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“It has not been in the pursuit of pleasure that I have periled life and reputation and reason. It has been the desperate attempt to escape from torturing memories, from a sense of insupportable loneliness and a dread of some strange impending doom.”

—Edgar Allan Poe


1

January 12th, 1951, Sawatch Mountain Range, Colorado—Elevation 9,871 feet

The Willys Jeep Wagon fought through slush and snow, windshield wipers thwapping as they swept away large white flakes, dirt speckled snowdrifts towering over the road. Jesse hunched over the wheel, gripping it with both hands as he peered at the steep slope, the Jeep’s headlights bouncing around, finding nothing but swirling white specks against blackness. The truck’s engine whined, its thick tires spitting dirt and gravel as it struggled up the incline.

Ahead, a single light flickered in the gloom, but it appeared to be getting further away, not closer.

The wind gusted and screamed, whistling through the wagon’s weatherstripping, murmuring and singing. Swirling cyclones of snow danced across the road, and shadows writhed just beyond the reach of the headlights. A bump rocked the truck, and it fishtailed, pushing through two feet of fresh snow, sliding and twisting as Jesse worked the wheel and kept the Willys on the road.

To the north, Abominable Peak rose like a monolith. The Sawatch mountains are high, vast, and gentle in contour. Abominable Peak was rugged and chiseled, its sharp summit a frozen hook. The peak had a tall, overbearing, ominous look, like it wasn’t part of the Sawatch Range at all, but rather its master. At 16,971 feet, Abominable Peak was the tallest mountain in the US Rockies, and Roland meant to be the first person to ride it.

Jesse glanced over and said, “This thing might make it after all.”

Roland said nothing. Nobody in their right state of mind traveled to Fort Fortune during winter, because there was no good reason to be there, at least there hadn’t been before Roland had his crazy idea. Without a reward, why take the risk? Spend the money for fuel and supplies? On the occasions when the camp did need to be reached when the Rockies were blanketed in feet of snow, a slow-crawling snowcat was used.

The road had no snow ruts or channels, which told Roland nobody had been up this way for a long time. A civilian vehicle had never made the trip in winter, and Jesse and Raymond had debated at length the best way to get to Fort Fortune.

The 1946 Willys Jeep Wagon was one of the first four-wheel-drive vehicles available for purchase by the general public, and Jesse had argued it wasn’t up to the task. He’d wanted to buy a military surplus vehicle, but Roland didn’t have the money and he’d insisted his Willys could make the trip. So far it had, though not without issues. Two flats and a broken ball joint had delayed them two full days, but there was no schedule in the mountains except night and day, black and white, right and wrong.

A cloud floated across the moon, and shadows writhed, thick darkness pressing on the road.

Jesse slowed and downshifted, the truck bucking and creaking, the equipment in the back of the vehicle shifting and clanging. “Check on that stuff, will you,” Jesse said, eyes locked on the road.

Roland leaned into the backseat and scanned the cases that contained Jesse’s camera gear. In the far back, their backpacks were stacked next to ski poles and boots. Two shotguns in leather bags were laid atop the ski poles. Their main function was to trigger avalanches, but they were also for defense. “Everything looks fine,” Roland said. “Can’t those cases be dropped from a hundred feet or something like that?”

Jesse pursed his lips, eyes darting from the road to Roland like that was the dumbest question he’d ever heard. “Well, sure, but if the lenses aren’t packed perfect, or the padding shifts . . . ” He gave Roland one last withering look before locking his gaze back on the road.

Roland knew the look well. It was his assistant’s way of telling him it should be Jesse that was famous. He should be the world downhill champion, not Roland.

“I don’t want to hear, ‘What? You didn’t get that?’ when you launch off a cliff or bomb a patch of powder,” Jesse said.

Roland sighed but said nothing.

The road narrowed, and the Jeep cut through two feet of snow like a plow, tire chains crunching, engine straining. A building materialized out of the thickening snowstorm, its single yellow light flickering in the darkness.

Jesse brought the truck to a stop, brakes squealing, wiper blades smacking back and forth.

The structure was made of wood, and it was half buried, drifts of snow covering the lower portion of its two boarded up windows. There were no signs, no identification of any kind, but Fort Fortune was known to everyone who ventured to Abominable Peak. In 1943, hikers discovered an exposed vein of gold in a cave, and during the other three seasons of the year, the base camp housed miners and support staff. The gold diggers were gone by Thanksgiving, at which time the place was mothballed until the following season. A caretaker was supposed to check on the place regularly but judging by the condition of the road he hadn’t been around lately.

Roland and Jesse stared through the windshield, the snow sparkling under the glare of the Jeep’s headlights. The wind howled, snow pelting the wagon like sand, fog-like breaths clouding the interior of the truck.

“Natural gas?” Jesse asked.

Roland nodded. He wasn’t certain how the building’s light was fed, but it was clearly a flame.

“Let’s take a look,” Roland said. The snow was too deep to open the door more than a few inches before getting stuck. He pulled the door closed and cranked down the window, snow blowing in his face, cold biting at his exposed skin. The temperature gauge attached to the truck’s side view mirror registered eight degrees Fahrenheit.

Jesse made no move to get out of the truck, and as Roland wiggled through the open window he said, “You coming?”

“I’ll follow you. No sense having both windows open. That is unless you want the car filled with snow?” Jesse said.

“Why do you always have to be such a wisenheimer?”

“Just trying to be one step ahead of you,” Jesse said. “I thought that was what you wanted?”

Roland said, “What I want is for you to hand me my snowshoes.” He sat in the open window with his legs in the snow, a stack of skis and equipment on the Jeep’s roof racks behind him. The wind gusted, a deafening roar that whistled and sang like an out of tune orchestra.

Jesse handed the snowshoes to Roland, who dropped them in the snow. They were made of ash, with rawhide webbing and leather straps. He carefully slipped into each shoe, buckling the straps tight over the toes of his boots as he sat perched on the edge of the Jeep’s open window.

The storm kicked up, and Roland found himself in a whiteout as he crossed the thirty feet between the wagon and the building. The Jeep’s headlights pushed away the blackness, but he couldn’t see Jesse or the truck. There was nothing except the cold black nothingness of the blizzard and the angry wind.

Roland hugged himself and pulled his coat tight around him, stomping the ground with his snowshoes, checking gloves and zippers to make sure he was sealed up. The Jeep’s cab had grown warm, the 134 cubic inch Go-Devil F-head four-cylinder engine throwing plenty of heat. The engine wasn’t much of a powerhouse, but it was the main reason he’d selected the Willys. The motor was virtually indestructible, having proved itself in the harshest conditions imaginable during WWII.

Snow and ice pelted his face, and Roland raised his arm to shield his eyes as he pressed forward. His damp T-shirt and the perspiration running down his back grew cold, a chill spreading through him that threatened to seep into his bones.

A mournful cry followed by a bark-growl echoed over the howling gale. Roland stopped walking, listening hard, trying to edit out the wind, the push and brush of the snow, the growl of the truck’s engine, and his galloping heart. The biting storm cajoled and whispered, searching for exposed skin. Roland felt his nose running, snot freezing in his mustache.

He spun around and a dark shape came at him through the sheets of snow. Roland reached for the strap holding his shotgun, only to remember it was back in the Jeep.

The crunch of footsteps and harsh breathing.

Jesse emerged from the white-speckled blackness, flashlight in hand, eyes frantic. “Did you hear that?”

“What?” Roland wasn’t sure what he’d heard if anything. He’d been on enough mountains to know that wind is a siren’s song, and when you’re alone, cold, and miserable, the wind had a way of telling a person what they wanted to hear.

Jesse’s eyebrows lifted beneath his goggles, and Roland felt stupid for not wearing his.

The duo’s snowshoes crunched as they worked their way to the building’s door, which was half buried in snow. “Mr. McMatheson said there were shovels under the overhang. Do you see them?” Roland asked.

Jesse disappeared into the whiteness, flashlight beam bobbing. He returned moments later with two rusted shovels with ash handles, and the pair used them to clean the snow away from the door.

“Damn,” Roland said. He traced claw marks in the scarred wood with his gloved index finger.

“Bear?” Jesse said.

Roland nodded, but he wasn’t so sure. The gashes were high up, and if a bear had made the marks, it was a big one that had been standing on its hind legs.

“You have the key?” Jesse asked.

Roland huddled close to the door and shielded himself from the wind and snow as he pulled off his right glove. The key was in his jacket pocket, and as he unzipped the heavy poplin coat and wind and snow worked their way under his protective layer, tiny shards of pain knifing through him.

He pulled free the key and zipped up. The lock was iced over. Roland breathed on the lock, then pressed his thumb to the metal, and after a few minutes of the brass leeching all the heat from his hand, he was able to work the key into the lock and force the door open.

A blackness deeper than the darkest night filled the room.

Jesse stepped inside, his flashlight beam arcing through the space.

The place reminded Roland of a military barrack. Rows of bunk beds with an aisle down the center, tables covered in empty washbasins on either side of the door, and lines of empty hooks for jackets and gear. A one-inch cast iron pipe ran along the upper edge of the wall and fed the perpetual flame of the exterior light. Roland didn’t see a valve to shut it off. The air smelled musty, like a room that’s been sealed for a long time, with tinges of dirt and natural gas.

Wind whistled through every crack and gap, and Roland thought he heard the miner’s voices, their laughter, their fears. He felt eyes on him, ghosts in the blackness.

“Everyone lives here?” Jesse asked.

“The miners, supervisors, cook,” Roland said. “The entire crew of twenty-four.”

Roland followed Jesse up the center aisle, his flashlight finding tiny piles of powder where the wind had wedged snow through cracks and holes. Icicles hung from rafters in several spots, and Roland eyed the corresponding water stains on the plank floor. The place was frigid cold, but without the constant attack of the wind, it felt like they were strolling in the Bahamas.

“That’s it?” Jesse said, pointing at the smallest potbelly stove Roland had ever seen. Thick icicles stuck out like spikes around the spot where the vent pipe penetrated the roof, and the wood holder next to the unit was empty.

“Doesn’t matter, mate. We can’t use the water. Pump is off and winterized. Same goes for the stove and all the other systems. Even the generator. But we’ve got a roof over our heads, walls to keep out—” He looked around. “—most of the wind and snow.”

Jesse sighed. “Let’s get to it then.”

Blackness dulled Fort Fortune, snow already covering the Jeep’s headlights. Jesse lugged the gear inside, while Roland dealt with the truck.

They would make the rest of the ascent on foot, and the Jeep needed to be prepared for several days of nonuse. He checked all the windows, tipped up the windshield wiper blades so the rubber didn’t stick to the glass, and popped the hood. A shriek, like a dying cat screaming, pierced the whiteout, metal on metal screeching as Roland lifted the hood. He pulled off his gloves and stuffed them in a pocket, and his hands began to numb immediately. He disconnected the battery, a light covering of snow blanketing the engine as he worked.

Roland stared down at the battery, pondering if he should bring it inside the barrack. Would it be warmer there? He concluded it would, so he removed the holding bracket, put his gloves back on, and jerked the battery from the engine compartment.

Snow crunched and something snapped, a piece of wood or a branch, but there were no trees around Fort Fortune. He paused, turning in circle, his arms protesting the weight of the battery. He saw nothing in the white speckled night, the beckoning call of the wind urging him on.

Roland stepped out of his snowshoes, leaned them tight against the barrack, and opened the door. It shrieked, but there was no accompanying growl of metal. He went inside and put the battery on one of the wooden tables, then closed and locked the door behind him.

A tent had been erected in the center aisle, the glow of a cooking stove within painting Jesse’s shadow on the green canvas.

“All good?” Jesse inquired.

Roland peered through the mesh of the tent’s entrance. “Yup.” He stomped his feet and brushed snow off his jacket and pants.

Jesse chuckled. “Weeks of planning and a treacherous three-day trek up Abominable, all for a six-minute ride.”

“To make history.”

“For you, maybe,” Jesse said.

Roland sighed. “Hopefully, the ride will be a tad longer than that, and you’ll get footage and pictures that will make you a few clams and might make you famous. You want the cover of Ski Magazine, right? Or was all that bragging in the bar in Denver BS?” 

Jesse said nothing. He stared through the mesh at Roland, his face expressionless.

Roland knew the look well. The two men had once been close friends, and he still knew his partner, perhaps better than he knew himself. He said, “What you got there? Stew?”

Jesse nodded.

Roland shook himself like a wet dog, unzipped the tent flap, and slipped inside. He sealed everything up tight and stripped off his jacket, boots, snow pants, gloves, hat. It was like removing a second skin or a wetsuit.

The two men ate in silence, drinking melted snow and whiskey. When they were done, they crawled into sleeping bags, doused the lights, and settled in for what would be their last night of solid sleep for three nights.

The old wood building creaked and moaned, boards popping, the door rattling in its frame. Sniffing . . . or snow pushing over snow like sand. Scratching, grunts, Jesse’s labored breathing. His partner had no trouble falling asleep.

It would be a long night for Roland, his brain running through an imaginary minefield as he pondered the claw marks, the strange sounds, the call from the wild. Experience told him the animals that called the mountain range home were nestled deep in their warm lairs, nibbling food they’d gathered when the leaves began to fall in October. Yet his imagination argued and persuaded that there was something outside in the storm. Someone, or something, calling for him. Searching for him. The storm crooned and whispered, finding every crack and hollow, the tinkle and pop of snow pelting the wood like trillions of cockroaches scuttling over ice.

***

The next day dawned clear and bright, sunlight refracting off pristine snow, kaleidoscopes of color sparkling across a crystalline ocean of white. The wind hummed, ice cracked, and snow shifted in a dull roar, like a distant wave rolling on the white ocean as it crashed on a mountainous shore. Abominable Peak rose in the north, its summit a twisted white knife.

Roland pulled on his eye protection. Snow blindness was common on high snowcapped mountains where the air is thinner and provides less protection from UV rays, so he had to remember to always wear his goggles. He was bundled up, snowshoes and backpack on, skis and poles strapped to his pack. He was already sweating under the double layer of long underwear and the full hood that covered his head and most of his face.

Leaving the barrack was like stepping from a space capsule onto the surface of the moon.

Jesse knelt, examined the ground next to their small equipment sled.

Spears of dazzling light knifed through the whiteness like electricity, the crunch of Roland’s snowshoes echoing in the silence. In the light of day, he saw other buried buildings, but nothing larger than the barrack. There was equipment under all the snow. Barns and stables. A compound buried like Atlantis beneath a sea of frozen waves.

“Find something?” Roland said as he peered over his partner’s shoulder.

A red dot marred the immaculate white, but that wasn’t what made his breath catch in his throat like a fishbone.

Huge four-toed footprints in the soft snow formed double tracks like those of a bipedal creature, three-inch slices at the tip of each digit delineating claws. The tracks trailed away into the milky whiteness.


2

January 27, 2018, Abominable Peak, Colorado—Elevation 16,971 feet

The jet-black helicopter streaked across the clear blue sky, sharp sunlight reflecting off the new-fallen snow, dimples of color sparkling like diamonds. The rattlesnake tinkle, rhythmic bass, and psychedelic rift of Aerosmith echoed through the cabin, drums pounding as the band shrieked about sweet emotions. 

Chance rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck as he zipped his shell and pulled up his gloves.

Steven Tyler crooned, rolling guitar thunder rushing through Chance like an electric shock. It was a time warp to the past, he and his crew psyching themselves out for a run the way they had when they’d been on the circuit together, competing, but as tight as a group could be. All that had changed when Chance fell from grace.

The womp-womp of the copter’s rotor blades pounding the thin mountain air was like an additional drum track, the steady beat out of rhythm with Joe Perry’s screeching guitar. The helicopter was an AStar designed for high altitude missions and was powered by an Arriel 2B engine equipped with a digital engine control unit with a mechanical backup system that made flying in strong winds at high altitudes less insane. The AStar 2B was the first helicopter to land on the summit of Mount Everest, and the whirlybird’s pilot, Trevor Lindy, was one of the most experienced drop guys in the business.

The AStar was configured in a five-passenger setup, plus the pilot and co-pilot. Tina sat in the co-pilot’s seat because she liked talking to Trevor over the headset, helmet in her lap, her red knit cap with blue pom-pom on top inched back on her head. The hat was a gift from her deceased father, and she wore it whenever she wasn’t riding under competition rules. Big Bob, who everyone in the crew affectionately referred to as Biggie, sat next to him on the forward bench seat, lost in the music, eyes closed, head bobbing up and down with the beat. Colin, Jibber, and Bomber sat behind him, and he heard Bomber thrumming his fingers on the copter’s glass window, Jibber’s horrible singing, and the occasional rhythmic chirp-snore of Colin.

Chance smiled. He felt like a member of a special ops unit on his way to a drop-off, everyone dialing in their inner strength, calling the demon that made them want to fly to the top of the world and ride a hill that had no business being ridden.

Those looking in from the outside thought his crew had abandoned him, and there were times it felt like they had. As he thought of his friends, a warmth blossomed in his chest that wouldn’t have been possible a few short months ago. These people hadn’t abandoned him like his sponsors had or the many others he’d called friends. Sure, he hadn’t seen any of them in the months leading up to their trip to Abominable Peak, but he didn’t blame them. They were still on tour, chasing a dream that had deserted him for little white pills.

When he’d stopped blaming the injury for his downfall, his life had come back into focus. Like a run, he once again saw life’s drops, its fine lines, freshies, curves, and pitfalls. He could anticipate it all before it happened, dropping into each bump and curve life threw his way, avoiding every bony spot. That was when things started to change for him, the future no longer clouded in a drug-induced haze.

Sweet Emotion pounded through the cabin like an anthem.

He gazed west at the army of dark clouds marching across the horizon. The incoming storm was expected to dump a foot of snow on the Rockies starting late afternoon. Wind pushed against the copter. Trevor kept the nose of the craft dipped as he climbed, turbine whining, rotors battering the air as he gripped the yoke with both hands.

Chance said, “Storm looks bad.”

“We’ll be drinking martinis at Lucky’s before the first snowflake hits the ground.” Biggie elbowed Chance and put his arms around him. “This must be really special for you, huh? I’m happy for you, man,” he bellowed.

Chance glanced at Tina, who was wearing cans, mic before her moving lips. He looked over his shoulder at his three amigos, and they pretended they hadn’t heard the question. He turned back to Biggie, but words failed him.

Whether it was the look on his face, his lack of response, or the general uncomfortable vibe that leaked through the cabin like sewage, his friend added, “What with your grandfather passing on up here and all.”

Chance felt his face go taut and his eyes grow wide.

“Sorry, man, I just . . . ” Biggie looked away.

Charles ‘Chance’ Hance’s grandfather had died on the peak back when skis were made mostly of wood, and it was a three-day hike to the summit for each ride. Chance said nothing as he stared at the snowboards strapped to the copter’s landing skids. Bomber’s orange Burton with black stripes, Tina’s aqua number with Hawaiian flowers, and Colin had brought his competition board, which was covered in logos—Salomons, RIDE, Burton and Nitro. The other three boards, including his custom Burton Reaper, were out of view on the opposite landing skid.

The chopper banked hard to port as Trevor circled the mountain, giving the boarders a good view of the conditions on the peak, which was formed from a huge overhanging cornice like a curved fang that bulged out over the eastern slope. The summit’s sharp angle reminded Chance of Mount Crumpit, where the Grinch hung his hat. The northern face was a series of cliffs, crags, and tumbled boulders dusted like glazed donuts. The southern face was treacherous but rideable, the eastern and western faces nothing more than shoots where the rock splintered into vertical crevasses, slender seracs like teeth in a boney jaw.

Spindrifts rolled down the mountainside like a frozen river, eddies, chutes, and falls coming together like puzzle pieces, a route forming in Chance’s head. Sheer drop-offs marked by brown rock faces cast long, thick shadows over virgin powder. From above, Chance saw all the cracks in the snowpack and ice, all the blocks and runners that had shifted, the many overhangs of built-up snow and ice hiding bony areas and rough sections of chowder caused by falling ice.

Aerosmith died away and Trevor’s voice crackled over the inboard comm speaker. “Looks good, wind shear at a minimum. Chance, you gonna blow out the candle?”

There was no place to set down the bird, so the team would have to rappel to the peak, but first potential avalanches needed to be dealt with.

Chance gave a thumbs up. With the sun glaring down through the thin air the snowpack weakened as it became wetter and heavier, and the weaker layers are forced to carry more weight. Blowing out the candle referred to trigger shots or explosives used to free snowpack on the verge of moving or falling.

Biggie passed Chance the case containing the explosive charges. Each charge, which boarders called M-180s, had detonators with digital timers and equaled roughly a stick of dynamite. He slipped on his belay harness and snapped the carabiner at the end of his safety strap onto a steel ring mounted next to the cabin’s sliding door.

“Buckle up,” Trevor said. “I’ll tell you when, Chance.”

The helicopter wheeled, spiraling in close, the thunderous roar of the rotor blades and the rumble of the turbine slicing the air. Rivulets of snow and ice cascaded down the face of the mountain, and several large cracks formed in the snowpack, dark lines spidering over the field of white.

Chance checked his safety line, put on his goggles, pulled his helmet chinstrap tight, and opened the case containing the charges. Then, he slid open the AStar’s side door, and wind gusted through the cabin.

Tina whooped, the roar of the rotors like a hurricane.

Trevor eased back on the yoke and the chopper hovered four hundred feet above the peak. Trevor’s voice squawked over the comm. “Now!”

Chance pulled one of the charges free, two white three-inch rectangles held together via black electrical tape with a small circuit board attached to it. The activation switch was covered with a safety shield, and Chance thumbed it up, flicked the toggle, and dropped the charge out the open door.

Trevor cycled up the copter’s engine, rotors hammering as he pulled on the yoke, and rolled the helicopter east.

The companions all strained to see out the port windows. Three seconds slipped away . . . four . . .

The thump of an explosion echoed over the mountain, bouncing off the cliffs. Crowds of snowballs rolled down the wave of white, a geyser of snow shooting fifty feet into the air. Dull thuds and deep cracking rose above the wind and thumping rotors, but none of the snowpack gave way. Chance repeated this process two more times with no success, but his fourth attempt was the charm. A third of the snowpack clinging to the sharp peak shifted and broke free, sliding down the mountain at two hundred miles per hour, a tsunami that could flatten skyscrapers and drown cities.

The roar of the racing snow was like river rapids, the occasional snap and crack of a tree breaking, or the pop of boulders tumbling free like gunshots.

Trevor backed off as the peak was obscured in a cloud of white, the whirlybird’s updraft spiraling like a cyclone, the copter trembling and vibrating.

As the snow-mist cleared, Chance saw that the run had changed like magic. Clean lines had been replaced with jagged cliffs, powdery bowls filled with sharp spires of ice, and windswept drifts had become impenetrable walls. With the snowpack still undulating and shifting, Chance picked up fresh lines, his mind connecting dots and creating a new path down the sheer face.

Clouds of snow erupted over the peak as Trevor dropped in, the helicopter’s engine whining as he brought the yoke to center and hovered eighty feet above the snowpack.

Chance sat by the open door, so he would drop first. The winch mounted above the door had a length of red nylon dry rope spooled on it, and he checked the knot holding the carabiner at the end of the line, then snapped in. He thumbed the carabiner’s lock into place and gave a thumbs up.

Trevor’s voice cracked as it came over the speaker, “Wave if it’s okay.”

Chance inched to the edge of the seat, wind gusting into the cabin. He checked his snowboard boots, adjusted his goggles and helmet, zipped his shell all the way up, pulled his gloves tight, and stepped out into the void, placing his feet on the foot pad atop the chopper’s landing skid. Dazzling sunlight reflected off the blanket of snow below, and he closed his eyes as he stepped off the skid. The wind spun him like an infant’s mobile as he clung to the rope, the harness biting into his chest, snow wash and angry cold gnawing his cheeks.

The winch droned and he looked up and saw Biggie, line running through his hand, Chance hanging from a red rope above a field of pure white reflected in his helmet’s face shield.

Chance’s feet hit snow and he sank knee-deep. He stomped, creating a small patch of snowpack, then he waved up to Biggie who began peeling the snowboards out of their racks and feeding them down the red line. When all the boards were down, Biggie funneled down six yellow Ortovox Free Rider emergency backpacks before the crew began dropping from the sky like spiders on silk strands.

The helicopter’s rotors tore up the peak, spindrifts cascading like water, a hurricane of snow and tiny ice pellets piercing his face like mouse claws. He cursed himself for not wearing his full hood.

When everyone was down, Trevor saluted through the side window, dipped the whirlybird’s nose, and flew off.

The six boarders pulled on their safety packs in silence, the wind like a gentle breeze without the help of the copter’s rotor wash. Chance gazed out on the Sawatch Mountains and thought of how his grandfather had stood on this same peak, saw this amazing view.

The Sawatch Range runs along a northwest-southeast axis, extending roughly eighty miles, forming part of the Continental Divide. Its eastern side drains into the headwaters of the Arkansas River. As Chance gazed southeast, Mount Elbert’s round top towered above lesser peaks, but not by much. The range contains fifteen peaks over fourteen thousand feet, and to the north, Mount Massive soared almost as high, but Abominable Peak towered above them all, piercing the clouds.

Chance sat in the snow and snapped into his bindings. His axe was a Burton, black, with a cloaked Grim Reaper holding a ski pole scythe with bony hands adorning the front surface, death’s robes and skinless arms feathering back around the bindings to the tail. The board’s rails shone in the sunlight, no rust, gashes, or dents. The ride was new, but he’d tested it once, checking the binding settings, and learning the flex and speed of the board. Knowing your plank’s capabilities was crucial when riding a rail of ice or hitting a tabletop of stone.

The winch-like clicking of bindings being tightened echoed over the peak. The riders adjusted gear, cracked necks, tightened emergency backpack straps, stretched, and straightened goggles and helmets.

Jibber said, “So, did I hear that right? Your legendary grandad died up here?”

Chance nodded as he stared down the southern vertical slope, finding a line, creating a mental map.

“That’s why you wanted to ride here so badly?” Bomber said.

“So, it wasn’t just about not seeing people from the circuit?” Tina added.

“Riding a hill you’ve never ridden?” Colin piled on.

“Do I really need to explain myself to you stooges?” Chance said, but he was smiling. He puffed out a cloud of condensed air. “It’s not something I go around telling folks, and it’s not like I saw you guys. We never . . . talked about coming here. You turds just said you’d come.”

Tina said, “Why wouldn’t we?”

“I don’t know . . . ” he said.

Tina hopped to the edge of the precipice, the snowpack giving way, her board slipping down the face. “I’m sorry I never came around. I’ve got no excuse, man. None.”

“You were on tour,” Chance said.

“Yeah, so? See you at the collection spot.” Tina hopped again, straightened her board, and crouched low as she disappeared over the edge and down the southern slope. The others watched as she cut a line, fresh powder spraying like water.

The distant womp-womp of the helicopter faded into the wind.

Colin was up next. His thick gnarly beard was already covered with tiny icicles, his goggles iced around their edges. He put his huge paw on Chance’s shoulder and squeezed it before dropping off the shelf and jumping into Tina’s track.

Bomber said, “Tina’s right. We should’ve skipped a stop and come to see you. Shit, we didn’t even come to the hospital after the injury. I’m sorry about that, dude. Sorrier than I’ve ever been in my life.”

“I told you guys not to come,” Chance said. “I didn’t want to inconvenience anyone.” The truth was, he hadn’t wanted anyone to see him that broken.

“Yeah, we shouldn’t have listened. Can’t wait to catch up over drinks tonight,” Bomber said, and hopped onto the slope. He didn’t follow Tina and Colin’s track, but instead lived up to his namesake and divebombed straight down the seventy-five-degree slope, hopping and air gliding, and passing Tina and Colin as they carved wide loops in the virgin powder.

Jibber clapped him on the back. “I’m just happy you’re back, dude. Can’t wait to kick your ass next season.” He pushed off and was gone.

Chance hadn’t made up his mind about competing again. He still loved riding, but the drive to compete just hadn’t returned.

Biggie inched close to Chance. “Sorry about before,” he said. “I thought everyone knew.”

Chance smiled as he adjusted his goggles, rolled his shoulders, and checked his bindings one last time. “No worries,” he said.

Biggie inch-wormed forward and slipped over the precipice. He didn’t look back.

It was out, and now his crew knew that not only was he chasing his demons, but also a ghost.
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Extreme sports are an addiction. There’s no other term that fits, that embraces the lunacy and recklessness which leads a person to bomb down the side of a mountain, rocks and trees buried under feet of frozen water waiting to gobble a rider up and spit them out before said junkie had a chance to take a breath. When the gnarliest of groomed trails ceases to get your blood pumping, you’ve become a full-fledged adrenaline addict. All riders seek their own ultimate rush, pushing their limits. It was akin to drugs or surfing a wave. There’s nothing else in the world at that moment, and it was the only time Chance let go of his past. 

Sunlight danced on snow as he gazed down the sheer incline, ridges and dunes casting long dark shadows over the field of white, ominous black patches filling bowls and furrows. Flutes and cracks lined the snowpack, wide and deep.

His nerves jangled, the tips of his fingers stinging. It had been a long journey to Abominable Peak, both mentally and physically. He thought of his grandfather, what it must have been like to reach the summit after a three-day climb. Would he be as thrilled to take the plunge if it had taken three days of hiking to get up here, not a ten-minute heli jump from base camp? He’d climbed from the shit, risen above, and here he was, ready to take the leap again and head on back down so he could start all over again. It was exhilarating and frustrating.

The sun glare made it difficult to see, though Chance’s polarized goggles helped. His crew was cutting swagging lines down the face, except Bomber, who’d disappeared within his own wake cloud. Chance jerked his hips and wiggled forward, the snow crunching as his Burton started to slide.

Boris Karloff’s voice rattled in his head, the pop and snap of the crunching snow bringing the image of the Grinch sliding down the face of Mount Crumpit to mind. Something about a growing heart.

He bent his knees, got low, and inched over the lip, dropping into the groove created by his crew, throwing a wall of snow as he cut hard right, slowing, his edge slipping as the board dug into powder. Wind tore at his face as he picked up speed, hitting a pristine line and carving into a white dune, then slinging downhill, working his legs back and forth as he snaked through loose snow.

Uneasiness and dread knifed through him, spine aching and tingling, sweat rolling down his back. He was moving too fast, the board sliding out from under him. He was losing control and had to slow, but he was afraid to carve hard for fear of catching an edge or hitting a stone. Muscles tensed, a loud ringing filling his head like he’d been hit in the head with a bat.

Chance fell back, the tip of the Burton coming up, the board flexing. He eased his right foot forward and slipped his left back, bringing the board vertical to his body, his legs shuddering under the strain. His momentum arced him onto a bulletproof section of snow, and he dug in the board’s inside edge, the sound of metal tearing over ice like a scraper clearing a car’s frozen windshield.

Tina, Colin, and Biggie launched off a low cliff, splashing into the snowdrift at its base, disappearing as if underwater only to burst free, covered in white, a rooster tail of ice and snow trailing behind them. A field of rocks and chowder trailed away to the east, so Chance dug in with his toes, gliding through a thick field of powder as he arced toward his friends.

The sun glare blinded him for an instant, and panic punched him in the gut. He’d talked to a race car driver at a party once—Giuseppe something—and he’d told Chance about what it was like being on the track during an accident, racing into clouds of smoke at a hundred and fifty miles an hour, not knowing if you were going to make it out.

Pain knifed through Chance’s stomach, fear and doubt stabbing him, telling him he was a fool to think he could just ride like he had before, no training, no prep. What had he been thinking? Yet, as muscle memory took control, he stopped thinking, let his body do what it had done many times before.

He arced left, anticipating the sliding snowpack, hopping off a rock and landing on a cloud of snow before launching off a low cliff.

Dazzling sunlight, sharp lines of a bright rainbow, whiteness filling the world.

The freefall ended and he thumped into sugar, knees shrieking as his board flattened and he bounced forward, picking up speed as he emerged from a wave of cascading snow.

Tina whooped but didn’t stop. Colin pulled up short to make sure Chance was alright, then turned downhill and was gobbled up by the deep snow.

The incline lessened, but rocks, moguls, and the tops of evergreen trees poking through the snowpack created an obstacle course. Chance stayed well away from all such impediments because there was no way to know what dangers lurked beneath the snowpack. Catching the tip of a snowboard on a branch or stone when moving at a hundred miles per hour could be catastrophic.

He cut between the tops of two evergreens, his balance coming back, angst and fear draining away. He cut hard right, carving into a mound of snow, and launching into the air. He grabbed his board out of habit, though there was nobody there to see it. Dazzling sunlight as he landed, fell on his ass, but he used his momentum to bounce back to his feet. The Burton Reaper flexed its tip catching snowpack. He leaned back, sliding the board back and forth as he sculpted a line down the last section of the upper peak.

The crew had veered to the east and were playing in a shallow snow-filled bowl that looked like a natural skate park.

Tina cut a wide ribbon through a field of chowder, and jumped onto a flat rock, riding its edge before pulling hard left and continuing through the bowl. Colin rode the rail of a fallen tree, its exposed trunk free of branches. Biggie and Jibber vaulted back and forth between two massive snowdrifts, like a natural halfpipe, the boarders zigzagging and hopping through the open snow tunnel.
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