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CHAPTER ONE







THE ASPHALT RIBBON of Highway 20 coiled deeper into the throat of the North Cascades, flanked by ancient, suffocating walls of Douglas fir and hemlock that seemed to swallow the midday sun. Gia adjusted her grip on the steering wheel, her palms slightly damp against the leather. In the passenger seat, her Nikon sat like a coiled predator, its long lens ready to capture the exquisite failure she was certain awaited her. This wasn't about finding a myth, it was about documenting the hollowed-out eyes of the men who chased it, the tragic, sun-baked desperation of those who spent their retirement funds on thermal scopes and beef jerky, hunting for a ghost that never stayed for the photo op.

Hunger eventually gnawed through her focus, sharp and insistent, prompting her to pull the dusty sedan into the gravel lot of "The Rusty Talon." It was a squat, cedar-shingle building that looked as though it were being slowly reclaimed by the moss. Inside, the air was a heavy, comforting sludge of rendered bacon fat, stale cigarette smoke from a bygone era, and the earthy scent of damp flannel.

Gia slid into a vinyl booth that groaned under her weight, the duct-taped seams nipping at her thighs through her denim shorts. A waitress with a beehive hairdo that defied both gravity and the last three decades sauntered over, her name tag “Bev” crooked against a leopard-print polyester uniform.

"You look lost, honey," Bev rasped, her voice sounding like two pieces of coarse sandpaper rubbing together. She set a thick ceramic mug down with a heavy thud and filled it with coffee the color of used motor oil. "Either lost, or you’re one of those hikers who thinks a North Face jacket makes ‘em invincible against the cougars."

Gia offered a tight, practiced smile, leaning back as she pulled her notebook from her bag. "Neither. I'm actually here for the 'Great Cascades Expedition.' I'm a photojournalism student."

Bev paused, the glass coffee pot hovering mid-air, a slow, predatory grin spreading across her weathered face. "The Expedition? You mean Miller and his band of Merry Men? Those boys couldn't find their own shadows in a lit room, let alone a ten-foot-tall stink-ape."

"That’s exactly the point," Gia replied, her tone sharpening with professional zeal. She leaned forward, her voice dropping into a conspiratorial hum. "I’m not looking for the monster, Bev. I’m looking for the pathos. I want to capture the exact moment the light dies in their eyes when they realize they’ve spent another ten thousand dollars to stare at a bent twig. I want the tragedy of the human obsession with the impossible."

Bev let out a bark of laughter that turned into a wet, rattling cough, slapping a hand against the Formica tabletop. "Tragedy? Sugar, around here we just call that 'Saturday.' You’re gonna photograph them looking pathetic? You’re gonna need a wide-angle lens for that much sad."

"It’s for my senior thesis," Gia explained, her gaze drifting toward the window where the jagged peaks of the mountains loomed like broken teeth against the sky. "A study on the inadequacy of the modern man when faced with his own insignificance. I want to get up close, right in the middle of the mud and the mosquitoes, and document the disappointment."

Bev leaned in, the scent of peppermint gum and menthols wafting off her. "Well, you’ll get plenty of mud, and Miller’s ego is a disaster area all on its own. But let me tell you something for free, college girl. Those woods are deeper than your textbooks say they are. You go looking for disappointment, you might find it. But you go looking for something to mock, and the mountain might just decide to show you something that’ll make you forget all about your GPA."

Gia felt a faint, electric shiver travel down her spine, a prickle of heat that settled low in her belly. She dismissed it as the caffeine hitting her empty stomach. "I'll take my chances. I think I can handle a few frustrated hunters."

"Mmm-hmm," Bev hummed, straightening up and tucking her order pad into her apron. "I'll get your burger. Just remember, the 'Big Guy' doesn't usually like his picture taken, and he’s got a lot less patience for snobbery than I do."

As Bev disappeared into the kitchen, Gia looked back at her camera. The lens reflected the dark, impenetrable green of the forest outside. She wasn't afraid of the woods, or the legends. She was hungry for the story, and she could almost taste the salt of the hunters' tears already.










THE TRAILHEAD FOR the "Great Cascades Expedition" was less of a base camp and more of a soggy graveyard for overpriced camping gear. As Gia pulled her car into the clearing, the tires churned through a thick slurry of grey mud that threatened to swallow her hubcaps. The rain, fine and relentless as a shroud, drifted down from the canopy, slicking the emerald moss and turning the air into a cool, damp weight against her skin.

Standing in the center of a circle of mismatched tents was a man who could only be Miller. He was a mountain of a human, his chest straining against a camouflage vest adorned with more pockets than any one person could possibly find a use for. He was currently shouting instructions at a man who was struggling to assemble a high-end thermal imaging camera with fingers that shook from either caffeine or pure, unadulterated nerves.

"Focus, Gary! If the big man walks through that perimeter, I want his heat signature saved in 4K, not looking like a blurry thumbprint!" Miller’s voice boomed, echoing off the rock faces like a landslide.

Gia stepped out of her car, the mud sucking at her boots with a wet, slurpy sound. She slung her Nikon over her shoulder, feeling a surge of predatory excitement. The scene was a masterpiece of inadequacy.

"You must be the student," Miller said, turning his gaze toward her. His face was a map of broken capillaries and sun-damaged skin, but his eyes shone with a terrifying, childlike fervor. He stepped forward, crushing a sodden pinecone under his boot, and offered a hand that felt like a slab of cured leather. "I'm Miller. Leader of the search. You’re just in time; we’re about to calibrate the pheromone spikes."
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