowers and make sure the rooms were ready. I left him there to greet them. Need any help?"

Before she could answer, Ally’s phone rang. She walked off into the living room to chat with Jillian. Ally would have liked to have more time to spend with her friend while she was home, but with all the wedding activities, that wasn't a priority this trip. They were both looking forward to their mini-bachelorette party after the rehearsal tomorrow night. At least they'd get a bit of girl time, even if there were other women around.

"That was Jillian," Ally said, walking back into the kitchen. "How are we going to seat everyone? There'll be six of us plus Craig's parents and sister, and TJ and Cindy. That's 11. The table was full with just the six of us last night." Ally figured they were looking at a Thanksgiving scenario--a folding table would be set up in the living room for the overflow. It was affectionately known as the kids' table.

"Have you warned the boys to be on their best behavior? I don't want them to scare the Wiltons."

Before Sigrid could answer, Ally’s text alert beeped. "They're at the B&B," she said, putting her phone back in her pocket just as it rang again.

"It's Miles," she said, heading for the living room again. The thought that she wasn't being much help to her mother flitted across Ally’s brain as she said, "Hi, Miles. Did you need something?"

"I do have a question," he said, "but I wanted to see how the preparations were going. Is everything working out as you wanted?"

"All is well. Craig's family just got into town. We're getting everyone together for a family dinner tonight."

"I hope everything works out the way you want. Did you get a chance to start on the 'Zone of Silence' research before you left?"

"I made a first pass. There is lots of information available, so I've got a lot more to do."

"That's fine. I've got some downtime while I wait for edits, so I thought I’d get a feel for it so I can figure out where I want to go with the story. I thought I'd read through some of the history."

"There's a file in my bottom left desk drawer that should give you what you need for now."

"Thanks. Enjoy your time with your family and the wedding. I'll see you when you get back."

"Thanks, Miles," she said, walking back into the kitchen. "I have the best boss."

"I know the job wasn't what you planned to do, but it seems like it's really worked out great for you."

"It has. I would have never thought I'd enjoy working so closely with one person, but being Miles' researcher is great fun. My office is amazing, there's never any stress, and I get to learn new things all the time. I'm not sure what could be better. Sorry, I haven't been much help."

"That's OK. Everything's under control." The women cleaned up the dirty dishes, set up the folding table, and set both tables. When Ally checked the clock, they had about half an hour before everyone arrived.

"Are you nervous about seeing Craig's family?"

"Not really. I've met them before. They're nice enough, but a little quiet, I guess. I'm not sure how they'll handle Bo and Sven."

"I know those boys can be a little rambunctious, but they love you."

"I know. They just get out of control sometimes. I think Craig is afraid of them."

"Maybe that's not a bad thing," Sigrid said with a chuckle.

 Since injuring his back while logging, Ally’s dad worked as a mechanic for one of the local logging companies. He planned to take the day off to help with the wedding prep, but there really wasn’t anything for him to do. Ally thought her mom was anxious to get him out from under her feet for a while, so when work called to ask if he could come in to fix a piece of equipment that was urgently needed, she told him to go. He got home just in time to grab a shower before the guests arrived.

Once everyone had been introduced and had something to drink, Ally pulled Craig into the kitchen. After stealing another kiss, she asked, "Did everyone get settled in OK?"

"They all appreciated the flowers and gift baskets. I think they were shocked at how small Misty Valley is. I told them, but I'm not sure they really believed me."

When the happy couple walked back into the living room, Ally realized Bo and Sven weren't there. Sigrid excused herself from the conversation to check on something in the kitchen, and Ally followed her out. "Where are the boys?" she asked.

"I'm sure they'll be here."

"Have you seen them today?"

"No, but I was out most of the day. I suspect they were out late last night."

"They knew this was important to me."

"They'll be here."

Ally sent both of them a text message telling them to get their butts home.

Ally knew her mom was stalling, hoping the boys would show up, so she decided to say something before dinner was ruined because of her two irresponsible brothers. They were both older than her, but they'd never grown up, and she wasn't sure they ever would. "I think dinner is ready. We were hoping my two brothers would be home in time to join us, but it looks like they're running late."

That set things in motion. Ally helped get the food on the table. The four parents ate at the kitchen table, and the rest sat at the folding table in the living room. 

"This feels like Thanksgiving," TJ said.

"Yes, we've all been relegated to the kids' table," Craig said. "I wanted to take everyone out to eat, but there really isn't anywhere for a nice meal within an hour’s drive."

I glared at him. I appreciated that my folks wanted to get acquainted with his family and offered to cook the meal. I much preferred it to eating in a restaurant.

"I think this is much nicer," Liz said. "This way we get to know Ally a little better."
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      "Everything was great, Mom. Thanks," Ally stepped in to hug her.

"Craig's family seemed really nice."

"I still get the feeling his mother isn't happy we're getting married, but maybe I'll grow on her."

The only one that didn't really seem to enjoy dinner was Craig. Ally thought the fact that her brothers hadn't shown up would make things more pleasant for Craig, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"Have you heard anything from Bo or Sven?" Dad asked as he carried some plates in and set them on the counter by the sink.

"I texted them before we ate, but they never answered," Ally said.

"I'll try calling them," Dad said. "It's not like them to miss a meal."

Craig had gone back to the B&B to spend a little time with his family while Ally helped her mom clean up. Once the house was back to rights, they sat down at the kitchen table with mugs of tea and their to-do lists for the next day.

"Unless you've thought of something we forgot, tomorrow should be an easy day," Sigrid said. "There's nothing we have to do until time to get ready for the rehearsal."

There was a knock at the door. "Maybe Craig's back already," her mom said as she headed in to open the door. "Hi Jillian. How are you?"

"Jillian," Ally squealed as she rushed into the room and gave her BFF a hug.

"I thought if all your festivities were done for the day, maybe you'd like to grab a drink and catch up."

"Do you mind, Momma?"

"Of course not. I'm not going to stay up too late. You two go have some fun."

"OK. I'll text Craig and let him know. I won't be late." She kissed her mom and followed Jillian out the door. Ally was surprised that Bo and Sven weren't at The Saw. She couldn't imagine where they'd spent all day unless they picked up some work.

The girls found a table in the back and ordered wine. When the waitress brought their drinks, she asked, "Where are your brothers tonight?"

"I'm not sure," Ally admitted. "I expected to find them here."

"They were in here 'til we closed last night. Charlie had a bunch of the guys, including your brothers, hooked on his story about finding Bigfoot tracks up on Green's Peak, but I haven't seen them since."

Ally would be the first to admit that neither of her older brothers would ever be described as responsible, but this was out of character even for them. They both still lived at home and enjoyed eating their mom's food way too much to stay away for long. They know their mom worries about them, and they're usually good about letting her know if they aren't going to be home for a while. Ally was sure there had been times when one of them spent the night with a female friend, but it seemed odd that both of them would get that lucky at the same time.

"Are you dreaming about the wedding?" Jillian asked. "You seemed like you were a million miles away or maybe just a couple of days."

"I'm getting worried about Bo and Sven. We didn't see them all day. They were supposed to be at dinner with Craig's family, but they didn't show up."

"Not like those two to miss a meal," she said.

"I know. I texted them, and Dad called them. They never answered."

"Were their trucks at home?"

"You're so logical," Ally said. "I didn't even think to check. They usually park behind the barn. I'll call Dad and see if he checked."

Ally stepped outside to make the call. Klas had checked, and both the boys’ trucks were behind the barn, but he hadn't heard from either of them.

"Sorry, Jillian, but I need to head home," Ally said when she got back to the table. "Their trucks are there, but no one's seen them, and they aren't answering their phones."

As they walked past the bar, she noticed the foreman of the logging crew the boys usually worked with sitting there. "Hi, Henry," she said.

"Hi Ally. I heard you were getting married this weekend. Congratulations."

"Thanks. I just wondered if you might have called Bo and Sven to work for you today?"

He shook his head and lowered his eyes. "I wish I could. Things have been really slow. I know they need the work, but I just don't have any."

"Have you seen them today?"

"Haven't seen them since they were in here last night. Is something wrong?"

"They didn't show up for some of the pre-wedding activities, and no one’s seen them since they left here last night. It's probably nothing, but I'm not getting married without them."

"I'll spread the word that you're looking for them. Call me if you need help."

"Thanks, Henry. Hope business improves."

"Me too," he said, raising his glass of beer to her as she followed Jillian out the door.
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      "That was close," Sven said as lightning lit up the sky. Storm clouds had moved in and blocked out the stars. "We need to find a place to set up the tent before the storm hits." They'd just started across a rocky outcropping when the first raindrops fell.

When Bo reached the ground beyond the rocks, he said, "Let's find a place in the trees." When he turned, he realized his brother wasn't behind him. "Shit. Sven, where are you?"  The noise of the storm made it impossible to hear. He started back across the rocks when a flash of lightning lit the sky. He saw Sven lying on a ledge beneath the rocks. The younger Jorgensen brother wasn't moving or answering Bo's calls.

Bo made his way back to the forest at the far side of the rocks and carefully picked his way down the slope. It was too dark to safely judge how dangerous it would be to reach the ledge, so he tied a rope around a tree and knotted the other end around his waist. With his flashlight and headlamp, he carefully picked his way down the side of the rocks until he saw a clear path to his brother.

Bo was just starting to stir when his brother reached him. "Stay still until I figure out how hurt you are," Bo said. What looked like a ledge from the rocks above was actually just another rock sticking out of the dirt. Once Bo was sure that Sven didn't have any broken bones or spinal injuries, he laid out the tarp and set up the tent on the flattest spot he could find. He staked it down and quickly threw his pack inside to keep the tent from blowing away. The grass on the slope was slippery and quickly turning to mud everywhere Bo stepped. Sven swayed a little when Bo helped him up, but they managed to make it to the tent and crawl inside.

"We're going to blow off the side of this mountain," Sven said.

"I staked it down. With our weight inside, we'll be fine. Let's take care of you."

Both Brothers had to regularly take first aid training to work on a logging crew. With limited light from their headlamps and flashlights, the tally of injuries from Sven's fall was some bruised or maybe broken ribs and a lot of bruises. Bo cleaned and bandaged a cut over Sven's eye before handing him two ibuprofen and a bottle of water.

Sven fell asleep right away, but Bo stayed awake for a while to keep an eye on his brother and the storm. He hoped the storm would keep any Bigfoot in shelter somewhere. When the storm let up, Bo finally fell asleep.

Daylight seemed a long time coming, but Bo and Sven both felt like they hardly slept. "You gonna be able to walk out of here?" Bo asked when Sven moaned and groaned as he pushed himself to a sitting position.

"Have to," Sven said. "No real choice."

"We need to get moving. If we're not home in time for the rehearsal, Ally will hunt us down and kill us both."
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      By the time Jillian dropped Ally off at home, her folks were sitting at the kitchen table looking worried.

"Lynn said they closed the place last night, but she hasn't seen them since," Ally said, pulling out a chair and sitting down between them. "Henry either."

"Their trucks are behind the barn. I'm pretty sure they were there when I went to work this morning," Dad said, "but I'm so used to seeing them, I can't be sure I noticed."

"We checked their bedrooms," Mom said. "I think they were home at some point after the bar. The shirt Sven was wearing was lying on the chair."

"So, we think they came home last night after The Saw closed at two, but they left sometime after that. If their trucks are here, someone must have picked them up."

Klas got up and walked out the back door. "Where's he going?"

"He must have thought of something to check," Sigrid said.

"I'm not getting married without them," she said.

"I know, Baby." Sigrid put her hand over her daughter’s hand on the table, just as Klas walked back in.

"Two of the dirt bikes are gone along with some of the camping gear."

"Shit," Ally said, then apologized to her mom for swearing. "Why would they take off into the woods now? They know the rehearsal is tomorrow."

They all sat there trying to figure out what would have possessed the boys to head off into the woods without telling anyone where they were going.

"I think I know what happened," Ally said, after replaying all the information she had. "Charlie was in the bar last night telling everyone he found Bigfoot tracks on Green's Peak."

"You think they went squatch huntin’?" her dad asked.

"They were drinking. I'm thinking they came up with some crazy ass idea that they could make money from those tracks."

"Maybe, but they know how important your wedding is to you. I don't think they'd have gone off on some wild goose chase now," Mom said. Like a lot of moms, she always believed her boys were more responsible than evidence would suggest. Ally loved her mom for that, but she was pretty sure she was on the right track.

"There's not much we can do tonight," Ally said. "Let's get some sleep. Maybe they'll be back by morning." A plan was forming in her head, but she couldn't share it with her folks. She knew they'd object, but she knew what she had to do.

In her room, Ally went through the closet and dresser and laid out clothes for the morning. She set her phone alarm for four AM and tried to get some sleep.


            XXX

        

It seemed like she’d just fallen asleep when the alarm sounded. Within minutes, she was up, dressed, and creeping down the stairs. She grabbed some supplies from the pantry and silently slipped out the back door after leaving notes for her mom and Craig on the kitchen table.

In the barn, she loaded a pack with survival gear, filled the tank on the remaining dirt bike, and pushed it out the door.

Pushing the bike into the woods, Ally kept walking until the house was far enough away that no one would hear the noise from the bike. Growing up, all three Jorgensen kids spent a lot of hours riding dirt bikes in the mountains behind their home. Ally hadn't ridden in a few years, but she hoped it was like riding a bicycle.

Being older, and wiser, she hoped, Ally spent the first hour thinking back on past experiences in the wilderness and reminding herself of lessons learned. She knew the mountains could be dangerous and didn't want to take any unnecessary risks.

As she remembered, she couldn't take the bike all the way to the top of Green's Peak. She saw other bike tracks. The boys had definitely come this way. Looking for a place to leave the bike that was somewhat protected, Ally found a clearing with a big pile of brush off to one side. When she pushed the bike over near the brush pile and started to shift some branches to cover it, she found two bikes already hidden beneath. At least now she knew the boys were up there somewhere. Leaving a note with the bikes in case the boys came back before she found them, she covered all three bikes, took a drink of water, and headed for the summit.
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