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        Prologue

        In early winter of 1920, a young seminarian crouched in the snow before an impossible set of tracks. Their familiar shape, their massive size—the conjunction of the two properties simply defied reason. Each footprint was nearly twice the length of his boot, yet each showed a round heel, a raised arch, an inside toe considerably larger than the other four. But for their size, it was as though he himself had foolishly wandered out in bare feet. He brushed his fingers through the fresh snow inside one of the deep prints: just a dusting. Whoever or whatever made them couldn’t be far away. 

        His scalp prickled. He stood and looked warily around. Cedar-forested mountains rose up all around him; the only discernible movement was the falling snow. The trail led out of the clearing, then wove through the trees and out of sight. 

        Snowflakes alighted briefly on his cheeks and dissolved. Far off, a Steller’s jay called out in its unlovely voice; a distant woodpecker drummed against dead wood. Fluffy clusters of flakes fell densely, straight down, in the tireless, unhurried manner of heavy snow under calm winds. The trail would be covered within hours. 

        The young man, Aidan Fitzpatrick, followed the line of tracks as they traversed the densely forested mountainside and began to climb. The shape of the footprints became less clear as the snow deepened on the ascent, and he started to question what he had seen until they passed through the thinner snow beneath the draped skirts of a towering cedar. Their form was, again, clearly revealed, as utterly inexplicable as they’d been at valley bottom.

        He crested a ridge and froze in place, heart pounding. It was right there in its own tracks, not twenty yards away. Covered in grizzled brown fur, it stood upright, broad-shouldered and a good nine feet tall. It turned to face him, revealing features that were both simian and human, then it regarded him with a calm, perceptive curiosity. The young seminarian could only stare mutely, his fear held loosely—ready to grasp but at arm’s length—because his primary impression was not that the creature was frightening, but that it was magnificent. It was impossible, and yet there it stood. His right hand twitched up to cross himself, but he stilled it. His legs felt suddenly weak and he fought the impulse to fall to his knees.

        What is this? By what grace am I offered this sight? He was startled to feel the warmth of tears in his eyes and the creature saw this, too. It took a step forward and he closed his eyes, imagined its massive hand gentle against his cheek. The cry of a raven pierced the silence. He opened his eyes as the creature turned and loped away, striding so elegantly on its two legs that he felt an undeniable sense of kinship and reached out his hand. It moved swiftly through the trees and disappeared. He rushed forward, raced along its tracks until they stopped above a low cliff; for as far as he could see, the snow beyond was unmarked. He looked up at the snow-encased trees that surrounded him, but he could see no sign of the creature. There was only the clear, single line of tracks, leading nowhere.

        The young man stood among those snow-ghost trees, looking out over the valley. Nothing moved. That was no animal. And yet, neither was it a man. Man and beast were on different planes, separated from each other not only by the trappings of civilization but by an existential and clearly defined wall; how, then, could such a creature exist? So much like us, so much like them? He pondered the sense of affinity he had felt at seeing it walk, and knew that it was not whimsy but a reordering of taxonomy as he had understood it, which naturally begged the question—he paused, Darwin and the book of Genesis sparring in his thoughts—then shook his head. 

        His damp undershirt clung to his skin. Each exhalation was visible in the cold, still air and the snow continued, soft and persistent. A chill began to seep through his heavy pants and sweaters, and he turned away and began the long walk down the mountain, weighing his allegiances, negotiating compromises. He was struck with the vertiginous realization that the foundations of his faith were crumbling beneath him, and he lost his footing and tumbled downslope, landing on his wool-swathed backside in the snow. 

        The forest around him was profoundly quiet. Snowflakes dusted his eyelashes and out of old habit he looked up, imagining he could discern their source, but there was only the grey backdrop of sky and the seemingly infinite whiteness moving toward him, and whether the falling snow materialized from a few yards above or from the heavens themselves, he couldn’t say. He knew only that perfect stellar snowflakes continued to settle on his ungracefully sprawled form, and that the cedars rising up around him would persevere long after man and his foolishness, that their dense boughs sheltered tiny chickadees, their feathers fluffed against the cold, their tiny hearts beating fiercely. He knew there were men who could make peace with a God who was not Creator, and he knew himself to be no such man.

        He stood, brushed himself off and continued down toward the valley bottom, along the mingled tracks of the miraculous creature’s feet and his own boots. As he walked, he began to prepare the necessary explanations for his confessor and his fellow seminarians and, God help him, his elderly parents. 

        A week after the encounter, Aidan Joseph Fitzpatrick stood, for the last time, outside the stone building that had been his home through years of study. The wind was cold and he felt it carried, somehow, the disappointment of his peers and superiors, the dashed hopes of his parents and even the weighty shadows of his ancestors, those threadbare and half-starved Irish farmers who arrived on this continent carrying little but the faith their great-grandson would lose forever in a patch of fresh snow. A gust lifted his hat from his head, he chased it down and the brief motion warmed him—he felt again his own convictions, fresh and untested but right there with him, as close as his warm and beating heart. 

        He stepped onto a westbound train in the Interior mountains of British Columbia and emerged the next morning on the Pacific coast, where he would enroll in a secular university to study biology. His knowledge of Latin gave him the disorienting but not unpleasant impression that he had stepped sideways into a parallel world, one where faith was meaningless and evidence everything but somehow the language was just the same. After graduation, he continued his studies and became a veterinarian. He saved for years to buy the chunk of raw land where he’d first seen the tracks, then moved back to the Interior and started on a cabin. After a year of travelling widely for work, he took a teaching position at a university some hours north. He found that it suited him, and began to spend much of each year there, returning in the spring and summer to the unfinished cabin, to the land that was beginning to feel like his home. 

        When the cabin was finally built, he dragged a nine-foot length of cedar into the clearing and began, painstakingly, to carve. He managed a decent replica of the creature’s body, but finally conceded his struggle to reproduce the impossible nuances of its countenance. He stood the flawed sculpture inside the doorway of his new home and it brought him satisfaction each time he saw it—at first despite, then later because of, its imperfection. It seemed fitting that the creature could not be so easily captured. 

        He married and had one daughter. She, in turn, would have one child: his only granddaughter, a slight, willful girl who would grow into a woman with a secret. 

        My origins include not only that young seminarian but also the creature who, at little more than a glance, turned him from his proscribed path of Catholic priesthood and celibacy. Had my grandfather, Aidan Fitzpatrick, not happened upon those tracks in the snow in 1920, it is unlikely that I would ever have been born.

    

    
        Part One

    

    
        
            One

            2003

        
        Last night’s snowstorm has blanketed the forest in quiet. In the loft of my cabin, I dream of my late husband, Luke. We stand in a forest clearing on a winter night, and he turns toward me. As he opens his mouth to speak, I am awakened by a noise from downstairs. 

        Early morning light bathes the loft. Still hazy, I think, mouse. The sound has that light flitting quality of something alive, almost weightless and in rapid motion. I try to fall back asleep but the gentle racket from downstairs persists. I sit up. It’s not a rodent. Its movement is more swishing, fluttery, as though a large tropical moth has strayed thousands of miles north of its range into the Interior of British Columbia. 

        I leave my bed and climb down the ladder to the main floor. A fox sparrow has inexplicably found its way inside and is flying lightly and repeatedly at the one window in the cabin that can’t be opened. I open the door and stand back; this has been effective with the bats that occasionally find their way indoors on summer nights. The sparrow, lacking the bats’ ability to echolocate, continues trying to escape through the glass. I move forward, thinking to catch it in my hands, but then I retreat to lift a thin cardigan from the hook. The preoccupied bird seems not to notice my approach and I swiftly enfold it in the sweater, making a gentle shushing noise in an attempt to convey that I am not a threat, the same soft shh-shh-shh I calmed the kids with when they were babies. The sparrow goes still, but I can feel the thrum of its pulse as I carry it to the open door. One fragile, toothpick leg sticks out from the woollen bundle and I obey an irrational impulse to tuck it neatly back in. 

        I stand at the open doorway in the muted light of a landscape draped in fresh snow, and unwrap the sweater. There is a moment when one sharp claw is caught, held by a wisp of wool, and then the sparrow tugs free. It flies off, over a single line of massive tracks that bisects the clearing, marking the passing of a visitor I haven’t seen sign of in decades.

        My heart clenches. The sight of these tracks awakens a hope I only now realize I’ve been holding on to, clutching it so long and so tightly that surely the passage of time should have killed it by now, if not my suffocating grip. I hardly dare to look away as I pull on a pair of boots. My steps are silent on the snow as I move closer. I crouch before one of the tracks, lean in and blow forceful, directed huffs of air onto its snow-dusted surface. The fresh, dry snow disperses in a white cloud, revealing an apparently human footprint that is twice as long as my boot. 

        I spread my fingers to set them into the smoothness of the toeprints. Something flits in front of me and I look up to see a whiskey jack settling onto a cedar bough at the forest edge. It watches me intently, as though I might unearth something that would be of interest to us both. 

        I stand, shivering in my nightdress. The trail skirts around the gnarled apple tree, then crosses the clearing and disappears into the cedars. I walk up the cabin steps, mentally preparing a checklist. Snowshoes and collapsible ski poles, the emergency kit and both thermoses, filled with hot, honeyed tea. I’ll need trail food, nothing that will freeze solid in my pack, and my own winter boots, not this old pair of Luke’s I’ve pulled on, two sizes too big and broken open at the toe. They are really no use at all anymore, but I haven’t yet managed to throw them away. 

        The cabin door creaks as I open it. The wooden sculpture stands inside the door like a sentry, its features suggestive of man and ape and god, all at once. The feet are oversized, even for its considerable height; it looms over me as I rush around the cabin retrieving items to stuff into my pack. 

        The creature, whose image my grandfather held in his mind as he carved, has been called many things, but Grandpa feared the inevitable day that one of us would let its name slip, revealing in an instant what he had dedicated a lifetime to keeping secret. So, for our purposes, I was taught to call it, to call all of them, “Charlie,” and I have continued to do so. Always Charlie, although at least one was male and another certainly female, and although the individual that passed through these hills in 1920 was likely not the same one whose tracks I came upon as a young girl in the 1960s—which was itself perhaps not the one Luke tracked so many years later. 

        I pause at the coat hooks. I have kept just one of Luke’s old coats, an insulated wool parka, and I am tempted to bring it now but it’s too bulky to pack, and too warm for the exertion of what will surely be an uphill climb. I leave it on the hook and pull on my own jacket and boots, swing my loaded pack onto my back and tighten the straps. I reach up to touch the smooth wood of Charlie’s broad chest. His eyes stare straight ahead and he looks at once anguished and resigned, as though he knows a terrible secret, the revelation of which will change nothing. I slip on my gloves and leave the warmth of the cabin, cross the porch and step down into the snow.

        I follow the tracks across the clearing and beneath the heavy canopy of cedars, where the fresh snow has only lightly penetrated and the marks of each toe are clearly visible. I follow them downslope, roughly following the trail to the lake, through cedar and hemlock, past the dead, frozen stalks of devil’s club and thimbleberry and the bare branches of aspen. My spinning thoughts have distilled into two sharp points, and they march alongside me in their own rhythm. Charlie. Luke. Luke, Charlie. Charlie, Luke. I walk quickly, setting a pace I won’t be able to keep. Through the trees, I can see the white expanse of the lake, spread out across the valley bottom.

        I met Luke when we were both seven years old. I can still see him as he was then: his open, expectant face, his narrow chest and skinny, little-boy arms. He looks back at me; I can see everything that will come to pass between us and I hesitate, unable to decide whether to let it spool out the same way again, or to turn from him and walk away. His eyes beseech me to believe the impossible words forming on his lips. It was right here on this beach, in late August of 1959.

    

		
			Two

			I stepped off the porch and out into the warm air, a wiry, freckled child squinting in the late afternoon sun. Steep, forested mountains wrapped around the cabin in all directions but one. Downslope from the clearing, the cedar forest was shot through with sparkling flashes of sunlight glinting off the small lake that filled the narrow valley bottom. The sun warmed my bare arms as I plucked seeds, one by one, from the nodding, yellow-ringed head of a stunted sunflower that would never grow taller than me, despite enjoying the sunniest spot in the clearing. I slipped the seeds into the back pocket of my jeans and ducked under the cedar boughs onto the worn dirt path that led to the lake.

			It was cooler under the ceiling of trees. A jay’s raucous call rang out and I stopped, scanning until I spotted it perched on a tree; its shape familiar but its plumage blue and black, instead of blue and white like the ones back home in Ontario. The day before, Grandpa had told me its full name but I couldn’t recall it, so I tested myself on the names of the plants living on the forest floor. Falsebox, with toothy leaves like my new front tooth coming in, prince’s pine—not princess, as I’d thought before. Western teaberry, with its rare, cinnamon-tasting red berries, and rattlesnake plantain, which had been a disappointment when Grandpa showed it to me, as it bore no resemblance to any kind of snake. I thought of the garter snakes back home, my mother pointing one out to me, telling me not to be afraid as I shrank back against the comfort of her body. Now I felt a stab of fear, thinking of her, and I moved more quickly along the trail.

			I stopped and crouched before the live squirrel trap I’d woven yesterday from flexible young branches. I peered inside: nothing. I dug the sunflower seeds out of my pocket and laid them out in a trail, leading to the trap. While waiting for the squirrels to notice my offering, I concocted furnishings for them from bits of moss and wood. Occasionally I hooted softly to attract owls, until it occurred to me that my hooting was doing little to endear me to the squirrels. I continued down the trail until I’d nearly reached the lake, then held seeds on my outstretched hands and tried to lure the chickadees from the shrubby dogwood and snowberry that grew between forest and beach. I imagined the birds’ slight weight, their feet scratchy against my palms. One had a damaged foot—the clawed toes were misshapen into a ball of tissue; the bird seemed untroubled but I was determined to take it home and nurse it back to health, regardless. The word home had a blurred, unsettled edge to it; this was to be my home now, the cabin and Grandpa. I’d been here three days already, each morning waking disoriented in my loft bedroom in the cabin, but it still seemed impossible. 

			The chickadees chattered to each other, and took no notice of me. My arms ached and I had to lower them. I left the shelter of the trees and stepped out onto the pebbly shoreline. Near the mouth of the creek a boy stood on the beach, looking out at the water. A fishing rod and bucket lay on the ground between us. Had Grandpa said something about a boy? I was still in a daze from the sudden changes that had overtaken my life, and couldn’t recall for certain.

			“Who are you?” I asked. He turned and looked at me. 

			“Well, I’m really an eagle,” he said. “I was asleep in my nest and I had a dream I was a juvenile male human, and now I’m stuck like this.” 

			He was wearing cut-off jean shorts; he had blue eyes and his dark hair needed cutting. “You look like a regular boy,” I said.

			“My nice, sharp talons turned into feet, and my wings turned into these,” he said. He lifted both arms, regarded them with some distaste and slowly lowered them. 

			“I’m waiting here because I can’t fly home.” He peered up into the sky as a mature bald eagle glided over the lake. “There’s my dad, my real one. He must be wondering where I am.”

			“That one?” I asked. I lifted my finger to point but he put his hand on my arm and very gently pushed it down.

			“Don’t point at him,” he said, shaking his head. “Eagles hate being pointed at.”

			The eagle circled, made a splashy attempt to catch a fish. It soared back up, talons empty. 

			“I know he’s looking for me,” he said, “but he’ll never recognize me, until I change back to an eagle.”

			“When will you change back?” I asked. 

			“Whenever I wake up from the dream.” He shrugged and looked more closely at me, at my long, blonde braids and bare feet.

			“How old are you?” he asked.

			I told him, seven, and he smiled. 

			“If you were an eagle, you’d already be an adult,” he said. “You’d have your white head and tail feathers. Probably even a few eaglets, by now.”

			I noticed his tan line where his shorts were hanging low. The detail seemed at odds with his story. “How old are you?” 

			The boy didn’t answer. Instead, he flexed his toes experimentally and said, “I don’t know how you humans manage to catch anything with these soft little talons.”

			I indicated the fishing rod and bucket lying on the pebbles. “Why do you need a fishing rod, if you’re an eagle?” 

			He looked at the rod as if noticing it for the first time. “Not mine,” he said, and took a quick step away from it.

			“If you’re really an eagle,” I asked, “Why do you know how to talk like a person?”

			“Do you ever have a dream where you can fly?” he asked. “Same exact thing.” 

			I considered that for a moment. 

			“Do you want to catch squirrels with me?” I asked, finally.

			“You mean, to eat?” He wrinkled his nose. “I’m a bald eagle, not a golden.”

			“Not to eat,” I said. “To take care of. Teach them things, maybe.”

			“Eagles don’t keep other animals for pets,” he said. “Nobody does, except you humans.”

			I stared at him a moment, then turned away and walked along the beach. I dug a hole near the shoreline and watched it fill with water. I glanced over at the boy; he was piling flattish stones on top of each other until they toppled. The eagle was scanning the lake again and we both watched as it looped back behind the mountains. When it disappeared from view, the boy slumped down on the ground and lowered his head against his knees. I looked at him for a moment, then approached cautiously and squatted beside him. He looked up and his face was streaked with tears.

			“That wasn’t really him,” he said, quietly. “My real dad is gone.”

			Immediately, accidentally, I thought again of my mother. We had stood here together, when I was five, and probably when I was three as well. We had planned to come here later this summer—both of us, together. My heart sped up, my throat dried and I couldn’t speak. 

			“He flew straight into the propeller of an airplane,” the boy said, and shook his head. “Feathers everywhere.” 

			He jumped up and ran off down the beach, flapping his arms like wings.

			I watched until he slipped into the forest. I got back to digging, widening the hole into a trench that reached the lake. I lost track of time, until the sun started to slip behind the mountains and the air was suddenly cool. I stood, brushed the sand from my knees and followed the path up from the lake. Overhead, the crows were all flying home. Nothing in the squirrel trap. I ducked under the trailing cedar boughs and there was the cabin. The door creaked as I opened it; there were no lamps on so it was darker inside than out. Grandpa wasn’t there, just a note saying he had gone for a walk.

			The strange wooden sculpture that Grandpa called “Charlie” looked different in the low light. I dragged a chair over to where it stood inside the door of the cabin, and climbed up. From this perspective I could study its features, and I saw that its expression was sad. More than sad: it looked as though it was the loneliest creature on earth. I reached up and touched the corner of its eye, imagined finding a hidden tear there. 

			My mother was not here. But I knew she was not four days away by train, either, inside the long, frightening box they’d put her in. She couldn’t be buried in a hole, its edges showing the severed roots of grass that was so lush and perfect it could hardly be real. It had been more than a week; surely, by now, she had escaped. She would be tracking me as she flew north over the train tracks that had brought me here, over the ripening corn and leafy green trees to where the rocks stood up sharp and straight alongside the tracks, then over the pine-fringed lakes and the dark boggy forests of black spruce, and west across the endless wheat fields. She was crossing over the Rockies, and soon she would glide across the lake to circle over the cabin, her white head and tail feathers shining, preparing to land, to wake me up and take me home. 

		
	
		
			Three

			A raven calls out from high in a tree, startling me back to the present. A response echoes back from across the frozen lake and I turn to see the bird lift off above me, a dark shadow in the grey sky. The lake is covered in snow, and the expanse of white gives off a dull glow despite the overcast morning. The scene before me is of silence and stillness, and it would be easy to assume that nothing lives beneath that thick sheet of ice and snow. I turn away and step back under the cover of the trees. Charlie’s trail skirts the edge of the beach and disappears into the forest. I hitch up my pack, tighten the straps and follow.

		
	
    
        Four

        A distant sound pulled me from sleep, and I sat up in bed. There was a faint glow of moonlight through the window in my loft. It was 1961, and I was nine years old. 

        The sound came again, an eerie call echoing around the mountains that surrounded the cabin. It built up then faded out, a bit like a wolf’s howl but deeper, less sustained. Not any bird I could think of. Not anything I could think of. My arms prickled, and I felt a chill under the wool blankets I’d wrapped around myself. I strained to hear Grandpa snoring in his bedroom downstairs, but the cabin was quiet. I called to him, waited.

        I climbed down the ladder, stood in his bedroom doorway and peered into the darkness, then looked into the other small room he used as an office. I felt around on the kitchen table for the matches, and a candle because I wasn’t allowed to light the gas lamps if he wasn’t there. In the candlelight, I saw he’d left a note on the table. It was one I’d seen before—he had a habit of saving and reusing the notes he left for me. 

        I’ve gone for a walk. Go back to bed.

        Again, the howl. I stepped into my rain boots, opened the cabin door and started at the creaking; it sounded louder in the night. The half-moon peeped out from behind the dark silhouette of a tree as I walked out to the middle of the clearing.

        “Grandpa,” I called softly, but there was no answer. The wind picked up, and I shivered in my thin nightgown. The trees began to sway in an unsettling way, and the moonshadow cast by my body looked small and vulnerable. The cabin glowed invitingly, my single candle burning inside. From somewhere up the mountain, the strange call rang out again, hanging in the cool air, and I raced back to the cabin and slipped inside. 

        That night, I dreamed of my mother. She spoke animatedly to me, but she had a white bandage wrapped around her head and she leaned on crutches, her leg in a cast. She tossed her long red hair and did a little jig for me, and said she’d be dancing again properly by the time the cornfield was dotted green with the first shoots. Fresh blood soaked through the bandage and a sense of foreboding stole over me. I pointed to the blood and asked, with a growing feeling of dread, what had happened to her. From the accident, of course, she said, and smiled gently. Sweetie, you know I didn’t survive. 

        I woke with a start, my heart pounding. I lay there, tried to push the dream away by calling up the scent of her hair, and the smell of the barn, and the feel of soft, lush grass under my bare feet. But the memories were fading, growing paler, and I didn’t know if I was remembering real sensations or just replaying my memories of them. I opened my eyes. Sunlight streamed in through my window; I could hear Grandpa downstairs making tea and breakfast on the big propane stove. I wrote down my dream and hid my diary under my mattress, then dressed and climbed down from the loft. 

        I was nearly finished my eggs when Grandpa said, “I saw a strange track outside this morning.” He wiped up yolk from his plate with a crust of bread. 

        “It appeared to be a size three rain boot.”

        I looked down at my plate.

        “Don’t go wandering around at night, Sandy,” he said. “I’d just gone for a walk.” 

        “I was scared,” I said. “Did you hear anything strange, last night? Some kind of different owl, maybe?” 

        He stood up and started clearing the table. “I heard the unmistakable snoring of a juvenile Homo sapiens. Female, I’d say, perhaps nine years old. Uncommonly loud.”

        “You snore, not me!” I said, “Where did you go?”

        He didn’t look at me. “I’m making a roast tonight,” he said. “Go on out and dig some potatoes.”

        

        Next to my shovel and a small heap of dirt-encrusted new potatoes, two halves of a worm wriggled on the damp soil. I felt a twinge of guilt, even though it had been an accidental bisection. One half might survive, or neither, or the two pieces might both survive and grow into whole worms and, just maybe, those two new worms might end up mating with each other. I was pondering the various complications that might arise from that when Grandpa called to me through the window. I scooped up the potatoes and ran inside. I dumped the potatoes into the sink, and told him about the worm. He said that my idea was “intriguing, but statistically unlikely,” and that after I’d scrubbed the potatoes I could go out and play with Luke for the rest of the day. 

        Luke and I were midway through our summer holiday, which I was enjoying even though our “school” was right there, anyway. There’d been some talk of sending us to school in town, but there was the considerable distance we’d have to travel—more than an hour each way, five days a week—and besides that, I had done grade one back in Ontario and hadn’t learned a damn thing. The first time Grandpa brought up the topic of school, a month after I’d arrived, I’d told him as much.

        “Is that so,” Grandpa had said, his tone neutral. I watched him carefully, to see how he would react to the damn. He said it all the time, but I’d noticed that was irrelevant to how a word would be received by an adult. “It seems you picked up at least one new word that I don’t care to hear again.”

        He’d looked at me, and when I conceded his point with the faintest nod he said, “Very well, you can study with me at home for now. You’ll need to be ready for high school in another six or seven years, so we haven’t a moment to waste.”

        

        I heard the hammering as soon as I got outside, so instead of heading up along the water-line path to Luke’s cabin I ducked under the trailing cedars and stayed on the trail as it descended toward the lake. A bird zipped past me; it was almost like a robin, but with a thick ring of black like a necklace. Not a robin, then: a varied thrush. The hammering grew louder, strong and steady. Luke paid closer attention to Grandpa’s lessons than I did, with the consequence that his hammer strokes were firm and effective while mine alternated between wild swings that bruised and blackened my thumb, and tiny inefficient taps that took forever to sink a nail. 

        When I stepped out onto the beach, Luke was crouched over the railing we’d started yesterday. From the look of it, he’d been up early. The raft was big enough for both of us to stretch out on, but we wanted a proper railing and long paddles to pole ourselves around through the shallows and row out deeper. We worked until we were distracted by hunger, then went to see if Luke’s mom, Eva, had anything for us; she tended to have better snacks than Grandpa, who was likely to tell us to go catch a fish or pick some berries. The door was open and the smell of fresh baking wafted out as we climbed the steps into their cabin. Luke called out to her as we came up the steps, because she didn’t like to be startled. 

        “Well, look at this pair of pirates,” Eva said, greeting us with a smile. She was hardly taller than me, with the same dark, wavy hair as Luke. Eva had all kinds of nicknames for the two of us, and she would always tell me the reason for them if I asked. Pirates, she said, was because we never seemed to have all of our teeth at the same time. 

        Luke had already kicked off his shoes and was searching through the small cabin, and I stayed at the door, eyeing the cookies cooling on the racks. 

        “Mom, do you know where my binoculars are?” he called out from his bedroom.

        “I’m sure they’re wherever you left them,” she said, not unpleasantly, then turned to me. “So, where are you two off to today?”

        “Up the mountain,” I said. “A long way up. Might not be back ’til dinner.”

        “You’d better take these, then,” she said, and wrapped a few cookies in waxed paper. She gently brushed a stray lock of hair from my face as she handed me the parcel, then Luke came out of his room and I turned quickly away and followed him out the door.

        

        The temperature dropped pleasantly as we walked up into the darkness of the forest. The air was damp and fragrant, the forest floor was soft under our feet and the rocky outcrops and huge fallen trees were blanketed in a brilliant green carpet of moss. We followed the trail uphill, looking for interesting things. We hooted to attract barred owls, but none answered. We thought we spotted one and tried to sneak up on it for a closer look, but it turned out to be just a dark fungus on a tree trunk. 

        Luke knelt down, his face nearly on the ground, and called me over to breathe in the intensely sweet fragrance of the twinflower that was finally blooming. Our jeans were damp from the moss when we stood and continued upslope. The canopy thinned on the ascent, and soon we were scratched and sweaty, climbing deer trails through the old burn with juncos zipping around and squirrels calling out from the well-spaced trees. Luke thought he spotted a shed antler, but it was just a fallen branch. I was certain there was a golden eagle perched on a larch at the crest of a ridge, but when it lifted off it was clearly just a crow. Farther up the mountain, though, a dark opening in the hillside caught my eye. It was at the base of the tumble of rocks beyond the burn; farther than we were allowed to go. The edge of the burn was the limit Grandpa had set for us; so far we’d obeyed him, but it really looked like a cave up there. I called over to Luke and he could see it, too. 

        Luke read my expression. “We aren’t allowed, Sandy.”

        “What harm could it do to just have a quick look?” I reasoned. “And, anyway, he’ll never know.” I was still stung by Grandpa not telling me what he’d been up to last night.

        Luke looked around nervously, as though Grandpa had nothing better to do than silently stalk us up the mountain. I started walking uphill, and after a moment I heard Luke following. It took longer than I expected; as we got closer the forest closed in and we lost sight of it, but we came up over a rise and there it was: an open, cavelike space in the hill of boulders. Soft moss, woven through with prince’s pine and twinflower, covered the rocks and carpeted the ground at the base of the small hill the boulders formed, pressed up against the side of the mountain. We approached, stood at the entrance. 

        “It could be a bear’s den,” Luke pointed out. 

        I shrugged. Luke’s timidity always gave me courage. “Well, the bear won’t be needing it for a few months yet,” I said, and slid between the rocks. “In the meantime, it can be ours.”

        The space was small, and as my eyes adjusted I could make out the back wall. A tiny spring trickled down one of the rocks and I cupped my hands under it; it smelled mossy and tasted clean. There was a lingering smell in the air, a bit like when a group of elk have just passed through, but sharper and somehow meatier. And musky, like skunk currant, or beargrass when it’s flowering. Not quite like anything I’d ever smelled before, in fact, and I was beginning to feel uneasy when Luke gasped. 

        I turned to look. In the soft dirt, right inside the mouth of the shallow cave, there was a footprint. The shape was exactly like my own bare foot would make, but it was twice as big as Grandpa’s, bigger than anyone’s. My scalp tingled, and the hair on my arms lifted. It was a giant’s footprint, halfway up the mountain where we were completely alone and nobody would ever think to look for us. 

        “Grandpa put it there,” I whispered. “To scare us.”

        Luke was studying the ground. I joined him and we found fragments of similar footprints but there was just the one clear track visible between the moss and the darkness of the cave. I’d stepped right on the edge of it, coming in. 

        “He probably came over to the cave by walking across the moss,” he said, pointing, “Look, see where? Then maybe he lied down there, that’s why there are no more prints. And then, he stepped out right there.”

        “What do you mean, he?” I asked. “It can’t be real. Nobody is that big.”

        I looked at the track again. It certainly looked real. “Or, maybe it’s a she,” I said, uncertainly. There were no things in the den, but I was suddenly certain that somebody lived here, somebody who was not quite real in the normal way, and whoever it was might be back at any moment.
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