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      Jase followed the deer trail to the top of the ridge. It was a steep climb, threading her way through the salal and thimbleberries beneath tall firs and big-leaf maples. Vine maples were scattered throughout and a few native dogwood too. Sword ferns lined the paths. Her old hiking boots now so little worn, felt strange. Her jeans protected her from the thorny currants and blackberries.

      It was gorgeous up here at this time of year. The vine maples were turning orange and crimson. Big-leaf maples glowed a deep golden yellow. The fall rains hadn’t begun yet, nor had the mushroom season. But the clear days had turned the nights crisp.

      She paused at the top of the ridge to catch her breath and looked out over the Cascade range. The view was stunning. A hawk floated over the valley down below.

      Jase didn’t often get out in the woods any more. She’d grown up in the woods. Her father had been a wildlife biologist. But now it was her husband, Bryan, who worked in these woods.

      He should be up here, not her.

      Her place was at home with her laptop. As the writer half of the research team, her work was at home. Making sense of the data and putting it out into the world. Bryan was the one who gathered the data.

      Two days ago, just as he’d begun packing for the next trip, he’d been struck down with abdominal pain and nausea. A trip to the local clinic made it clear he needed to have his ruptured appendix removed. And spend a few days in the hospital.

      But this research trip was the last big one of the season. He’d found evidence of a group of Sasquatch the last time he’d been up here. More data was needed. They might not be able to get up here again once the snow began.

      So, time to adapt. She had to check his stations. Collect the audio recorders and bring them in, see what they’d found. She had three days.

      He’d lain there in the hospital, waiting to be prepped for surgery, his face twisted with pain.

      Bryan had grasped her hand and said, “Jase, you gotta be me. Need to get those recorders out before it snows. Otherwise we’ll lose the data again.”

      He was right. Last year a heavy snow had come early, before he could gather all their equipment. All the recorders had been dead by spring, too much water had leaked into them over the winter. An entire month’s worth of data gone. And some of the locations were the most important in fall. It had been a terrible setback for their research.

      “Please.”

      “Okay. Your mom’s already on a flight here. She should be here when you wake up. You come through this, okay?”

      “I will. Just get the data.”

      She texted his mom. Then fled the hospital, guilt looming up about the relief she felt.

      She hated hospitals. Dad died in one and she still couldn’t shake the fear, five years later.

      Back to reality. Jase pulled the old topo map out of her large vest pocket. The first site should be in that clearing just down below. A nearly flat area, growing back from being burned out maybe six years back. It was home to salmonberries, thimbleberries, trailing blackberries and bilberries. There might even be some left, but it was unlikely.

      She was startled by the sound of a large branch breaking. Followed by a noise she’d heard a million times on Bryan’s recordings. The thunk, thunk, thunk sound of dry wood hitting a hollow tree trunk.

      The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She looked around, but saw nothing unusual. She stayed still. Waiting, despite the heavy pack on her back. She’d grown soft sitting at home.

      After ten minutes of watching the surrounding landscape, nothing had changed. It was still silent, not even any bird chatter.
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