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            Chapter One

         
         From the air, my family’s lodge and the surrounding property sprawls amid snow-covered evergreen trees and mountainous rock.

         
         On any given day, you can see bear, elk, moose, deer, coyotes, snowshoe rabbits, or cougars roaming the mountain. On any given
            night, you can hear mountain lions screaming or snow owls screeching. To someone who isn’t used to it, it can be terrifying.
         

         
         To those of us who live in Alaska, it’s home.

         
         But either way, it’s breathtaking.

         
         Especially now, with the Christmas lights aglow on every surface of the house and holly boughs hanging from the wraparound
            log porch. It’s a welcome retreat, one that wealthy hunters pay us big bucks to fly them into.
         

         
         I grab the radio and punch the button, high on the joy of flight, because it never gets old. Not ever.

         
         “Shelly, tell the Norton party that we’ll be landing in two minutes. It’s time for seat belts.”

         
         “Already done, Cap!” she chirps.

         
         Our plane, a fully loaded Cessna Citation Latitude, descends smoothly to the strip below. I guide us in for a landing with the hands of a master. There’s nary a bump as we touch down. 

         
         I smile. Skills. I haz ’em.

         
         Shelly joins me as we lower the steps and wait to greet our passengers.

         
         “Welcome to Great Expectations Lodge,” I tell the group as they descend the stairs. The four of them look alike, all wearing
            expensive jeans and parkas, top-of-the-line boots . . . all of which match their outrageously priced equipment that is currently
            stowed in the belly of the plane. “We hope you’ll enjoy your stay.”
         

         
         Hank Norton, the CEO of a multibillion-dollar company, and the leader of this team of powerful C-suite executives, pulls me
            along by the elbow as we head for the lodge.
         

         
         One of his men quickens his pace to keep up.

         
         “This is your family home, correct?” he asks, his nose red from the cold. “Isn’t that what you said, Hank?”

         
         Hank nods. “That’s exactly what I said.” He turns to me. “I was telling Paul a bit of the story of this place earlier. Paul
            is my CFO, and he’s easily intrigued by corporations that have outlasted time.”
         

         
         I smile. “Well, I don’t know that I’d refer to it as a corporation, but Great Expectations has certainly been in my family
            for generations. My great-great-great-grandfather built it in the eighteen hundreds. At first it was a home, and when the
            Depression hit, my family used it to rent out rooms. It’s been a bed-and-breakfast, a hotel, a home, and most currently, it’s
            a host to amazing folks like you as you hunt for your next prized game trophy.”
         

         
         He winks at me. “Oh, I’m gonna do my best, I can tell you that, young lady. I’m looking for an Imperial bull this year. The elk I got last year was good, but it was only a six-point Royal. Jenkins over there says that he got an eight-point Monarch last year in Alaska. I’m gonna beat that.” 

         
         I hide my flinch, as I think about the stunning Imperial I had seen standing on the snow-covered mountain just yesterday.
            It was so majestic, so beautiful . . . It makes me sick to think of it being hunted for sport. But as my gran always said,
            Buck up, Piper. This is our family business.

         
         “I’m sure you’ll find one,” I tell him, swallowing my dismay as we stroll up the wide stone steps and onto the wraparound
            porch. “I saw one myself just yesterday.”
         

         
         Mr. Norton crows and yells back at his friends, “I call dibs, fellas!”

         
         They laugh, and Mr. Norton hums “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” as they tumble into the foyer of the lodge.
         

         
         Hank holds the door open for me, confident in the way that the ultra-wealthy are, although every once in a while, there are
            hints that he might not have always been rich. He’d grabbed his own carry-on bag, for instance, instead of leaving it for
            someone else.
         

         
         He also easily chats with my staff, something that few powerful men seem to do.

         
         Ellen, our housekeeper/hostess, takes their coats and offers them drinks. White Christmas lights twinkle from high above,
            hanging lazily from the cathedral ceilings and exposed beams. A massive blue spruce stands in the corner, lit up for the holidays,
            a golden gleaming star on top, but no presents beneath.
         

         
         Not this year. I swallow hard.
         

         
         I try to slip away, handing the men off to Ellen’s capable hands, but Mr. Norton catches me.

         
         “Wait, young lady,” he calls. “Where’s your gran? I was expecting her when we landed. She always waits for us out front with
            hot brandy.”
         

         
         I nod to Ellen, a signal to go fetch that particular drink, then I clear my throat, trying to swallow the lump that lingers
            there.
         

         
         “Um. I’m so sorry. Gran passed away a few weeks ago, I’m afraid. But I assure you, your experience here will be just as good
            as it’s always been. I’ve been working here since I was a kid. I know all the ropes.”
         

         
         “Oh, I know you,” he tells me. “I’ve watched you grow up over the years, although in my head you still have knobby knees and
            pigtails. Time can be cruel. In my head, I’m still twenty-five.” He looks at me, sympathy gleaming in his cloudy eyes. “I’m sorry about Marina. She was one hell of a
            woman.”
         

         
         “That she was,” I agree.

         
         “One year, when I was here, she and I sat out in the barn to see who could drink the most tequila without passing out.”

         
         I grin, a real one, which is odd, since my grief has prevented genuine joy lately. “That definitely sounds like her,” I tell
            him. “Who won?”
         

         
         He wrinkles his head. “It’s the damndest thing . . . After drinking a fifth and a half, I don’t remember!”

         
         He roars with laughter and I chuckle.

         
         “Well, to be fair, Gran weighed ninety pounds soaking wet. So I think you might’ve had a little bit of an advantage, Mr. Norton.”

         
         He laughs again, and his group heckles him for trying to outdrink such a lightweight.

         
         “Now, now, none of that,” he tells them. “She was no ordinary woman. That Marina was . . . well, she was . . .”

         
         “Something else,” I finish for him, nodding my head. “It’s been said. And it’s true.”

         
         Everyone laughs.

         
         “Well, you’ve certainly done her proud. I’ve never seen a better pilot,” he tells me. “And I don’t hand out compliments often.”

         
         “No, he doesn’t,” the younger man to his left interjects. “My dad rarely, if ever, offers praise.” There’s a bit of bitterness
            in his eyes, and I wonder if he’s ever been the recipient of his father’s praise.
         

         
         “Oh, pish,” Mr. Norton answers dismissively. “I praise someone when they earn it, Josh.”

         
         Josh’s cheeks flare a dramatic shade of red, and I try once again to slip away.

         
         “Marina was so proud of you,” Hank continues, and he’s got ahold of my arm again. “There were a few years when I’d come here
            and you were gone for pilot’s training. She talked about you nonstop and almost glowed from pride.”
         

         
         “Really?” I ask. “She didn’t dole out compliments often either.”

         
         “She did when they were warranted,” he corrects me with a grin. “Just like me.” He winks now, and I blush.

         
         “Well, thank you. Sometimes . . . I feel that I disappointed her by choosing to fly.”

         
         “She knew why you wanted that, my dear,” he says, more quietly now. “When your parents died, it hit her hard, but I’m sure you knew that. She didn’t talk about it much, but when you chose to become a pilot to honor them . . . well, she could not have been more proud.” 

         
         I’d like to think that was true. But I know, deep down, that it pained her. A plane crash took my parents, and Gran hated
            the idea that the same thing could happen to me.
         

         
         “Ellen will take care of anything you need,” I tell them, steering the subject away from memories. “A hearty breakfast will
            be served at six a.m., to get you off to a good start for your first day of hunting.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Captain,” he tells me with a wink. He presses a handful of cash into my hand. “Have yourself a merry Christmas.”

         
         “Sir, you don’t need to tip,” I tell him. “It’s my pleasure, really.”

         
         “Call me Hank,” he answers. “And buy yourself something nice. You deserve it. And don’t try telling me your grandmother wouldn’t
            take it. It’s how she bought that Bobcat out back. It’s a long story, but let’s just say . . . I lost a bet.”
         

         
         He winks and follows the rest of his party to the lounge bar with Ellen, and I head back out into the snow to help Shelly
            with the luggage. As I do, I eye the faded edge of that old Bobcat poking around the corner of the lodge.
         

         
         Hank had supplied the money for that?

         
         Gran was full of surprises . . . and I doubt I’ll ever learn them all.

         
         Judging from the heft of the money in my pocket, I’m sure I’ll be having a very happy holiday. Perhaps even a Louis Vuitton–sized holiday. My smile widens as I join Shelly.
         

         
         She instantly narrows her eyes, pausing as she loads luggage onto the trolley.

         
         “Why are you smiling? If you think you get Josh for the week, you’re wrong. I already called him.”

         
         I don’t want Josh. He likely has too big of a chip on his shoulder for my taste, but I don’t tell her that. Instead, I play
            along.
         

         
         “You can’t call someone unless I can hear it,” I tell her, feigning indignance. “Otherwise, it doesn’t count.”

         
         “Piper Millicent McCauley,” she says seriously, full-naming me. “I called him. Did you see the cheekbones on that guy?”
         

         
         I shake my head. “No. I guess I missed them while he was sticking his nose in the air to pout.”

         
         “He’s a bit spoiled,” Shelly acknowledges. “But that’s to be expected with someone that rich. He can hardly help it.”

         
         “I’ve known lots of rich people who aren’t like that,” I tell her. “You can do better.”

         
         “I’m not marrying the guy. I just want him this week. Do you concede?” Shelly’s red eyebrow raises as she waits. I nod.

         
         “Shelly, when have you ever known me to hook up with a guest? Go ahead, I’ll wait while you think.”

         
         She rolls her eyes.

         
         “Shel, when we say we’re full-service, we don’t want there to be misunderstandings.” She laughs, and I can see my breath in
            the air as we push the heavy trolley up to the four-car garage. I tap in the code and wait as a door opens. The warmth hits
            my face immediately.
         

         
         “Lord, it’s cold this weekend,” I say absently, as we cross through to the back entrance to unload.

         
         “It’s gonna get down into the negatives,” Shelly answers. “I already warned the Nortons.”

         
         “Good. They’ve got to be prepared. Hypothermia could set in in a matter of minutes if they don’t pay attention to what we
            tell them. Make sure they pack provisions . . . heated pads for gloves and feet, flares, et cetera. Who’s taking them out?”
         

         
         “Pete was going to,” she answers. “But they changed their mind and want to be self-led. Mr. Norton has been here so many times,
            your gran would’ve said it’s okay.”
         

         
         She’s right. Gran had faith in the regulars, the ones who returned year after year. But even still, something feels wrong
            in the air tonight. Whether it’s the enormous yellow moon that hangs close to the horizon or the nearly starless sky . . .
            something feels amiss,  almost eerie.
         

         
         “Can’t you feel that?” I ask her. “It’s like . . . electricity in the air. Something feels off. I don’t know . . . I think
            maybe Pete should take them.”
         

         
         She shakes her head. “It’s just the full moon, weirdo. The pull of gravity or some crap. More babies get born during full
            moons. And more crazies get taken to the emergency room.”
         

         
         “Exactly,” I tell her. “We don’t want anyone having to get medevaced. That would not help us solidify our reputation without Gran.”
         

         
         Shelly turns to me and squeezes my arms lightly. “Piper, I know you’re worried. But Great Expectations has a sterling reputation.
            The clients here have seen you every year for a long time. They trust you . . . even without Marina.” Her normally sharp eyes
            soften. “You’re doing great, babe. Truly.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I murmur. “Some days, I still feel like I’m in shock and I’m just stumbling through. I worry that people will notice I’m just phoning it in.” 

         
         “You’re not phoning it in,” she argues. “You just feel like you are. You’re amazing at your job, and everyone knows it.”

         
         “I don’t know,” I say. “I heard Dan tell Pete the other day that he thinks I should’ve taken more time off to grieve.”

         
         Shelly roll her eyes. “Dan always has great advice for everyone else. Yet you notice that he’s a lifelong grumpy bachelor
            who lives in a one-room cabin in the woods like the Unabomber.”
         

         
         I have to laugh. “He even kinda looks like that guy,” I tell her. We giggle together. “But, he’s the best mechanic around,
            and he knows this area like the back of his hand. I’ll put up with his . . . eccentricities.”
         

         
         “That’s one word for it,” Shelly mutters. We giggle again. “He’s a million years old. I don’t know why your gran kept him
            so long.”
         

         
         “He’s got a good heart,” I tell her. “Somewhere in there.”

         
         “Deep in there.” She nods.
         

         
         “And he’s just always been so loyal to Gran. He took it hard when she died, so I know that he does have a heart in there.”

         
         “He was always good to your gran,” Shel replies. “Do you think they ever hooked up?”

         
         The thought is mortifying. “No,” I say stiffly. “Ew.”

         
         Shelly shrugs. “I’m just saying. They were about the same age, I think, although it’s hard to tell now.” She shivers briefly.
            “And this is Alaska. Maybe at some point they just got lonely and—”
         

         
         “Shut. It. I just threw up in my mouth.”

         
         She giggles.

         
         “Besides. She only loved my grandfather her entire life. I think he was even her first love. She never stopped loving him. Even after he died.” 

         
         Shelly’s face softens. “They really did have an amazing love story. She adored him.”

         
         “So there were no Dan hookups.” We both pause to shiver. “Let’s talk about more important things. Should we grab a bottle of Merlot and head out to the loft,
            or . . . should we grab the tequila and sit in the hot tub? I kinda feel like soaking this day off.”
         

         
         Shelly grins. “I’m always up for tequila,” she tells me. “As you know. However, and I don’t want to sound trampy here, Josh
            gave me that look earlier. I think I’ll go see if he needs turn-down service.”
         

         
         “You’re incorrigible,” I answer. “Seriously.”

         
         She beams, as though it were a compliment. “Thank you!”

         
         “He’s a spoiled rich boy,” I tell her. “And as a guest, he’s off-limits. So . . . no.”

         
         She lifts an eyebrow. “No?”

         
         I shake my head. “Absolutely not. I know that you’ve bent the rules in the past, but now that Gran is gone, I have to prove
            myself, Shel. We have to be serious about this. Do not do anything unprofessional. You’re going to have to restrain yourself.”
         

         
         “Fine. I’ll just go to bed early,” she says, and she thinks she’s sneaky.

         
         “I’m onto you,” I tell her. “You’re not going to his room, Shel.”

         
         She groans. “Fine. I’ll just go put a hair mask on my hair, then, Grinchy.”

         
         She disappears into the lodge, and I ponder whether I should just take a long hot bath with a cup of cocoa.

         
         The fireplace beckons me, though, and I follow Shelly inside and grab a bottle of Merlot from behind the bar.

         
         The tall wing-back chair welcomes me, and the fire toasts my cheeks as I soak up the warmth. Sometimes, after being outdoors
            in the snow, a person can feel frozen to their bones.
         

         
         The wine will help that.

         
         I uncork it with a pop, and fill my wineglass to the rim while I softly sing a Christmas carol.

         
         As I sip, I focus on the liquid turning my chest warm and flushing my cheeks. Above the mantel, a picture hangs of my great-grandparents,
            Sophie and Eberdale, standing on the steps of this very lodge with my gran at their side. She’s eighteen or so in the picture,
            and she’s black-and-white and two-dimensional. She looks somber, as do her parents. Why do old-timey photos always look so
            serious? Surely they laughed, too, like we do. I’m sure times were harder, but still. Levity can be found anywhere.
         

         
         Gran’s eyes look past the photographer, like she’s watching for something on the horizon.

         
         “I miss you,” I tell her grumpily. “I wasn’t ready, Gran.”

         
         Her serious eyes look past me.

         
         “Also, please never have hooked up with Dan.”

         
         I shiver and take another drink at the thought.

         
         Please, God, no.

         
         The grandfather clock ticks the minutes past, and I stretch my sock-covered feet out in front of me, closing my eyes.

         
         I listen to the flames licking at the stone, and before I know it, I’m sliding into sleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I wake to the noise of the Norton party preparing to leave the lodge.

         
         “Did you sleep in that chair?” Hank booms from the foyer. I try to turn in his direction, but my stiff neck protests. I rub
            it, hard, my thumbs digging deep into the rigid muscle.
         

         
         “Not intentionally,” I clarify, rolling my neck this way and that to loosen it. “Let me check the weather report before you
            go. I’m sorry. I normally would’ve had this all taken care of by now. I overslept in this dang chair.”
         

         
         “You’re up now,” Hank says, without concern. “Don’t fret about it. The weather is fine, see?”

         
         He gestures toward the large windows, and it’s clear and bright. Frost had created intricate designs on the glass in the night,
            delicate artwork made from crystal.
         

         
         “Just lemme check,” I say as I spin through my phone. “It can change in a moment.”

         
         But my phone won’t connect to the network.

         
         “Dang it,” I mutter, shaking it, as if that will help.

         
         “Don’t fret about it,” Hank repeats as he drops another bag onto their gear pile. “It’s fine. We’re only going out for a few hours today, anyway.” 

         
         I fumble with my useless phone, trying another weather site. It still won’t connect. I can’t even text Shelly.

         
         I get to my feet, straightening my shirt.

         
         “Just give me a minute,” I tell the group. Josh looks up from where he’s lacing his boots.

         
         “We’re not going to be out long,” he tells me. “Seriously. It’s freezing out there.”

         
         “Alaska generally is in the winter,” I tell him, with a wink. Dang it, Piper. Control your tongue.

         
         “So I’ve heard,” he replies, unoffended. He stands up and shakes his hair out before he puts on the stocking hat. “I’m ready.
            Let’s do this!” he declares.
         

         
         The group thumps their chests like Nordic warriors.

         
         “Just wait a sec,” I plead, but they don’t. They continue suiting up and I sigh. “The sun sets around two forty-five  right
            now,” I tell them. “Please be back before then.”
         

         
         “We will be,” Hank assures me, and then they’re gone.

         
         “Damn it,” I mutter, searching for Shelly. I find her in the kitchen, leisurely making coffee.

         
         “Internet is down,” she tells me as I come in. “Good morning, by the way. You look like hell. Wait a second. . . .” She stares
            me up and down. “You’re wearing the same clothes as yesterday. Did you . . . Piper McCauley!”
         

         
         I stare at her. “No, I did not sleep with a guest. Lord, Shelly. Get it through your head—we can’t sleep with guests.”

         
         She relaxes. “Good. Josh turned in early last night, so I didn’t have a chance to work my magic on him.”

         
         “Again, we can’t sleep with guests,” I tell her. “Fantasize all you want, but keep your paws off him.”
         

         
         “A girl can dream,” she says stiffly. “You don’t need to call me out.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Did you have a chance to check the weather before we lost our signal?”

         
         She shakes her head. “No. I checked it last night before bed, and it’s supposed to be clear, with a high of negative seventeen.”
            She glances at me. “I low-key checked their gear this morning. They’ve got all of the right stuff, Piper. They’ll be fine.”
         

         
         “I don’t know why I’m so unsettled,” I admit.

         
         “Because you’re a perfectionist,” Shelly tells me. “They’re gone for the day, though. You can relax, let down your hair . . .”
            She eyes me. “You can relax and comb your hair,” she amends.
         

         
         I shove her arm playfully and she grins.

         
         “Seriously, though. Go shower. I think you spilled wine on yourself. I mean, unless you committed murder in the night.”

         
         I glance down and indeed find a wide crimson stain on my shirt. “This morning just keeps getting better and better!”

         
         Shelly laughs, but I honestly feel a bit deflated. She notices.

         
         “What’s wrong?” she asks, her tone turning serious.

         
         I shake my head. “I . . . I don’t think I can do this, Shel.”

         
         Her head snaps up.

         
         “Are you being serious right now?” she asks. I nod.

         
         “I’m not Gran,” I tell her. “Gran wasn’t afraid of a thing. She ran this place for so long by herself, and she was perfect.
            Me, on the other hand . . . I overslept in a chair in the great room and let my first tour group since Gran died leave without
            a weather report. I’m hopeless.”
         

         
         Shelly stares at me. “They’ll be fine, Piper. You, I’m worried about. Why are you so hard on yourself? You know what to do. You were trained for this your entire life.” 

         
         “I’ve never been alone before,” I admit quietly. “I always had Gran.”

         
         “You’re not alone,” Shelly tells me, her eyes uncharacteristically somber. “You have us. You have me.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Shel.”

         
         “I mean it,” she insists. “We’re a family too. Not by blood but by choice. Do you think I stay working here for my health
            or for the outstanding salary? No. I stay here for you. For your gran. For everyone here. We’re a family too. As you know,
            you’re the only family I have.”
         

         
         “Gran always did have a soft spot for rescues.” I smile and nudge her shoulder.

         
         “I love you, Piper,” Shelly says, still serious.

         
         “You’re freaking me out now,” I tell her. “You never show your emotions.”

         
         “Well, your needy self needs to hear this right now.” Shelly laughs. “We all respect you. We all love you. You are not alone,
            and you’re doing great.”
         

         
         “I love you too,” I tell her, and a lump forms in my throat as I hug her tightly. She smells like Chanel.

         
         “You smell.” She wrinkles her nose as we pull apart. “You really should shower.”

         
         I roll my eyes, but I know she’s right, so I sigh. “Fine. I’ll do it before I eat.”

         
         As if she’s afraid I’ll change my mind, Shelly pushes me lightly toward the stairs, and I climb them without looking back.

         
         Floor-to-ceiling honeyed oak abounds here at the lodge.

         
         Every room, every inch. Rough-hewn logs from this very property were used to build it, and while it appears rustic, the lodge
            has every modern convenience for travelers. They’re accustomed to luxury, so that’s what we give them.
         

         
         En suite jetted tubs, granite double vanities, automatic faucets, TVs in the bathroom mirrors. We had to renovate a few years
            ago to keep up with their expectations. Wealthy travelers expect a certain level of amenities to be available, even when they
            want to pretend they’re “roughing it.”
         

         
         “Listen,” Gran had said. “Our name is Great Expectations. They won’t come if we can’t offer them the best in everything. We’ve got the wildlife and
               the scenery in spades. But we need to invest in the lodge.”

         
         She was right, of course, and we did. Even though we paid for it in ways far more expensive than money.

         
         I glance at my parents’ photo hanging on the wall in the hallway.

         
         They were so happy, their eyes so bright. They were living their dream. Right up until they weren’t.

         
         I swallow and open my bedroom door. Gran is with them now.

         
         As I cross the room to my bathroom, I eye my massive four-poster bed enviously. I could’ve slept in comfort last night, but
            no. I had to fall asleep in the least comfortable chair in the house. Gran insisted on keeping those ratty chairs. They should’ve
            been pitched during the renovation, but she had them refinished instead.
         

         
         “There are some things you just can’t throw out,” she’d said. “My father sat in this chair, next to that fire, and in front of that grandfather clock. It’s all staying, Piper.”

         
         So she’d had the chairs refinished, the clock refurbished, and the fireplace remained the same. If I change any of it, she
            literally might return to haunt me.
         

         
         I change my clothes and head back down to the dining room, where Ellen saved me a plate. Perfectly cooked turkey sausage,
            broiled potato wedges drizzled with truffle oil and fresh rosemary, and a toasted croissant with garlic butter.
         

         
         “It’s not like you to miss breakfast,” she says. “You okay?”

         
         I nod. “I fell asleep in front of the fire last night. I didn’t have my alarm set.”

         
         “Ohhhh. I’ve been there.” She nods. “Drink a lot of water. Take two aspirin. Eat that sausage.”

         
         “I’m not hungover. I only had one glass,” I tell her, but she’s already handing me extra sausage.

         
         “Eat all the grease,” she advises. “It helps.”

         
         I don’t even bother trying to tell her again. I just accept the extra breakfast meat as the gift it is.

         
         Ellen leaves me to continue her breakfast cleanup, and I carry my plate to the dining room.

         
         I try to ignore the emptiness of the lodge with Gran gone, but it screams from everywhere. The old bells I’d forgotten to
            hang on the tree, the mistletoe she insisted on hanging every year but I’d forgotten to have gathered, the lack of gifts beneath
            the tree.
         

         
         With Gran gone, the spirit of this place seems deflated, a balloon that has lost its air.

         
         I carry my breakfast up to Gran’s study instead.

         
         When I push the door open, the quiet of the room wraps around me. The wooden shelves filled with her favorite books and the mahogany desk all wait for my gran to return. She used to sit at that giant desk for hours doing the books, and she had looked so tiny in the big chair. 

         
         It had been her father’s desk and his father’s before him, like pretty much everything else in this lodge.

         
         I sit in the chair now, pulling my knees to my chin.

         
         This lodge is mine now, and suddenly, the weight of it, along with Gran’s absence, sinks in hard. Every responsibility, every
            chore, every bill, everything on the to-do list . . . is mine. I’m the only one left to shoulder it.
         

         
         My throat feels tight and dry, and I swallow hard.

         
         I open her center desk drawer and rummage for some gum. I know she keeps a pack here. In my mind’s eye, I can see her unwrapping
            a stick while she examines columns of numbers, rubbing her temple because she hates doing it.
         

         
         As my fingers stumble over a marble, a pack of staples, and an old rubber band, they also brush an envelope.

         
         I glance down to see my name scrawled on the front in Gran’s writing.

         
         My fingers shake as I pull it out and open it.

         
         
            My dearest Piper,

            I know that these last couple of years have seemed hard. You battled with wanting to move away and become your own person,
                  while wanting to stay and help me with the business.

            I’ll forever be grateful that you stayed with me, but I never, ever, want to stand in your way of living life on your terms. My sweet girl, you’ve lost so many people close to you. Your parents, your granddad, and now me. I fear that you’ll withdraw into yourself and never want to get close to anyone again.

            The truth is, life is a cycle of living and dying and loving and losing. You’ll love hard, and lose hard, and cry hard, and laugh hard.
                  If you’re lucky! IF you’re willing to take the chance of living, of letting people know you . . . of making yourself vulnerable.

            I can’t tell you what to do, but I will say that this lodge has been in the family for generations. It will be your home forever,
                  no matter how far you go. I hope you will someday raise a family here, and feel the love that I’ve felt my entire life.

            You’re not alone, baby girl. I know you might feel that way, but just look around. I’m here, your mom is here, your dad, your
                  granddad. We’re all here in different ways. You’re never alone.

            I’m giving you this compass. I’m sure you’ll remember it from all of the stories over the years. I want you to have it, so you’ll always know what direction home is.

            I love you with all of my heart.

            Gran

         

         My eyes close as tears streak my cheeks. I press the letter to my chest, hoping to draw some of my gran’s love inside. I see
            the box next to this letter, and sure enough, an antique brass compass gleams from inside. I pick it up. I, in fact, don’t
            remember the stories. I hadn’t paid enough attention when I was younger. I should have. She’s no longer here to tell me her
            stories.
         

         
         “I miss you,” I whisper to my gran.

         
         She always knew what to say, what to do. If something was wrong, she knew how to fix it.

         
         “Um, Piper?”

         
         A voice from the doorway brings me out of my tears. I look up to find Ellen shifting uncomfortably, and I slide the compass
            into my pocket.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry to interrupt,” she tells me. “Are you okay?”

         
         She comes in and sits on the chair in front of the desk. I nod.

         
         “Yeah. I’m just missing her, I guess.”

         
         “We all are,” she answers. “I’ve been wondering when it would hit you.”

         
         “Today, I guess.” I smile weakly. She reaches across the desk and pats my hand.

         
         “We’re all here for you,” she tells me. She fidgets and shifts her gaze. I eye her.

         
         “What?” I ask. “Is something wrong?”

         
         “We were just wondering if you could pay us,” she says, and her cheeks are flushed.

         
         “The estate lawyer hasn’t paid you?” She shakes her head, and I feel a bit light-headed. “I’m so sorry. I thought he was paying
            everything until things are settled.”
         

         
         “Isn’t it settled?” Ellen asks.

         
         “Well, yes. I mean . . . it is. I just told him that I didn’t know if I want the responsibility of being the CEO of this company,
            and that I needed time to think about it, and I guess I just thought he’d take care of everything in the interim.”
         

         
         Ellen looks stricken. “Are you going to sell?”

         
         “No,” I assure her. “I won’t. Probably not. I don’t know if I want to be as hands-on as I’ve been and as Gran was. I might want to travel for a while. But no matter what, I’ll make sure you’re cared for. Don’t worry about that.” 

         
         “We weren’t,” she assures me, but I can tell it’s not true.

         
         “Don’t worry at all,” I repeat to her. “Even if I decide I don’t want to live here, I’ll bring in someone to fill my position.
            Nothing will change.”
         

         
         She seems relieved now.

         
         “I wonder what else he hasn’t done?” I ask aloud. “I hope he’s paid the bills.”

         
         Ellen doesn’t look relieved anymore and presses a hand to her chest.

         
         “It’s okay,” I assure her again. “I’ll figure it out right now and take care of everything.”

         
         Ellen must figure she should get out before she learns anything else terrifying and darts away, leaving me with stacks of
            correspondence and bills to sort through.
         

         
         It takes a good deal longer than I thought it would. My breakfast plate is a congealed oily mess by midafternoon when I finally
            look up from  the desk.
         

         
         It’d taken a two-hour phone call with the attorney, hours of research, and a mini heart attack to figure out where we are
            on bills, to get all employees paid, and to get us settled into this moment.
         

         
         I exhale long and slow.

         
         That wasn’t fun.

         
         When I walk back downstairs, Ellen, Shelly, and Dan are congregated near the Keurig and break into applause when I approach.

         
         “I see your checks have been deposited.” I grin. “You guys should’ve told me they hadn’t been.”

         
         “I did.” Ellen shrugs. “It’s not a big deal.”

         
         “Speak for yourself,” Shelly tells her. “I was on fumes.”

         
         “Always speak up,” I tell them. “Seriously. I’m just feeling my way around right now. I’m doing my best.”

         
         They all assure me that I am and then laugh when my stomach loudly growls.

         
         “You need to eat,” Ellen says, and she takes my cold breakfast plate from me.

         
         “What are we serving the Nortons tonight?” I ask. Please be steak. Please be steak.

         
         “Roasted grouper, asparagus, rolls, baked potatoes. They should be back any minute now, shouldn’t they?”

         
         I glance at the clock. It’s two thirty.

         
         “Um. They should’ve come in already.” I gaze out the window, to where the sun is sinking fast.

         
         “Piper, there’s a blizzard coming tonight,” Dan tells me. “You knew that, right?”

         
         “What?” I ask stiltedly. “I couldn’t get a signal this morning, so I couldn’t check.”

         
         “Visibility is going to be zero,” he tells me solemnly.

         
         My heart starts to pound. “That’s not good.”

         
         Dan’s ashen face confirms it, and this is exactly what I was afraid of. I’ve endangered the tour group.

         
         I spring into motion.

         
         “Shelly, get me a radio. Ellen, call the ranger station, let them know to be on the lookout. Dan, we might have to go out
            searching for them.”
         

         
         He nods and is already walking to get his overcoat.

         
         Shelly is in the process of turning everything upside down to find a radio.

         
         She finds one in the butler’s pantry and sends a call out to the Norton party.

         
         As she does, I hear beeps coming from another area in the house and I follow the sounds.

         
         I find the Nortons’ two-way radios still on chargers in the utility room.

         
         “Shel, I thought you checked their stuff?”

         
         “I said I low-key checked,” she reminds me. “I didn’t want them to see me digging through it.”

         
         “That’s part of our job,” I tell her, through my teeth. “To make sure they’ve got all of their safety gear. They’re out there
            with no radio and no cell signal.”
         

         
         Shelly stares at me, wide-eyed.

         
         “I don’t usually do the morning send-off, so I didn’t think. I’m sorry,” she tells me, her cheeks flushed.

         
         “It’s my fault,” I tell her. “I should’ve been prepared. Dang it.”

         
         “Piper,” Dan says from the doorway. He’s already suited up for the cold. “We should go.”

         
         I nod and grab my parka off the hook by the back door.

         
         “Shel, stay here in case they come back or there’s word . . .”

         
         She nods quickly and hands me gloves.

         
         I slide them on one at a time and look up at Ellen. “Have hot toddies ready for later,” I tell her. “We’re going to need them.”

         
         I head out into the cold and sit behind Dan on the snowmobile. I use his shoulders to block the icy wind from my face.

         
         It’s snowing pretty heavily already, and Dan noses us through the snow and toward the best hunting spots.

         
         We pass several without seeing a soul.

         
         My anxiety rachets up a few notches with every empty spot we find.

         
         “Surely they wouldn’t have ventured farther up the mountain,” I mutter to myself. Dan seems to hear me, because he turns the
            snowmobile.
         

         
         We ride until we come to the thick underbrush of the forest, where we climb off.

         
         “We’re on foot now,” Dan tells me needlessly. The underbrush is far too thick for anything else. “It’s negative twenty degrees,”
            he adds. “We need to find them.”
         

         
         “I know,” I agree. “Do you have flares?”

         
         He nods.

         
         “Me too. Whoever finds them first, send one up.”

         
         He nods.

         
         I turn and suck in a breath.

         
         A beautiful caribou doe stands nearby, her eyes wide and placid as she languidly paws at the snow. She lifts her head to stare
            at us calmly.
         

         
         Animals typically feel a storm and instinctively look for shelter.

         
         This doe is unconcerned.

         
         “You’re beautiful,” I murmur to her, taking this one brief moment to appreciate her. This is the reason I don’t like hunting
            parties. The pure trust in her eyes as she watches me. If the Nortons had encountered her . . . I swallow hard.
         

         
         The wind picks up, and the compass in my pocket begins rattling in a strange and noisy way. The doe startles, bounding away on the packed snow. I pull the compass out, and the arrow is spinning. It must be broken, because it won’t stop spinning. 

         
         Great.

         
         I shove it back in my pocket and follow in the direction the doe has taken, while Dan sets out the opposite way.

         
         The snow quickly becomes a whiteout. The wind howls, and I can’t remember the last time we let something like this happen.

         
         It would never have happened when Gran was alive.

         
         I trek through the snow, ignoring the cold tang on my lips. I layered Vaseline on them before I left, but thanks to the bone-chilling
            wind, they’re already dry.
         

         
         “Piper!” Dan yells. I scan the swirling snow, trying to find him. “Piper! You need to see this!”

         
         “Dan?” I call. “Shout again. I’ll follow your voice!”

         
         He yells again, then again, but the snow has disoriented me. It’s hard to see which way is up.

         
         I take another step, then another, and suddenly, I’m falling.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I don’t know how long I’ve been out when I open my eyes.

         
         Long enough that my fingers and toes feel frozen.

         
         “Dan!” I shout, pushing at the snow around me. I’m in a hollow snowbank, and  it’s a person’s best chance of survival if they’re
            out alone and lost. The snow insulates you, and actually makes you warmer.
         

         
         But I know Dan is near and he needs to see where I am.

         
         I tear at the snow, trying to climb to the top.

         
         The cold burns my face, but I ignore it, scratching at the snow, pulling it down by the handful.

         
         “Hello?” someone calls.

         
         “Can you hear me?” I scream. “I’m in here!” I shove at the snow, hoping to break through so they can see my fingers.

         
         “Hello!” they call again. “Keep shouting!”

         
         So I do, and five minutes later, someone grabs my hand.

         
         I’m hauled through the snow and to the top of the bank, surrounded by men in hunting gear.

         
         The Nortons have rescued me? How embarrassing.

         
         But they’re not the Nortons. I realize this as they peer down at me, and I don’t recognize one single face. They’re bearded and rugged . . . nothing like the Norton party. 

         
         I look around, and the blizzard has died down. The snow is no longer swirling.

         
         “My friend,” I tell them. “Dan. He must be close. We were together.”

         
         The man in front eyes me oddly.

         
         “Ma’am, you’re the only one here. There’s no one else out here now.”

         
         “Dan was with me,” I tell them firmly. “A search party is on their way. I’ve got clients out in this.”

         
         They all glance at each other.

         
         “Miss, you should come with us and warm up,” the front guy says. “You could have frostbite. I’m Dale.”

         
         He offers me his hand. “Let us take you somewhere warm.”

         
         “I live nearby,” I tell them. “I can call for a ride when we get there. Do you have a signal?”

         
         “Signal?” Dale asks. “We’ve got a radio, if you need it. Shortwave only, of course.”

         
         “Why only shortwave?” I ask as we turn to hike.

         
         “Because of the war,” he says slowly. “Long-range radios are banned. We’ve really got to get you warmed up; you’re not thinking
            clearly. You’ll have to tell us what you’re doing out here alone. It’s not safe.”
         

         
         “I know,” I insist. “I live here. Great Expectations Lodge. Do you know it?”

         
         They’re silent, all four of them, as they eye me.

         
         “She needs to be looked at,” Dale tells them, and they all nod. They pull me along as we climb down the mountain. I take in their bulky canvas overcoats and wonder where they’re from. 

         
         “Why are y’all out here?” I ask, trying to ignore the cold nipping my face.

         
         “Hunting,” one of them tells me.

         
         “This is private property,” I tell them. “I mean, thank you for pulling me out of the snow. But most of this mountain belongs
            to Great Expectations.”
         

         
         “Well, you’re lucky we heard you,” Dale says to me, unconcerned. “Or you’d be in a spot of trouble right about now.”

         
         I scan the area and don’t see a trace of Dan. “I can’t imagine where Dan went,” I mutter. “He wouldn’t have just left me.”

         
         “Ma’am, we didn’t see anyone else, and we’ve been out for hours. The nearest town is five miles away, and this time of year,
            no one can easily travel to Wander. If someone were out here, we’d have noticed.”
         

         
         “This doesn’t make any sense,” I mumble.

         
         “No, ma’am, it sure doesn’t,” one man agrees. I glance at him and the others, and they all just seem bewildered.

         
         “Haven’t you ever seen a woman alone out in the snow before?” I joke. But they all shake their heads, expressions serious.

         
         “No,” they all answer.

         
         “You gentlemen should get out more,” I advise.

         
         We continue walking, and it’s not long before we reach the clearing to the lodge. They all walk toward the doors, and as we
            get closer, I realize that it looks like the lodge . . . but it’s different.
         

         
         I stop. The logs seem so much newer, the wraparound porch isn’t here, and the Bobcat isn’t poking around the corner. Also . . . the sign. 

         
         The big wooden sign looms in front, painted in bright blue. Great Expectations. Rooms for rent.

         
         Rooms for rent?

         
         I’d think I was in the wrong place, but this is the lodge, it’s just . . . different.
         

         
         “I don’t understand,” I whisper, staring at the carved wooden doors. Those are custom to Great Expectations, and we’ve had
            them for over a hundred years. They look brand-new now.
         

         
         “You must’ve hit your head pretty hard,” Dale says, taking my elbow. “Let’s get you out of the cold and something hot to drink.”

         
         I don’t argue and follow behind as the man leads me into my own house.

         
         Only . . . it’s not.

         
         I gaze about the foyer, and I don’t recognize it. There are black-and-white photographs framed over the fireplace, the furniture
            is old-fashioned, yet new, and the woman walking in our direction in the dress and apron is someone I’ve never met in my life,
            even though she seems vaguely familiar.
         

         
         “Dale, what in the world?” she exclaims, and she grabs me gently, patting my cheeks with her hands. “Can you hear me, dear?”
            she asks, her nose in my face.
         

         
         “Yes,” I tell her. “I’m fine. Just cold.”

         
         “Well, I imagine you are,” she tells me. “Marina!” she calls over her shoulder, before turning back to me. “You look almost
            my daughter’s age and size. We can borrow some of her dry clothing while we heat you up.”
         

         
         Marina?

         
         As in . . .

         
         My grandmother appears behind the woman, only it can’t be my grandmother because this girl is around my age, and . . . she looks like every
            picture I’ve ever seen of Gran from when she was young.
         

         
         Maybe I do have frostbite. Of the brain.

         
         “Hello,” Gran says to me with her young mouth and twenty-two-year-old skin. “Are you okay? Where in the world did you come
            from?”
         

         
         She rushes to her mother’s side. My great-grandmother? The woman in the photo over the mantel. The serious photo.
         

         
         “I’m Marina,” young Gran tells me, as she pulls off my coat. She eyes it oddly, shaking it. “What’s your name?”

         
         “Piper,” I tell them, and I feel a bit faint.

         
         “What are you doing up here?” she asks. “Who are you with?”

         
         Both women and the group of men wait for my answer, and with the facts being what they are, rather unbelievable, I choose
            not to share them.
         

         
         In short, I lie. There’s no other way.

         
         “I don’t know,” I tell them. Lying about it isn’t too hard, because I’m absolutely confused. Did I hit my head? Am I confused? Am I dreaming? “I can’t remember.”
         

         
         Their heads all snap back in unison, their eyes wide.

         
         “You mentioned a man,” Dale reminds me. “Someone named Dan. Do you remember him?”

         
         “I thought I did,” I tell them. “When I first opened my eyes, I remembered him. But now everything feels cloudy.” I have to lie because the truth no longer makes sense. What seems to be happening can’t possibly be real, yet when I pinch my hand to make sure, I feel the pain. I stare around in confusion, and a group of equally confused faces stare back. 

         
         “I think she might need a doctor,” Dale says. “We should send word into town.”

         
         “It’s getting dark now,” the woman says. My great-grandmother. With that in mind, I know her name is Sophie. “We’ll have to
            check tomorrow.”
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I announce. “Maybe I’m just dreaming. Am I?”

         
         “I’ll go in the morning,” Dale says, turning toward the kitchen. I know, because this is my house. But not my house. And Dale
            is Eberdale. A family name. He’s my great-grandfather.
         

         
         “I think you should lie down,” Sophie tells me, and I’ve never heard a better idea. She and Gran escort me upstairs. As we
            turn the corner, I wonder which room they’ll put me in. They walk right past my actual bedroom and choose the one next to
            it. A much smaller room than mine.
         

         
         But they don’t know I know that.

         
         I sit on the bed, and Sophie bends to unlace my boots. “These are intricate,” she says, as she both unties and un-Velcros
            them. She eyes the Velcro with interest, as though she’s never seen it before.
         

         
         I automatically reach for my phone, so I can google when Velcro was invented.

         
         But my
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