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​Prologue

​The Meat Tree
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Wes Colter knew a bear had found the barrel before he saw what remained of it.

The woods smelled like fryer grease and opened meat. A sweet, rotten vapor drifted among the lodgepole pines, too thick for the clean hour before sunrise. Wes stopped fifty yards below the bait site and slipped the rifle from his shoulder.

Nothing moved.

Behind him, the eastern sky had begun to bleach above the Swan Range. Below, hidden by timber and a fold in the mountain, Camp Kestrel slept beside its lake. Its green-roofed cabins were invisible from here, but Wes could picture them. Forty-some children. A kitchen packed for visiting day. Dumpsters that should have been locked and usually were not.

He had told Gideon Shaw the bait sites needed another mile of distance. Gideon had told him another mile was Forest Service land and that he was not paying Wes to invite federal attention.

So Wes had wired a blue plastic barrel to the meat tree, drilled six holes in it, and filled it with butcher scraps, old doughnuts, fish guts, and two buckets of grease from the camp fryer. A bear was supposed to roll the barrel, work for the smell, and remain up here instead of wandering through the luxury-cabin survey stakes near camp.

Supposed to.

The barrel lay in three pieces.

Wes moved uphill with the rifle ready. Mud sucked at his boots. A print shone beside a puddle, broad enough that he could have laid both hands inside it without touching the edges. Another print appeared six feet farther on. Between them ran a dark splash.

Blood.

He crouched. The blood had a yellow edge and a smell beneath the grease, a hot animal stink like infected hide. A strand of rusty cable lay pressed into the mud.

Wes straightened slowly.

The meat tree stood ahead, its trunk polished by years of bears rubbing their backs against the bark. Someone had painted a small red kestrel on it long before Gideon bought the camp, marking an old hiking trail. The symbol looked fresh in the gray light.

Above it, ten feet from the ground, half a deer leg hung from a branch.

Wes had not put it there.

His satellite messenger chirped on his belt. The sudden sound went through him like an electric shock. He slapped it silent and turned in a slow circle.

“All right,” he whispered. “I’m leaving.”

A raven flapped from a pine behind him.

Wes pivoted, bringing up the rifle. Empty needles trembled where the bird had launched. Farther downslope, a sapling bowed and sprang upright.

Something had moved past it.

Not away. Across.

Circling.

Wes backed toward the trail. He had spent twenty years in these mountains. He had surprised black bears over carcasses and watched a sow grizzly bluff-charge his truck. Every bear he had ever met had announced the terms. Head low. Jaw popping. Ground slapped hard enough to throw dirt. They warned because a fight could cripple them too.

This one made no sound.

He reached for the can of bear spray at his hip and found an empty loop. The can was in his truck, tucked beside the seat where it would be useful to absolutely nobody.

“Damn it.”

The grizzly stepped from behind the meat tree.

It was enormous, dark through the body with pale guard hairs silvering its hump. One ear stood ragged and wet. A steel snare cable crossed its chest and vanished into the fur behind its right shoulder. The cable had cut deep. Each breath opened the wound and squeezed a line of pus-dark blood down its foreleg.

The bear looked at Wes.

Its left eye was brown. Its right eye was almost hidden beneath swollen flesh.

Wes felt the mountain contract around them.

He raised the rifle. “Go on.”

The bear took one step.

“Get.”

Another step.

Wes fired over its head.

The shot cracked through the timber. Ravens exploded from the canopy. The grizzly flinched, and for one relieved second Wes saw the animal he understood. Then it swung its head back toward him.

The right eye opened.

Wes fired again. The bullet cut across the bear’s skull, clipping the ragged ear in a red burst. It charged.

There was no warning display, no swaying calculation. Six hundred pounds of wounded muscle crossed the clearing with horrifying speed. Wes worked the bolt and fired from his shoulder. Bark jumped from the meat tree. He fired again and saw fur ripple along the bear’s side, but it did not slow.

He turned to run.

His boot came down on a loop of cable hidden beneath the mud.

Wes fell hard enough to bite through his tongue. The rifle slid away. His satellite messenger tore from his belt and landed beside the trail, its orange emergency light blinking.

He rolled onto his back.

The grizzly stopped over him.

Blood dripped from its ear onto his jacket. Up close, the embedded cable was thick as his little finger. A broken swivel and three feet of chain dragged behind it, clinking softly against stones.

Wes held both hands out. “Easy.”

The bear sniffed him. Its breath smelled of spoiled meat.

He saw no madness in its eye. That was worse. There was pain, hunger, and the flat recognition of a place where food had always appeared.

Wes’s hand crept toward the knife on his belt.

The bear’s paw came down.

The satellite messenger blinked beneath falling mud. Once. Twice. A final impact cracked its casing and turned the light dark.

Far below, a camp bell began calling children to breakfast.
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​Chapter 1

​Last Night
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Milo Ames was certain the pain beneath his ribs meant he was dying.

Jessa Ward listened to his lungs, heard clean air moving through both sides, and decided what he was actually suffering from was Friday.

“Breathe in again,” she said.

Milo sat on the infirmary cot in swim trunks and a Camp Kestrel sweatshirt three sizes too large. He inhaled with theatrical care. A mosquito bite glowed on one knee. His wet black hair had been combed flat with his fingers.

“Sharp pain?” Jessa asked.

“Sort of.”

“Crushing?”

“Maybe.”

“Does it get worse when you think about your parents arriving tomorrow?”

He looked offended, which told her she had found the diagnosis.

Outside, the final-night campfire was coming together. Counselors called cabin names across the clearing. Someone tested a guitar by playing the same three chords with more confidence than skill. Smoke from the cook pit mixed with the smell of pine needles warmed all day by the sun.

Milo picked at a loose thread on the sweatshirt. “My mom said homesickness can make you sick for real.”

“Your mom is right.”

“So I am sick.”

“You are having a strong feeling. Strong feelings can tighten your chest, upset your stomach, make your heart race, and convince you something terrible is happening.”

“Isn’t that being sick?”

“It is being human, which is more inconvenient.”

That earned the smallest smile.

Jessa handed him the blue inhaler from his neck pouch anyway. He had mild asthma, well controlled, but reassurance worked better when it came with familiar ritual. He took one puff through the spacer, then watched her mark the time on his medication card.

“You’ll stay through the closing fire?” she asked.

He shrugged.

“Cabin Lynx is performing the skit about Dev’s socks.”

“I wrote the part where the socks become sentient.”

“Then the theater needs you.”

Milo slid off the cot. At the door, he paused. “Ms. Ward?”

“Jessa.”

“Do bears like peppermint?”

Her pen stopped.

“Why?”

“No reason.”

“Milo.”

He glanced toward the clearing. “Yesterday I saw Mr. Harker driving the green cart up the old trail. There were blue barrels on it. They smelled like peppermint and dead fish.”

“Where on the old trail?”

“Past archery. I wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“That part can wait. Did you see what he did with them?”

Milo shook his head. A counselor shouted for Cabin Lynx, and he bolted before Jessa could ask more.

She stood in the infirmary doorway, looking toward the dark slope above camp. Thunderheads had accumulated over the Swan Range, flattening the evening light. The weather radio had called for isolated storms, but the clouds had the bruised underside of something larger.

Dev Malik crossed the clearing carrying a plastic tub of paper lanterns. He was tall, narrow, and always seemed to be suppressing a joke out of respect for whatever emergency currently occupied him.

“Did our most frequent patient survive?” he asked.

“Against long odds.”

“Good. He has a seven-minute death scene in the skit.”

“Dev, have you seen Boone hauling barrels toward the old trail?”

The joke left Dev’s face. “No. Why?”

“Milo saw something.”

“Milo also saw a lake monster on Tuesday.”

“The lake monster was a counselor in a laundry sack.”

“To be fair, that was not in the risk-management plan.”

Jessa stepped outside and lowered her voice. “Blue barrels. Sweet smell, fish scraps. Does the kitchen store waste in anything like that?”

Dev shifted the lantern tub against his hip. “We keep fryer grease in white buckets. Garbage goes straight to the bear cages.”

“Locked?”

His pause was answer enough.

“The latch on the kitchen cage is bent,” he said. “I told Gideon. Boone was supposed to fix it.”

“When?”

“Monday.”

“This is Friday.”

“Time flies when your employer is insolvent.”

Jessa looked at him.

“That was a joke,” he said. “Mostly.”

They crossed to the dining hall. Along the way, she counted children almost unconsciously. Nine near the fire ring. Seven carrying benches. Twelve in costume beside Cabin Lynx. She had done head counts as a ranger, as a search coordinator, and once while waist-deep in floodwater with half a bridge coming apart upstream. Counting made fear measurable.

Forty-two children were registered for the final week. Eleven counselors. Four adult staff. Gideon Shaw, owner and director, considered himself separate from staff whenever work appeared.

Behind the kitchen, one door of the steel garbage cage stood open.

Dev set down the lanterns. “That was closed after lunch.”

The bent latch had been twisted outward. Two black bags were missing. A third lay ripped open beneath the loading platform, but there were no scraps around it. Something had dragged the whole mess away.

Jessa crouched near the mud. Raccoon tracks stitched the edge of a puddle. Over them lay an impression broader than a dinner plate.

Four toes. Claw marks. A heel pad with a nearly straight front edge.

Grizzly.

She had seen the tracks often enough that her body reacted before her mind finished naming them. Her hearing sharpened. The cheerful camp noise behind her seemed suddenly foolish and far away.

The print contained dark fluid. Jessa touched one finger to it, rubbed it against her thumb, and smelled iron.

“Blood,” she said.

She found a second print beneath the loading platform and a greasy smear six feet up one post. The animal had stood to investigate the kitchen door. Four hooked scratches scored the wood beside the handle. It had not merely crossed camp or stumbled onto the garbage. It had examined the building, received food, and left without being challenged.

That sequence mattered. Bears remembered rewards with merciless accuracy.

Dev stared uphill. “Could be from the garbage.”

“It is in the center of the track.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the bear is bleeding.”

Gideon Shaw appeared on the loading platform wearing pressed khakis and a green camp polo. He had silver hair, a square face browned by decades outdoors, and the polished calm of a man who had spent those decades assuring parents there was nothing to worry about.

“Why are the lanterns on the ground?” he asked.

Jessa stood. “We have a grizzly in camp.”

Gideon came down the steps. He looked at the print for less than a second. “Black bear.”

“It is a grizzly track.”

“We haven’t had a grizzly on the property in fifteen years.”

“You had one here today.”

Dev pointed to the blood. “It may be injured.”

Gideon’s eyes flicked toward him. “Children are gathering. We are not starting a panic over one muddy print.”

“We’re moving them indoors,” Jessa said.

“No.”

She studied him. Denial was common around danger, but Gideon’s response had arrived too quickly and fit too well, as if he had been preparing it.

“The kitchen cage was breached,” she said. “Food was taken. An injured grizzly has received a reward from a human structure. We put everyone inside, make a head count, call Fish, Wildlife and Parks, and prepare to evacuate.”

“Visiting day is at nine tomorrow. Half these children are already packed.”

“Excellent. That saves time.”

His jaw tightened. “You are the camp medic, Ms. Ward.”

“And a former ranger.”

“Former.”

Dev bent to pick up the lantern tub, placing himself casually beside Jessa. “Gideon, we can call it a weather move. Storm’s coming anyway.”

Thunder rolled beyond the ridge.

Gideon looked from him to the clearing, where children had begun lighting paper lanterns. “Fine. Move the program to the dining hall. Quietly. No bear announcement.”

“I’m calling it in,” Jessa said.

“The landline is in my office.”

“Then open your office.”

For a moment neither moved. Finally Gideon reached into his pocket and tossed Dev a ring of keys.

“The radio has been unreliable,” he said.

“Since when?” Dev asked.

“A few days.”

“You didn’t mention that.”

“Because we have a landline.”

Jessa wanted to press him, but campers were already turning toward the darkening sky. She told Dev to move everyone into the dining hall and make a roster count. She crossed to the equipment room beside the infirmary and opened the locked cabinet.

Four cans of bear spray should have hung inside.

Two remained.

One was nine years past its printed expiration date.

She took both.

The office line had no dial tone. Jessa checked the wall jack, traced the cord, and tried again. Nothing. Gideon stood behind her, arms folded.

“Storm interference,” he said.

“The storm is ten miles away.”

She picked up the base and saw the cord had been chewed where it passed through the wall. Not chewed. Cut by something rough and hard.

Outside, counselors began guiding children toward the dining hall. Talia Ruiz stood on a bench directing cabin groups with the authority of an air-traffic controller. Milo saw Jessa in the office doorway and lifted a hand.

Jessa pointed at the dining hall. He nodded and went with his group.

“Where is the radio mast?” she asked












































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





