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For my parents, who instilled in me a love of mysteries





PROLOGUE


FOR KELSEY GREER, rock bottom was the day she walked out of the Spruce Street Fertility Clinic with an overdue bill in one hand and a crinkled ultrasound photo in the other. The sobs in her throat were choking her, mocking her. When Tim embraced her, his familiar arms felt like lead on her shoulders. This burden was hers to bear, but maybe it shouldn’t have been.

They climbed into the back seat, which smelled faintly of fried food. Kelsey dropped her gaze to the faded gray carpet in the footwell. She felt a tear roll down her cheek. She was so damn tired of crying. More than that, she was tired of feeling like a failure when the doctor had made it clear that, well, she wasn’t. Tim was the one with the issue.

He just refused to admit it.

It was selfish, she knew—this stubborn fixation on bearing her own child. But Kelsey had confronted death before, starting at the age of six, when she was diagnosed with a rare form of leukemia. The chemo had banished the cancer, but Kelsey had spent most of her life since then fearing its return. The mental burden of almost dying didn’t come until much later.

Her leukemia was almost thirty years behind her now, but as she endured the failures of trying to conceive, she once again felt like she was living on borrowed time. The only way to escape the burden of her own mortality was to have a child of her own, to give life to someone with a clean slate. In her heart, she really believed this to be true.

Of course, Tim felt differently. He wanted to be a dad for the same reason most men did, she supposed: to have a playmate, a buddy, a coachable kid. Sometimes Kelsey thought about what would happen if they did have a child—would her husband take on the responsibility of being a single father? Kelsey had entertained adoption more than once, but in her darkest moments, she often wondered if he’d stand by a child that wasn’t his. He had told her before they married that he didn’t need to be a dad, but if they had a kid, he’d raise it and do his best. He’d do it for her.

Well, those days of “casually trying” had long since passed. At some point, it had to end.

What if that day had come?

The Uber dropped them off at their compact brick house on a tree-lined street in South Jersey. It was drizzling, the remnants of a summer hurricane. To afford the IVF treatments, Kelsey and Tim had taken out a second mortgage on their house, knowing that one day they would be grateful they’d stayed in this perfect little neighborhood. But at that moment, it didn’t feel perfect at all. It felt vindictive, as a herd of elementary school–age children tore down the street on their way to the pool.

“What if …” Kelsey trailed off as she nibbled on her cuticles. Tim was not going to like having this conversation again.

“What if what?”

“What if we tried a sperm donor—”

“No,” he said. “No. You know I draw the line there. It wouldn’t be my child, Kelsey. It wouldn’t be fair to anyone.”

“I know, but—”

“They said IVF can work, Kelsey. We should just stick with what we know.”

His face tightened with the muscle memory of a thousand arguments. Kelsey hated talking about his “sperm issue,” but she also wished he’d at least come around and acknowledge it existed. Tim was the youngest of eight. Every time she saw his parents, she felt like they were judging her—like they viewed her as a failed biological vessel of their future grandchildren. After all, they knew about her cancer and the fact that the chemotherapy all those years ago could have impacted her fertility. It was easier for them to blame her.

“Blame” was the wrong word, Kelsey knew. Not just the wrong word, but a dangerous one. If she kept blaming Tim for their failure to be parents, those feelings would eventually deteriorate into resentment. She had to let it go.

As they walked inside the house, Kelsey tried her best to look on the bright side. She was a cancer survivor, after all, and like most cancer survivors, she didn’t wake up every morning thinking about what she didn’t have. On her good days, she saw every day as a gift—something ninety percent of people diagnosed with her type of cancer never got. She had beaten the odds. It was time to be thankful for what she had.

The problem was, becoming a mother was her lifelong dream, and she couldn’t just let it go. It was the cancer, the loss of her dad, the deep-seated yearning to be a parent—all of it made her feel like having a child of her own would somehow soften the sharper edges in her past, the sting of grief and loss. It was all she could think about.

While Tim went to hop on a Zoom call—he’d missed so much work for these appointments that his boss was always threatening to fire him—Kelsey went into the bathroom with her computer and sat on the edge of the tub. This tiny little room was the only place she could go to seal herself off from the rest of the world. Tim didn’t even use this bathroom. He preferred the one with the updated shower and the faucet that didn’t leak.

Although a hot bath probably would have served her better, Kelsey checked all of the websites she went to daily—infertility forums, cancer survivor forums, blogs, social media. She went through her emails, her direct messages …

And saw something on Twitter—a direct message from a user she vaguely recognized. Kelsey rarely logged onto Twitter since she didn’t tweet and had no followers except a couple of bots. She was a consumer, not a user—or at least, that’s how she described herself when Tim caught her online. She lurked on Twitter and a half dozen other social media platforms looking for help, support, a miracle—anything that might help her convince Tim to try sperm donation. Over the years, she couldn’t even remember all the leads she’d tracked down, all the quacks she’d interacted with. This message was probably from one of them.

The user’s name was @pittailiniq, which she assumed was a random assortment of letters until she typed the word into Google. Pittailiniq was the Inuit word for pregnancy taboos—practices and behaviors meant to inform a healthy pregnancy and birth. Kelsey, heart pounding, opened the message, which read:

67°42'01.1"N 150°56'47.3"W. exp. July 2

It felt like spam, especially since the username had no public tweets associated with its account. But when Kelsey typed the coordinates into Google, she immediately dismissed that possibility. The coordinates took her to a dropped pin in northern Alaska. Her heart fluttered.

According to internet lore, a man named Zane Reynolds was up in the arctic somewhere, recruiting infertile couples to his “retreat” and sending them home pregnant. Some women who shared her predicament were among them. Unfortunately, Reynolds had no online footprint except for his cryptic social media accounts.

Kelsey had tried, of course, to learn everything she could about him. The closest she’d gotten was a Word document containing a collection of old blog posts authored by a woman named Amy Shortbeck, who had chronicled her whole fertility journey before abruptly taking down her website three years ago with no explanation.

Later, though, Amy had turned up on Instagram—same name, different vibe. This time, Amy’s focus was on her young daughter. The only reason Kelsey had even heard about Amy’s new account was that the online infertility community couldn’t stop speculating about one Instagram post in particular. The caption read: My sweet Pinga Koyukuk—light of my life, girl of my dreams. The accompanying photo was of a cherubic baby girl clutching a stuffed lamb.

It wasn’t long before some of the women on those online forums started talking about going to Alaska, desperate to unravel the truth surrounding Amy Shortbeck’s baby and the forces that had made her a reality. One woman—whose husband was a private investigator—actually tracked down Zane Reynolds to an area near the Koyukuk River. The @pittailiniq Twitter user didn’t have a photo associated with the account, but the PI had amassed other clues to identify him. He concluded that Reynolds was operating a “fertility group” of some sort in the Gates of the Arctic National Park—and that, yes, he seemed to be targeting couples with “reluctant male infertility,” as he called it.

That was two years ago, and now, seeing this message in her inbox, Kelsey’s first instinct was to question it. She’d fallen for scams before—herbs and medicinals and creams, the psychics and the naturopaths, the zealots and outright criminals. But Amy Shortbeck was a real person, and so was her baby. Her infertility journey, too, was real—like Kelsey, she was a cancer survivor. It was how Kelsey had found her blog in the first place. So for a woman like Amy Shortbeck to travel to Alaska, delete her blog, and then turn up a year later with a baby in her arms—the whole thing was stranger than fiction. And that’s why it had to be true.

There was, of course, one small caveat to this hopeful story. Amy Shortbeck had made no mention of her husband in any of her social media posts since her daughter was born. Had her Alaskan sojourn ended their marriage for good? What, exactly, were Reynolds’ “miraculous” methods? Kelsey tried not to think too much about that for the time being.

She went back to the message. What did “exp. July 2” mean? Kelsey figured “exp.” was an abbreviation for “expires,” which filled her with dread. Today was June 29th. If the coordinates expired on 11:59 PM on July 2nd, that gave her less than three days to get to some remote outpost in Alaska. She’d have to be on a plane tomorrow to have any hope of getting there in time, and that was assuming the weather cooperated.

Tim would never go for it. He was on the verge of losing his job—and besides, he would never go for something that put the onus on him. If she went to him with this Twitter message, he’d resent her for even bringing it up. Because it was crazy; of course it was crazy. To hop on the first plane to Alaska—Alaska, for God’s sake!—and run off to some middle-of-nowhere spot in one of the remotest parts of the continent was quite simply the definition of insanity. Forget the expense—they could die. Kelsey had never been outside of the tristate area, had never even seen a real mountain. She didn’t know the first thing about camping either.

But her gut told her that this was it—this was her path to motherhood. It would be natural too—an escape from the doctor’s offices and procedures and miserable fertility treatments. Maybe Zane Reynolds understood men like Tim in ways Kelsey did not. After all, she was never going to convince him that he had a sperm problem. Even the experts couldn’t convince him of that. But maybe Zane Reynolds could.

At the very least, it would be a new beginning for them, a chance to start over. Just her and Tim and the wilderness, and Zane Reynolds too, although Kelsey couldn’t prove that these coordinates had come from him. She knew they had, though. She could feel it in her gut.

For the first time in months—years, even—she felt a strange emotion surge inside of her.

Hope.





CHAPTER
1


THE OLIVE GARDEN was a far cry from my current assignment in Denali National Park, but I was trying to make the best of it. The salad was crisp, the breadsticks fresh. I liked the cheerful colors of the booths and bicycle-themed wall art.

But for the most part, my sojourn into the Anchorage suburbs had been a disaster. The snot-nosed toddler in the booth behind me kept tugging on my hair. Our waiter had dropped a tray of sodas on my lap. And my date—well, what could I say about Orin? He was a dentist who didn’t believe in modern anesthesia. I was starting to get a bad vibe.

Then the gods smiled upon me: my cell phone rang.

Orin frowned as he watched me reach into my pocket. “Are you going to get that?”

“Sorry.” I glanced at the screen. On the display was a caller ID that brought mixed emotions: Ray Eskill. I could have sworn I’d filled out all the proper paperwork and sent all the necessary emails to confirm that I was, in fact, cleared to take vacation during my current assignment at the Investigative Services Branch, but my superior wasn’t the type to care about that sort of thing. He didn’t really believe in vacation either.

Ever since my return from medical leave, I’d done all I could to get back into my groove—reviewing case reports, taking online classes, adhering to a physical therapy schedule that bordered on obsessive—but it still felt like I’d lost a step. My last case in Sequoia had ended with a satisfactory result from an investigative perspective, but from a personal one, not so much. The bullet in my shoulder had thrown me for a loop, to say the least. I was still rattled by that whole debacle. So far, my tenure in Alaska hadn’t brought nearly as much drama as Sequoia had, but I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Seeing Ray’s name on the display now, I wondered if that time had come.

I moved the phone away from my ear and said to Orin, “Do you mind if I take this? It’s my boss.”

“Right now?”

“He only calls if it’s an emergency.”

Orin frowned. “Okay, I guess.”

I went outside and walked around the corner of the building. Once the coast was clear, I hit the redial button. Ray picked up immediately.

“Harland?” His voice was gruff. “What are you up to?”

“Hello, sir. I’m … uh …” I looked around the parking lot. “Nothing.”

“It’s Saturday night. You must be up to something.”

I cleared my throat. “Is there something I can do for you, sir?”

“Look, I know you’re on vacation, but I’ve got a time-sensitive issue here. The chief ranger in Gates of the Arctic found two bodies on a river up there.”

“Gates of the Arctic?” Even after a few months in Alaska, I hadn’t yet seen the state’s second-largest national park. “Has ISB ever worked a case up there?”

“Not in recent memory. But he says he’s got two victims on the Alatna River, and he wants our help—thinks it looks suspicious.”

The truth was, I had only a passing knowledge of Gates of the Arctic National Park, which was above the Arctic Circle and, therefore, many miles off the grid. It was the remotest and least-visited national park in the United States, with about ten thousand visitors each year. Yosemite, in contrast, averaged between four and five million. It was hard to imagine a murder in place that saw so little human activity.

“What else did the chief ranger tell you?” I asked.

“Not much. He’s got their wildlife biologist up there too. He says there’s evidence of some wolf activity at the scene, but he’s never had a wolf-on-human attack in the park, that he’s aware of. Bears, sure, but not wolves.”

“The wildlife biologist should be able to sort that out, though.”

Ray grunted. “There’s more to it than that—something about where the victims were found, the condition they were in. But, look, his sat phone connection was cutting in and out, and I missed most of what he was telling me. All I can say for sure is that he wanted somebody from ISB to come up and have a look, ASAP.”

I couldn’t help but think about my older sister, Margo, who was expecting me in Seattle tomorrow night to help with the preparations for her fortieth birthday party next weekend. Our sisters were flying in, too, and I hated letting her down. After all, it was Margo who had put me on a path to becoming a federal investigator.

However, if a seasoned ranger was calling us from a scarcely visited park, it meant he really needed help. The chief rangers in these remote parks saw their fair share of lost hikers and hypothermia, but they didn’t call ISB for things like that. It was only in the event of a possible crime that they requested our assistance.

Maybe I could still make this work. Assuming Ray found me a ride up there, I could fly to Gates of the Arctic tomorrow, have a look around, and be in Seattle by next weekend. Margo will understand, I reasoned, even though I knew she probably wouldn’t.

“Are the rangers up there still on the scene?” I asked.

Ray coughed loudly into the phone; he always seemed to be fighting a cold or an asthma attack of some kind. “Yup. They’re waiting on you.”

In a way, this was welcome news. I usually arrived on the scene long after Mother Nature had destroyed most of the evidence, which made it that much harder to sort out what had happened. Knowing the bodies were still there gave me hope of cracking this case pretty quickly.

“I’m in Anchorage,” I said. “And Hux is still in Denali. I can’t get up there till tomorrow at the earliest.”

“I figured. If you’re picking up Hux first, then the fastest way to get there is a charter from Fairbanks to Bettles. There’s an outfitter in Bettles that can get you a bush plane to the Alatna River, or pretty close.”

“Hux is on administrative leave this week.”

Ray barked a laugh. “Tell him he gets a pass.”

“Sir, he needs it for his training—”

“Give him an extension, then,” Ray said, a note of sarcasm in his voice.

I looked around, at the pickup trucks and SUVs and minivans. Teenagers loitered in intimate groups, entranced by their cell phones. Young moms and dads wrestled their children into strollers. An old guy popped the hood of his truck and unleashed a slew of obscenities that would’ve made any sailor blush.

I felt a little out of place here, but then again, I felt out of place just about everywhere. I was a thirty-three-year-old, widowed, female federal agent specializing in wilderness crimes. There weren’t many of me, that was for sure.

“So, I’m canceling my vacation, then,” I said, hoping that my resigned tone made him feel a tiny bit guilty about it.

“Nah,” he said. “I bet you can wrap this up in a couple days.”

“Not if it’s a double homicide,” I said.

“It’s probably just the usual—two amateur hikers who got in over their heads and died. Just go up there and see if you can help the chief out.”

I peeled my hand away from my face and stole a glance inside the restaurant. Orin was getting antsy, scanning the aisles as he downed another Coke. Our eyes met through the window. He mouthed, “I’m hungry,” while rubbing his stomach, which was something Hux never would have done—not in public anyway. When Hux was hungry, he solved the problem by getting himself something to eat. I wondered if he was eating over a campfire somewhere right now. When I’d left Denali, I hadn’t bothered to ask him what his plans were for the weekend.

“I’ll need to make sure Hux is on board,” I said.

“Of course he’s on board—he’s your direct report. Just make sure he’s at the Fairbanks Airport by seven AM tomorrow.”

“That early?”

“Yup. Just got a text confirming it with the pilot. I’ll work on the bush plane out of Bettles. In any case, I want an update by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Yes, sir.”

“There’s one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Search and Rescue is actually up in that park right now, looking for two hikers who were reported missing by a family member a week ago. I’m told they got to Alaska on July second, went off somewhere near Boreal Mountain, and haven’t been seen since.”

I glanced at the date on my cell phone. “That’s almost a month ago now. Why did the family member wait so long?”

“Like I said, I don’t have a whole lotta details.”

“So is it them?”

Ray cleared his throat with a wet cough. “The chief ranger couldn’t make the ID—he thinks it might be, though. You want the names of the missing hikers?”

“Sure.”

“It’s Timothy and Kelsey Greer. I’m waiting on a copy of the missing persons report, but you might get there before I can get my hands on it.” He coughed into the phone again. “I’ve got another call coming in. Send me an update when you’re on the ground up there.”

He hung up before I could get another word in. Ray always had some other crisis to deal with, or at least he liked me to think he did.

I walked back inside the restaurant. Orin was watching something on his phone—looked like a YouTube video about stamps. The menus were gone, and he’d ditched his Coke for a beer. He caught my eyes when I sat down.

“Hey,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

He smiled at me, but there was a hint of judgment behind it. “No problem.”

“Did you order?” I was a little stumped by the missing menus, since he couldn’t possibly have known what I liked. We’d only been on three dates, and none of them had entailed a meal, which gave me the feeling he was a little cheap.

“Just did,” he said. “I got you the eggplant parm.”

“Oh.”

“You’re a vegetarian, right?”

“No.” I studied his face for a beat. “Are you?”

“Pescatarian.”

I sipped the lemonade Orin had ordered for me—an odd choice, but I decided not to ask why he’d gotten me a nonalcoholic beverage while he indulged in a pint of beer.

“I, um … I actually have to go,” I said.

“Oh.” He put his beer down. “A work thing?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Feel free to take my eggplant to go. Have it tomorrow for lunch or something.” I reached into my pocket for a twenty-dollar bill and put it on the table. “Here. Take this. I really am sorry.”

“It’s, um, not a problem,” he said, pocketing the twenty with such speed it made my head spin. “Can I call you later?”

“No, that’s all right,” I said. “I don’t think it’s going to work out.”

“Are you serious? Why—?”

“Take care, Orin.”

I grabbed my jacket and walked out of the restaurant, regretting the abruptness of the “breakup” but feeling delightfully unencumbered once I was outside. Christ, that was rude, I thought to myself. But life was short, and I hated wasting time on relationships that weren’t going to pan out anyway. At times like these, I wondered why I bothered at all.

I took out my phone and scanned through my recent calls. On the list were Orin, Ray, a couple calls from my mom, and Hux. In my contact list, he appeared under his real name: Ferdinand Huxley. He despised it, of course, but it made me smile every time I saw his given name in all its formal glory.

I hit the call button and waited for it to go straight to voicemail. None of the parks out here had cell service, so I didn’t actually expect his phone to be on. Hux spent all of his free time exploring Denali and nearby areas because he didn’t want to miss an opportunity before our assignment ended in October. As for me, well, I didn’t mind sleeping in a real bed now and then.

This time, his phone did ring. He picked up right away.

“Hey,” he said. I could picture his smile. “Aren’t you supposed to be in Seattle?”

“Change of plans,” I said. “Any chance you’re available for a trip to Gates of the Arctic tomorrow?”

“Are you serious?” His excitement came through loud and clear in his voice. Hux wasn’t the type to hide his feelings. “Something big happening up there?”

“Could be,” I said. “A ranger found two bodies on the Alatna River. The chief thinks something’s off and wants our help.”

“Just tell me where to be.”

“I’ll pick you up on my way to Fairbanks. Bring a week’s worth of gear and a fully-charged cell phone for taking photos. You’ve got that add-on for your phone?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said cheerfully. Hux was always happy to indulge in modern technology. In a place like Chicago, you could bring a whole van’s worth of forensic technology, but where we were going, the most important thing was packing light.

“Where are you right now?”

“Closest town to me is Cantwell. I can be there in an hour.”

“No rush. I’ve got to pack up and check out of my hotel.”

“The Four Seasons?”

I snickered at Hux’s familiar joke. “Hampton Inn.”

“I don’t know why you put yourself through the whole hotel experience,” he said. “Is it the free cookies at tea time?”

I laughed. “You take what you can get in this gig.”

“I assume this means I get a pass on my online modules?”

I could hear the giddiness in his voice. “We’ll talk about it.”

After we hung up, I slipped my phone back into my pocket and tilted my face toward the sky. To my surprise, it wasn’t disappointment I felt at giving up the first part of my vacation, but excitement. Even my nerves had seemed to settle a little bit. Maybe it was Hux, who was always good-natured and ready for adventure. Or it could have been the change of pace, since I’d spent most of my time in Alaska ensuring that historical artifacts in national parks were treated with the proper care and attention. I missed the thrill of the chase, the allure of the unknown.

With Hux as my partner, anything could happen.





CHAPTER
2


AFTER A STOPOVER at my hotel, I hit the road just after ten PM. The blue sky gleamed gold with the setting sun, but it would be another hour before darkness descended. I was a little nervous about the long and torturous drive up Route 3, which cut through the towns on the outskirts of Denali before heading east toward Fairbanks, a city I’d never been to.

I texted Margo to let her know I had to delay my arrival by a few days. After some thought, I added a bit about a “work emergency.” I put my phone away before she could respond.

Of my three sisters, Margo was the most like me—a straight shooter to the core, with no time or patience for “feelings.” For years, Margo had worked as a county prosecutor in Seattle, but after her third kid was born, she had transitioned to family law. I firmly believed that only a tiny subset of the population had the stomach for that kind of work, but Margo was one of them.

Almost instantaneously, my phone chimed with a new message. Margo was a lightning-fast responder, whereas I was the slow, thoughtful type. Even so, she expected quick answers from everybody. This time, I had no excuse.

They don’t pay you enough to cancel your vacation, she had written.

I replied via Siri: I don’t do this for the money.

I know you don’t. You do it for the hot, sweaty park rangers. You still working with that Navy SEAL?

I decided to sit tight for a minute before firing off another reply. The last thing I wanted to do was admit to Margo that I’d recruited Hux to work with me in Alaska. After all, we’d only known each other for a little over a year. He’d joined me on my first big case in Sequoia almost by accident, but he’d proved his worth and then some during those hard miles on mountainous terrain. He had a stellar emotional IQ and good instincts, not to mention otherworldly stamina. And, yes, he was quite handsome and, at times, sweaty. I couldn’t deny any of this to Margo.

Margo could sniff a lie from a mile away. In fact, Margo knew Hux was in Alaska because she’d called ISB headquarters herself to inquire about his status. On the one hand, she was curious, since the guy had literally saved my life by administering first aid when our prime suspect, feeling cornered, had shot me in the shoulder. On the other hand, she hadn’t believed me when I’d told her earlier that summer that I had no idea what Ferdinand Huxley was up to.

Margo probably assumed that I was weirdly attached to the park ranger, who had all but ensured a positive resolution in the Sequoia case. Well, I thought, I’m not attached. I’m grateful, but not attached.

Margo wasn’t entirely wrong to worry about my lifestyle, though. My social circle had shrunk to the size of a pinhead since joining ISB. I kept in touch with a few friends from the bureau, but that was about it. I lived a nomadic lifestyle, renting condos in small wilderness towns, based on whatever geographic region I was assigned to. Could I live that way indefinitely? Better yet, did I want to live that way? I’d met loners of all sorts during my Alaska assignment, and in some ways I envied their lack of constraints. In other ways, though—well, it made me feel sad, the prospect of never having a place to call home. Even Hux had that: his cabin in Sequoia.

I drove in a brief, hazy darkness on a road known for its broad shoulders and expansive scenery, not that I could see much of it. Night was a fleeting thing this time of year. The sun set around midnight and rose just a couple of hours later. In another few weeks, however, days and nights would start to feel like separate entities again, which was something I missed about the lower forty-eight. After our assignment ended, I hoped to head south again.

At just past two AM, I pulled into the parking lot of a little sandwich shop in Cantwell called Jam Jam’s Spot. It was one of several meet-up places Hux and I had agreed on months ago, back when our assignment in Denali began. But of course it was all closed up at this hour, the lot empty except for the owner’s car out back.

Almost as soon as I parked the truck, I watched Hux stride across the lot on foot with my Australian shepherd mix, Ollie, in tow. Hux wore his usual olive-green backpack on his shoulders, a gray beanie on his head. Because he was off-duty, he wasn’t wearing his usual Park Service duds, but I knew he’d change into them before we got on the plane to Bettles. For now, though, he was making do with dark hiking pants and a light jacket.

I took a shaky breath. No idea why it shook, but it did. Dammit. He looked good—some stubble on his jaw, an easy smile on his face. Even though it had only been a few days since we’d wrapped up our last case in Denali—an aggravated assault charge—I realized, on seeing his familiar grin, that I’d missed him a little bit.

I rolled down the passenger side window.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey, stranger.” He put his arms on the doorframe and poked his head inside the window. Ollie pranced around in circles with his tongue lolling. I tried once more to remember why I’d decided that jetting off to Seattle without him was a good idea. Hux was always happy to take him, but I hated leaving my dog behind. It felt like I was abandoning a loyal friend.

I looked around the parking lot. It was still dark out, hardly any lights on in Cantwell, but I was used to working with Hux after hours. Being a federal investigator with ISB wasn’t a nine-to-five job, and we both liked it that way. “How’d you get here?” I asked him.

“I had a friend drop me off.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him, catching myself before I could ask who this “friend” was. I wasn’t about to grill him for details about his personal life. That was a line that we didn’t cross.

“You want me to drive?” he asked.

“You don’t mind?”

“Nope. Not at all.”

A year ago, I would have scoffed at the suggestion, but our relationship had evolved quite a bit since then. I was grateful for the reprieve from driving on such dark, monotonous roads. Hux could go on four hours’ sleep like it was no problem at all. I couldn’t. My brain turned to mush; my mood tanked. I was miserable company when sleep deprivation set in.

It felt like I’d just nodded off when I woke to a gentle jab from Hux’s elbow. It wasn’t yet six AM, but dawn was on the horizon, a soft amber light that illuminated Fairbanks’s muted skyline.

“We’re early,” I said.

“Yup,” he said. “Hungry?”

“I could eat.”

He pointed to a brightly lit café just ahead. “How about that place over there?”

I rubbed my eyes in the hopes of seeing it a little better. An amateur painting of a pancake filled one of the windows, and a greasy burger occupied another. This was definitely Hux’s kind of place. He didn’t like desserts, but when it came to carbs, the guy was a bottomless pit.

The parking lot was full, which was always a good sign. Ollie stayed in the truck, but I promised him some leftovers. Hux walked with a spring in his step toward the entrance.

We found a booth in the back, right under a faded photograph of a frozen tundra cast in the shadow of a hulking mountain. Hux ordered his usual: a double stack of pancakes. I was hungry after a chaotic night of packing and traveling, so I splurged for the Fairbanks Special: a conglomeration of eggs, sausage, and homemade bread. For a jolt of caffeine, I ordered a hot tea.

“So bring me up to speed.” Hux drank from his tall glass of ice water. “What are we dealing with here?”

“I don’t know a whole lot,” I said, relieved that Hux didn’t seem interested in my botched weekend in Anchorage—or at least was just too polite to ask me about it. “Ray got a call from the chief ranger about two bodies that turned up on the Alatna River.”

“Huh. Near Arrigetch Peaks?”

I felt my eyebrow go up. “You know the area?”

“I, well—I’ve never actually been there, but I’ve seen it on the map.”

“Is there anything you haven’t seen on a map?”

“You know me, Harland,” he said. “If I’m not tracking someone, I’m thinking about how I would track someone. And Gates is a real ballbuster.”

“It does seem that way.” I shifted my weight a bit on the booth’s stiff cushion. “It’s eight million acres with not a road to be found.”

“I hear there are some game trails, though.”

“Well, I’m hoping we won’t have to track anyone through the park. Search and rescue was actually looking for two missing hikers in a different area when these bodies turned up; it’s looking like this could be them, unfortunately.”

He took another swig of his water. “What else?”

“The two missing hikers are named Tim and Kelsey Greer. They were last seen near Boreal Mountain—”

“Wait, Boreal Mountain?”

“Why? You know that one, too?”

“Not personally, but I do know it’s nowhere near the Alatna River.”

I rubbed my temples while trying to convince myself that it was no big deal that I didn’t already know this. In my frantic rush to get to Fairbanks, I hadn’t had time to study a map. Hux didn’t have to study a map. He just kind of knew these things.

The waiter came by to top off our drinks, but Hux looked disappointed that the food hadn’t yet arrived. I could tell he was ravenous. “What do we know about the Greers?” he asked.

I took out my cell phone, thinking there was no way in hell a place like this would have Wi-Fi or good cell service, but I was wrong on both counts. It only took a few seconds for me to pull up my email and see the latest message from Ray. He had attached a copy of the missing persons report for the Greers that had been filed in New Jersey.

I summarized the details for Hux. “They flew into Fairbanks on the first of July and made a stop at Bettles Outfitters on July second.” I opened the attachment. “Here’s a photo of the Greers.” I clicked on a JPEG and rotated my phone so Hux could see the screen. Kelsey was small-boned and petite, with delicate features and wide-set blue eyes. Her smile was coy, as if she was trying to hide something from the photographer. Tim, on the other hand, was barrel-chested and brash. His gregarious grin outshone Kelsey’s by a mile.

Hux remarked, “The husband here—he’s a stocky fella.”

“He used to play football, apparently. Penn State for two years.”

“Huh,” he said. “Impressive for a guy his size. He can’t be more than five-nine.” He scrutinized the photo for a beat. “She looks—hmm, how do I say this? Dainty.” Hux glanced at the photo again as he took out his notepad and jotted something down. “How recent is this picture?”

“Hopefully pretty recent. It’s the only one we’ve got.”

He stopped writing and looked up. “So, is SAR still searching near Boreal Mountain?”

“I believe so. The chief ranger will give us the full update when we get there.”

Hux turned his head as a noisy church group came through the front door. “Has anybody looked into the Greers’ email or cell phone records yet?” he asked. “Are the state police involved?”

“I doubt it. It’s tough to get a warrant for cell phone records if the person in question might still be alive, which is the case here.”

As the church group was getting seated, our waiter returned with two massive plates of food, the pancakes glistening with grease. I dug in, too famished to worry about offending Hux with my appetite. I knew I’d better eat now, while I had the chance.

After Hux had consumed three whole pancakes, he leaned back in his seat and stared out the window with a fork in one hand. He looked deep in thought.

“Look, I know you’re supposed to be on administrative leave this week,” I said. “I would completely understand if you wanted to bow out of this.”

He cut his remaining stack of pancakes right down the middle before drowning them in melted butter. No syrup, though. “So I can work on some online modules about toxic plants?” His lips twitched with a smile. “No, thanks.”

“I’m serious. I don’t want you to miss out on your training.”

Hux started in on another bite. “It almost sounds like you want me to bail,” he said.

“Not at all,” I said. “You’re an asset.”

“Is it my lousy sense of humor?”

“It’s not that bad.”

He feigned an aha moment by raising an eyebrow and leaning forward. “Was it that joke I made about your Midwestern accent?” He spoke in a hushed voice, an attempt to sound conspiratorial.

It worked. “No,” I said, laughing.

“Your obsession with portable campfires?”

“It’s not an obsession.”

“You carry those little tins everywhere.”

“I like to be warm, okay?”

“You mean, like, on-the-go warm?”

I sipped my tea to hide the smile on my face. “Finish off your eighth pancake there,” I said. “We’re leaving.”

I scooted out of the booth, fully aware of the hardened locals staring us down. The cute elderly couple sitting in the adjacent booth smiled serenely at us. The woman lifted her hand and pointed at Hux. “Hottie,” she mouthed, then winked at me.

Fortunately, Hux’s back was to them, but I smiled back at her, feigning ignorance. I grabbed the bill and hustled over to the register to pay it. Hux said, “Are you sure ISB is covering this—”

“I’m sure,” I said as a sweaty cook rang me up. I glanced at my watch, which informed me that it was 6:47 AM and fifty-three degrees outside. For this latitude, the weather conditions were about as good as one could hope for.

But that could change, of course.

It could change on a dime.





CHAPTER
3


THE TINY VILLAGE of Bettles, Alaska, had a post office, an airport with one runway, and a seasonal road that serviced the two. I learned from a bit of online research that the current population of the village hovered around ten people.

As we stepped off the plane, the air tasted crisp and cool, the sky a serene blue that belied the ruggedness of the place. I glanced at my watch to see that it was only eight o’clock, which meant we had a couple hours to kill. Ray had found us a bush plane through Bettles Outfitters, which was only about a mile from the airport. The owner will pick you up, Ray had texted. Orange Jeep. Tess Flint. Have her take you to the rangers station. Chief’s name is Brinegar.

Despite the early hour, the day felt fully formed already. The familiar fast trill of an arctic warbler struck an ominous note. Ollie barked at the treetops, answering its call.

I looked out at the gravel parking lot and saw a bright orange Jeep just as Ray had said, its paneling emblazoned with the words “Bettles Outfitters: Your Gate to the Arctic.” It looked like the kind of vehicle you’d risk your life to hold on to during the apocalypse.

A lanky woman with long blond hair was leaning on the front bumper. She raised a hand in a wave as she made her way over to us.

“Welcome to the North,” she said with a broad, seasoned smile. “I’m Tess Flint.” She extended a hand for me and Hux to shake. Her grip was firm, her skin bronzed from the sun. The crow’s feet around her brown eyes cut deep, but she only looked to be in her late thirties.

“Good morning,” I said. “I’m Special Agent Felicity Harland, and this is my colleague Hux Huxley.” Hux reciprocated with a smile that put me at ease a little bit. My nerves were on overdrive, but even more draining was the effort it took to hide them.

Hux and I put our backpacks in the trunk of Tess’s Jeep and climbed in the back seat. Ollie hopped in too. I noticed the water bottles in the seat-back pocket and heavy-duty mats on the floor. Maps jutted out of each of the passenger doors.

“How long have you lived up here?” I asked.

Tess glanced in the rearview mirror to meet my gaze. “Oh, jeez. I guess it’s coming on eight years now.”

“How’s business this time of year?”

“Pretty good. July’s always busy. It’s a great time to explore the park.” She gripped the wheel with her left hand and operated the stick shift with the other. Old school. “Have either of you been to Gates before?”

“No, ma’am,” Hux said. “We’ve been in Denali the last couple months.”

“Denali, eh?” she said. “How’s it there this time of year?”

“Busy.”

“I bet.” She shifted into a lower gear as we climbed a hill. “So, I assume you’re here about those folks that went missing up near Boreal Mountain?”

“We’ve heard about them, yes,” I said, deciding to keep the details close to the vest. I figured Tess was entrenched in the search-and-rescue network up here, but I didn’t want to speculate about the situation without more information.

“What do you know about them?” Hux asked.

“In my line of work, I hear about everybody that goes missing in the park,” Tess said. “I like to warn my customers, too. You’d be amazed how many people come up here thinking Gates of the Arctic is pretty much Yosemite, just with more salmon and grizzly bears.”

“What’s the SAR outfit like up here?” Hux asked.

“Tough as nails. But Gates is tough too, and folks that go missing tend to stay that way.”

“That seems to be the rule in Alaska,” I said.

“Well, it’s a real epidemic when you think about it. But I actually met the folks that went missing, so it feels different this time.”

I wasn’t surprised to hear that Tess had a personal connection to the missing hikers. The locals were always a valuable source of information, and they tended to pay attention. “Can you tell us what you remember about them?” I asked.

“I can do even better than that,” she said. “I’ve got surveillance footage from my store. I showed it to Chief Brinegar and the SAR team before they set out.”

“We’d love to take a look at it sometime, but we’re supposed to meet our pilot at the airstrip at ten.”

She flashed us a smile. “That’s Bill, my husband. He’s flying you up there.”

“Oh.”

Hux glanced over at me. “We’d love to take a quick look,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Sure thing.”

Tess turned the Jeep down a dirt road that hugged the river, which brought us to a log cabin with a half-dozen kayaks piled on the shore. An employee in a crimson hat and clamdiggers was helping a customer load his gear into one of the kayaks. I couldn’t imagine venturing out alone into a wilderness this vast and remote, but the customer looked like he knew what he was doing.

Tess parked out front, leaving the prime spots open for customers. We walked up to the cabin, with its broad, impressive windows that were adorned with retro bumper stickers and signs. One of them said “Dogs welcome!” I breathed a sigh of relief for Ollie’s sake.

The cabin’s interior was bigger than it looked from the outside. The floor-to-ceiling shelves complemented the rustic hardwood floors. Everywhere you looked were camping supplies, maps, and gadgets. Even the wall art was pleasant and tasteful, and the air smelled like spiced pine.

After saying hello to her employee at the front desk, Tess headed past the framed photos and mounted salmon into a small office in the back. The door was open. She caught my gaze over her shoulder and said, “Careful. There’s a very intimidating six-year-old boy back here.”

The boy looked up from his iPad with a big grin for Tess, although his smile turned shy when he saw me and Hux. He was blue-eyed and fair, with a few stray freckles dusting his nose and cheeks. His hair was as blond as it could be without being white.

“This is my son, Sean,” Tess said. She whispered to him, “These folks are from the Investigative Services Branch—they’re like police officers. Can you say hello?”

Sean looked at me. “Hi,” he said. He glanced back at Tess, a silent plea in his eyes. I could see that he wasn’t quite ready to give up his show.

Tess sighed. “It’s fine, you can keep watching.” She turned back to me and Hux. “Kids and their screens—it’s a losing battle, you know?”

“I’m just surprised you’ve got high-speed internet up here,” I said.

“Oh, I’ve got no choice. Our business is all electronic these days.”

Which seemed to be true, at least based on the appearance of the office. On the small desk in the corner were two laptop computers, several Garmin devices, and a top-of-the-line satellite phone. As far as storage went, there wasn’t so much as a filing cabinet. If Tess Flint kept paper files or receipts, they weren’t at this location, that was for sure.

Tess gestured to the three empty seats at the table. “Can I get you something?” she asked. “Coffee?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it, though.”

Hux declined with a smile and a polite, “Ma’am.”

Tess walked over to her desk, reached inside the top and only drawer, and pulled out another iPad from its depths. “This is my old one,” she said, powering it on. She swiveled the screen in our direction. “This here’s from the morning of July second.”

The video started playing on-screen: it was Kelsey and Tim Greer, paying for supplies at the register. I recognized their faces right away. My heart sank, a familiar reaction I’d come to recognize as fearing the worst. I didn’t know them, but seeing them in the store, preparing for their big adventure, made them real to me.

Tess said, “It’s a real shame. They were nice people, from what I remember.”

I asked, “Did they say where they were headed?”

“Boreal Mountain. Bill flew them up there.”

I created a new file on my phone’s note-taking app and titled it “GOTA/Greer” for Gates of the Arctic. “What else do you remember about them?” I asked.

“They were polite. I got the feeling they weren’t really cut out for this place, though. Her hiking boots were brand new, and he was wearing a hoodie. Their backpacks weren’t the right size. I asked if they had a guide.”

“Did they?”

“They said they did, but that they were meeting him in the park. Bill had a bad feeling about it when he dropped them off. He even asked his pilot buddies to see if anyone had flown a guide up there recently. But no one had.”

I glanced at Hux, who was already taking copious notes. “So, for the people who want a guide, do they go through you first?”

“For the most part. I give them a list of local guides and tell them to call and inquire if they haven’t got somebody lined up yet. I used to be a guide myself, but I’m too busy with the store now to be off-site for long stretches of time.”

“How many people go into the park without a guide?”

“Depends,” she said. “The off-grid survivalists don’t want one. The city people want a whole entourage.”

I knew it wasn’t Tess Flint’s responsibility to remind people of their own limitations, but as an outfitter, she was pretty much the last line of defense between inexperienced tourists and disaster. I supposed it should have reassured me that they had a guide, but the fact that no one could confirm this piece of information made me skeptical.

“Okay,” I said. “Anything else you can tell us about them?”

“No, but you’re welcome to talk to Bill.”

“Will do,” I said. “Thanks.”

“I hope they turn up. It’s always a real shame to lose somebody out there.”

I was pushing my chair away from the table when a knock came at the door. A tall redhead poked his head in and offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry to interrupt.” He shifted his gaze to Tess. “Can you give me a hand with the canoes for a minute?”

“Sure thing.” Tess put her hand on Sean’s shoulder as she rose from the table. “Ten more minutes, okay, bud? Jenny should be here any minute.”

Sean nodded, but his eyes stayed glued to the iPad. The firefighting dogs onscreen were zipping around a zoo. I was glad I didn’t have to contend with the complexities of screen time and young children. It was all Margo could talk about these days.

Hux was trying to rub out a finger cramp that tended to develop after aggressive bouts of note-taking. He always took a ton of notes—too many, in my opinion, but I wasn’t about to disabuse him of that notion.

As we were waiting for Tess to return, my cell phone chirped with a new message. I figured it must have picked up the Wi-Fi signal in the store.

“Who’s harassing you now?” Hux smirked.

I glanced at the display. “Ray,” I said with a flutter in my stomach. “He’s got an update on the Greers.”
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