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Ex-Navy Seal Mike Gannon – a man used to being in the firing line – has always wanted to travel to Alaska. So when the opportunity for a bucket-list trip to the northern wilds comes up, he doesn’t hesitate to take it.


However, he soon discovers other hunters are already there. . .and he’s in their targets.


Soon Gannon finds himself caught and captured, forced onto a private jet bound for an unknown destination. He may not know who took him or why, but he’s certain that lethal danger awaits.


Those determined to hold Gannon seem to have all the power. But they have overlooked one simple thing: some men can be intimidated but others will never break.
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The Delta flight out of Salt Lake City had a two-hour layover in Seattle so they didn’t get up to Juneau until late in the afternoon. Coming into the terminal from the bag retrieval, Gannon saw that it looked a lot like the airports in the lower forty-eight except it wasn’t that crowded and the gift shop had a giant stuffed moose in its plate glass window.


When they were halfway down the concourse to the exit, the rumbling luggage cart suddenly got much heavier as Gannon’s son, Declan, stopped pushing it. He stood pointing at the green glow of a Starbucks sign.


“What do you think, Dad? Coffee time?” he said.


“Again?” Gannon said skeptically as he slipped out his phone to check the itinerary. “How much coffee can a person possibly drink?”


The super-extra-deluxe spring brown bear Alaskan hunting trip they were about to embark upon had originally been booked for Gannon’s friend, John Barber. But when John couldn’t go at the last minute, in order to avoid the huge hit on the cancelation fee, Gannon had decided to step in and scoop it up for his son’s birthday instead.


Gannon read off the screen. They were to head to a seaport on the other side of Juneau, where a little Piper Cherokee would take them on the final hop to a base camp in the interior of Glacier Bay National Park.


But that was at three, he read. They still had about an hour.


“Yes, okay,” Gannon said. “I will allow it. If you hurry. Get me a small one. Black.”


“Cookie, too, Daddy? Please?” his six-three, two-hundred-twenty-pound son said, maneuvering around a sandwich board sign that said Alaska: North To The Future.


“Split one?” Gannon said.


“Split one? Come on, Dad. We’re headed straight into Call of the Wild country. We need to carbo-load.”


“Speak for yourself,” he called out at his son’s wide departing back.


To the left of where Gannon was standing was a huge window, and he squealed the luggage cart over and stood looking out. Beyond the airport tarmac, a bright silver curtain of mist was billowing gently along hills filled with huge pine trees. As he watched, an open airport vehicle went by along the shoulder of the landing strip, its driver wearing a snow hat that said, Yeah, But It’s A Dry Cold.


Gannon smiled out at the landscape. Even though he’d been born and raised in New York City, he actually possessed a special affinity for Alaska ever since he was a child. In his fourth-grade class at St. Margaret’s, each kid had to do a special project on one of the fifty states and when he reached in and drew out Alaska from the Yankee hat Sister Ann was holding, he had a special feeling about it being his state.


Silly as it sounded, throughout the entirety of his life, his sense of fateful connection to its Big Dipper star state flag, (which he had to draw), its state flower, (the forget-me-not), and its main exports, (zinc and oil and fish), had never left him.


“And now I’m finally here,” he said out loud to it.


Gannon smiled even wider as the mist parted and a muscular mountain range suddenly became visible in the distance, majestic fissured peaks still thick with snow.


“So far so good,” he said as he placed a palm to the cool glass.


The weather was holding up, thirty degrees going up to near forty tomorrow. In the travel guide it said that March was the best time for Alaskan hunting because it was no longer freezing, and it was before what they called breakup when all the snow melted and everything became a muddy mess.


Gannon turned and sat in one of the lounge chairs behind him with his hiking boots up on their bags and hard-pack rifle cases.


“Guess we’re about to find out,” he whispered excitedly as he scratched at his fledgling beard.


His son had insisted that they both work on their facial hair for the last two weeks. Like pretanning before heading on a beach vacation, he had explained, they should already have a semi-lumberjack-mountain-man look to blend in, to really hit the ground running up here in the wild blue yonder.


Declan was jazzed all right. They’d tagged along on a hunt to Arizona with John Barber for bighorn sheep two months before, and it seemed like he had really caught the bug.


Gannon was more of a fisherman than a hunter by far. But moving forward, maybe hunting would be something he and Declan could share together from time to time.


Especially now that his son was leaving him, Gannon thought with a frown.
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It was true. Declan was cutting out on him, the bum. He was giving baseball another shot, which meant having to leave Utah.


Gannon was sure going to miss him. Especially after all the time they’d gotten to spend hanging out together at his old war buddy, John Barber’s, ranch in Utah.


Though come to think of it, hiding out would have been a more accurate term.


Gannon would have liked to have told people that he had taken to the desert-hermit lifestyle for pious religious purposes except it was actually pretty much the opposite. Their sudden need to get off the grid had come about because of a floating suitcase full of money Gannon had come across while out fishing in the Bahamas.


He’d hardly had time to say “finders keepers” and thank his lucky stars before the group of corrupt FBI counterintelligence agents it had belonged to had shown up, trying to kill him.


The problem for them was that Gannon had spent a significant portion of his adult life as a combat-hardened navy SEAL special forces operator. And as he hadn’t really felt like being dead just yet, the complications that had ensued from this unfortunate conflict of interests had resulted in the exchange of great amounts of automatic gunfire. Sad as it was to say, more than a few of these up-to-no-good government agents had ended up in the deceased column.


Actually, come to think of it, it really wasn’t that sad, was it? Gannon thought.


Since the corrupt-to-the-bone scumbags had thoroughly deserved everything they got.


“And then some,” Gannon muttered as he remembered his sweet-natured old pal from the Bahamas, Sergeant Jeremy, whom they had brutally tortured and murdered.


But at least the good news now was that it seemed that at long last all this unexpected and thoroughly unwanted covert combat had come to a close. He had an FBI agent friend of his do a deep dive on the sly to see if there were any cases on him, especially any in the department’s top secret counterintelligence division.


The scan miraculously had come back squeaky-clean. Apparently, he was both overt and covert warrant free. It wasn’t like he wouldn’t still be keeping a sharp eye on their six, but as it seemed the military wing of the corrupt-o-crats wanted to bury the hatchet for now, an ease-up on things seemed appropriate.


Besides, his enemies weren’t after Declan, were they? Gannon thought. Hiding his son along with himself had just been a precaution.


And threat or no threat, his son couldn’t hide forever. With his birthday in three days, it was time for him to get on with his young life.


Knowing this day was coming, Gannon had worked overtime on his buddy’s weekend warrior ranch to get his son to sponge up every SEAL self-defense trick and tactic Gannon could think to teach him. They must have littered over a hundred thousand shell casings on the floor of John Barber’s shooting range and shoot house. And for unarmed stuff, he’d spent months teaching him a brutal street fighting version of the martial art Silat, which had been taught to him by one of his old crazy Vietnam vet SEAL mentors.


Packed now with some muscle and tactical technique, Declan was as ready to make his way in the world as he ever would be, Gannon thought. Moving forward, anyone suicidal enough to sneak up on his linebacker-size son to do him a nasty—even a pro—very likely might be in for an unexpected new orifice. And/or a plastic surgeon to reset the broken bones of his face.


Gannon stared out at the striking Alaskan landscape as some large seabird, a crane of some sort, came gliding across the sky.


There you had it, Gannon thought with a sigh as he watched it drift away. There was no more denying it. His little boy was grown now.


One last wistful dream grizzly bear hunting trip, he thought with a grin, and then it would be time to finally cut the Gannon family apron strings with a Rambo knife.


He turned as his son arrived back, balancing two coffees in a holder. He laughed as he spotted the pile of treat bags that were stacked up between the cups. They were almost as high as their luggage cart.


Did this kid ever stop eating?


“A cookie, huh?” Gannon said as his son sat. “Looks like you got us three. Each.”


“Very funny, Dad. I got us some breakfast sandwiches as well.”


“What? We had lunch in Seattle.”


“I know,” Declan said, “but cookies are a dessert so I figured, got to have a meal before or, like, it wouldn’t be right.”


“Enjoy it now, son,” Gannon said, finally accepting his coffee as his son tore into the crinkly paper. “But remember, one day—sooner than you think—you, too, will worry about fitting into pants.”
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Bouthier had been busy setting up in the hotel room all morning so when there was some unexpected downtime, he decided to try to squeeze in a quick workout.


The hotel gym was downstairs off the lobby and even before he fully pulled open its glass door, he saw without surprise that it was tiny and complete shit.


The only good thing about it was that its sole occupant, some pudgy thirty-something insurance-salesman-type on the exercise bike, immediately put on the brakes and began gathering up his stuff the split second Bouthier peeled off his shirt.


It wasn’t surprising. Six foot and hard bodied with dark pitbull-like eyes, doorway-filling shoulders and a slab of a face that looked like it had been squared into shape with a bricklayer’s crack hammer, Bouthier rarely found social distancing to be too much of a problem.


“Before,” he said as he tracked the soft bubble butt’s hasty exit in the wall mirror.


“After,” he said with a gruesome smile as he popped a rock-hard front flex.


He looked around. Without anything real to lift, he decided to do some CrossFit. Burpees, renegade rows, jumping lunges then some dumbbell thrusters with the pathetic 50s.


When the Bluetooth in his ear chirped, he was just done stretching and was bending over about to do his first burpee.


“Heads up. This just in. It is the plane after all,” his partner, Llewellyn, said.


“Now you tell me. On my way,” Bouthier said with a sigh.


As he came back out into the lobby, the front door of the hotel swung open and in came some grinning Alaskan hillbilly family with a bunch of kids.


There were five kids in all, Bouthier quickly counted. Three girls and two boys, the oldest boy maybe ten. All of them were blond haired and smiling and the dipshit lot of them, even the thirty-something parents, were color coordinated in Walmart blue T-shirts that said Congrats Grammy! on the front of them.


Well, kiss my Alaskan grits, Bouthier thought as he watched the backwoods von Trapps head for the cheap hotel’s ballroom. This is funner than when we done gave that Sarah Palin a ride in the turnip truck. Don’t y’all just love going-into-town day?


As he headed on a collision course with them, Bouthier’s dark predator eyes were fastened onto the smallest child lingering at the rear. He was a daydream-eyed, tow-headed boy of perhaps five, the plastic string of a huge shiny Mylar balloon clutched fervently in his pudgy little mitt.


Time for some of his own fun? Bouthier suddenly thought with a raise of an eyebrow.


He quickly glanced over at the check-in desk and saw that the clerk was missing.


Why, yes, he thought, reaching into his back pocket as he picked up his pace. Why, yes, it was.


Arriving in the middle of the lobby at the same time as the cute-as-a-button cluster, Bouthier waited a beat, and just as the five-year-old crossed in front of him, he snicker-snacked open the razor-sharp karambit blade he always carried with a card trick flick.


Bouthier was ten feet past the desk with the blade resheathed when the child began howling.


He glanced back casually over his shoulder.


And had to bite his lip to keep from cracking up.


Because the redneck kid’s balloon was missing in action now. Up, up, and away it had gone, hopelessly lost somewhere in the lobby’s double-height ceiling.


“Mommy, my balloon! Nooooo! Nooooo!” the inconsolable rug rat wailed to his mother, kneeling now beside him.


“But why did you let it go, Tyler? I told you to hold it tight,” she said.


“But it broke! Why did it break?” Tyler bemoaned as he pathetically showed her the now limp short end of the balloon string that Bouthier had just parted as clean as a whistle.


“Because shiny balloons are only for winners, that’s why,” Bouthier said quietly, unable to stifle the giggles as he finally turned and stepped into the waiting elevator.


“Losers like you, Tyler,” Bouthier said as the door closed, “only get the string.”
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The cheap room Bouthier carded into up on three was about as spacious as the bed of a pickup.


But they weren’t there on their honeymoon now, were they? Bouthier thought as he kick-slammed the beat-up door behind him.


It actually couldn’t have been better because its window provided a clear line of sight to the Juneau arrivals gate.


Llewellyn was bent over the spotting scope by the window, and Bouthier shook his head at his partner’s room-filling back. Even taking a knee, his boy Llewellyn was one massive goon.


“Target acquired?” he said.


“Clear as day. He’s out on the sidewalk getting a taxi.”


“Nevin and Grabowski are on him already?” Bouthier said, referring to their other team members.


“Like maggots on a rotting corpse,” Llewellyn said. “They just pulled up at the curb behind his taxi.”


“And the target’s kid is there, too?”


“The kid, too,” Llewellyn said, standing up to his full gargantuan six-foot-six-inch height. “See for yourself.”


It was true, Bouthier thought, as he put one of his dark doll’s eyes to the scope.


There he was in the flesh, the intrepid Michael Gannon, long-in-the-tooth navy SEAL, and his happy progeny.


Gannon was midsize, maybe five foot ten. Good width in the shoulders. Lean faced. He was fit-looking enough. Not like Bouthier himself, of course. But who was?


Bouthier’s eyes narrowed as he thumbed at the zoom.


“Mr. Gannon, you need to lay off the mashed pertaters,” he said with a pretty good Irish brogue. “Because faith and begorra that Irish gut of yours is starting to lean a little more toward keg than six-pack, isn’t it?”


“Looks like everything’s right on schedule after all,” Llewellyn said, chuckling behind him.


Bouthier nodded. They already knew all about Gannon’s hunting trip itinerary. The printout of it from Control was sitting in a glossy folder on the hotel desk beside him. Along with several marked-off topographical maps of the Glacier Bay territory.


He buttoned the zoom back a smidge as the SEAL’s kid handed him one of the rifle cases. Then Bouthier suddenly found himself frowning.


Was all this truly adding up? he wondered. From the startling reports they had gotten, especially the world-class-level confirmed kill count, he was really expecting someone more formidable looking.


The target in his scope certainly didn’t give off the demeanor of a killing machine. Fair-haired and bright-eyed with an easy grin, he could have been a youth sports coach, an upbeat daytime game show host, a helpful friendly small-town mailman.


But then again, appearances really didn’t always tell the story, did they? Bouthier thought. Take Mike Tyson for instance. He was only five foot ten. Thick and stocky. Built like a gun safe, like he was bolted into the floor. Then one blurring, bobbing-and-weaving second after the bell rang, he was somehow standing in the middle of his much larger opponent’s kitchen, ripping down all the cabinets and tearing the door off the fridge.


Or take plastic explosives for another example, Bouthier thought as he watched the stocky SEAL pile the rest of the bags and cases into the taxi’s trunk.


One second it was a harmless blob of kindergarten Play-Doh, wasn’t it? Then an eyeblink later, they were scraping your sweetbreads off the ceiling with a putty knife.


Nodding at this self-served food for thought, Bouthier was about to turn the camera off when he spotted something and quickly zoomed back in close on Gannon’s neck.


“There you go. Now that’s more like it,” he said with a grin as he scanned the healed-over hickie-like welt just above Gannon’s clavicle.


He’d seen such marks before. In his own mirror. It was the burn mark that sometimes got left when the hot tumbling brass shell casings of a rapidly fired automatic weapon got caught in your shirt collar.


Bouthier’s stony face creased into a full smile as he watched Gannon settle back into his taxi.


This actually might be fun after all, Bouthier thought as the cab pulled away.


He’d never been on a SEAL hunt before.
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The bright base camp log cabin was fifty miles deep into the Glacier Bay Wilderness Area and in the crack-of-dawn morning light, it looked like something out of a Boy Scout’s dream of heaven.


It had shiny wooden bunks and shiny wooden gear lockers and a massive matte black iron woodstove just off the kitchen that was the size and shape of a small locomotive.


Pausing from stomping snow from their boots on its porch, Gannon looked with his son at the remarkable lake beside the cabin that was somehow the bright blue-green color of a Tiffany jewelry box. Beyond it in the distance, the jagged peaks of the seemingly endless snow-dusted cliffs and mountains they were about to head into looked like something out of Tolkien’s Middle Earth.


“This is beyond, Dad. I mean, say huh?” Declan said in quiet awe.


Gannon grinned. In their matching hoodies and watch caps and insulated hunting coveralls, they couldn’t have been more psyched about this hunt if they had tried.


“And just think, the day hasn’t yet begun,” Gannon said, clapping him on the back as he pulled the door.


“Okay, gentlemen, if you would,” their expert bear hunting guide, Chuck Bullard, said, waving them over to the map he had just spread open on the cabin’s battered kitchen table.


White bearded, hearty and with a Papa Hemingway thing going on, Chuck Bullard truly looked like an expert bear hunting guide.


Or was Chuck actually Santa Claus? Gannon thought as he and Dec huddled up beside him. Old Santa come south from the North Pole after Christmas to get away from the chirpy elves and unwind by hunting grizzlies.


“Okay, so we’re here and we’re heading to the base camp that’s on the south side of this mountain to the southwest here,” Chuck said, tracing a thick finger over the paper.


Gannon nodded, studying the topographical map. They’d just come in from loading up the snowmobiles with all the bags and gear and rifles along with the Marmot tents. The first leg of the hunt was thirty miles in from this base camp, so they’d be sleeping under the stars tonight.


“These lines here,” Chuck continued as he tapped the paper, “are old mining roads along the lake. But right here, see, we’ll have to cross the frozen part of this river and start heading up and down these ridgelines. Some of the up-and-down runnels are pretty steep, but if you just follow my lead, you’ll be fine. You’ll probably want to go slow anyway because as the elevation gets higher, the scenery gets quite pretty. A lot of folks say so anyway. Any questions so far?”


“Gets pretty?” Gannon said, pouring some more coffee. “You’re saying it gets prettier than that lake out there?”


“Don’t worry, Mike,” Chuck said, raising a snowy white eyebrow at him. “You’ll start forgetting about the pretty scenery real fast when we get in close to our base camp and set up the tents and have to start stalking uphill on foot. These brown bears just out of hibernation feed on grass in the upper-level clearings here on the south side of these mountains so it takes a while to hike up there. Now you boys know about bear spray, right?”


“We got some back in Utah before we got on the plane,” Gannon said, showing him the key ring canister he’d purchased.


“Yeah, um, that sample size ain’t gonna cut it, Mike. Not out here,” Chuck said, taking out what looked like a small fire extinguisher of the stuff from a cargo pocket and clunking it atop the map.


“This is more what you’re looking for,” he said. “It’s mace times about a hundred thousand. You get into some trouble, you leave your sidearm where it is and just take this out and pull back the safety cover here and start depressing the trigger. Liberally. A seven-hundred-pound charging, hungry grizzly coming at you at forty miles an hour—even if you hit it between the eyes with that .44 you brought, Mike—will still flatten you like a penny on a railroad track. But if it gets even a whiff of this, it’ll immediately put on the brakes and take off.”


Gannon smiled as he looked over at his son, who had gone wide-eyed at the words “seven-hundred-pound charging, hungry grizzly.”


“North to the future, son,” Gannon said, clapping Declan on the back. “North to the future and beyond.”
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A dozen miles into the interior of the bay from the small coastal village, the speeding fishing boat entered the narrow mouth of an inlet.


Bouthier, no fan of things nautical, was glad for the Dramamine he’d taken as they rocked around a jut of pale ice-coated rocky shore.


The stony coast they zipped past was feldspar mostly with bits of quartz in it. Bouthier could tell by the hard gray fragments of it, the angular grain. Though he appeared to be a meathead, Bouthier knew a few things. He had actually planned to be a petroleum engineer like his daddy before he had gone into the service.


He turned his attention to the boat. It wasn’t a trawler, but it wasn’t exactly a rowboat either. There was enough room to lash the two snowmobiles to the gunwale, and the wheelhouse on it was able to fit the four of them along with all their gear and the two-man boat crew.


Bouthier blew into his hands and rubbed them as he watched Captain Pete trim the throttle. He, like his son, Young Joe, standing beside him at the wheel, wore his long dark hair in braids. They were genuine Alaskan native Tlingit Indians.


Of course, they were, Bouthier thought as the vessel carved them a dogleg right back to the south through the inlet toward the grizzly hunting area.


You had to have Indian scouts if you wanted to head ’em off at the pass.


Bouthier checked his watch.


“Hey, Joe. What’s the name of the bay again?” he called over.


“Disenchantment,” Young Joe said, turning.


Bouthier smiled.


“Perfect,” he said, winking at Llewellyn beside him. “Word of the day.”


Young Joe turned and came over to them with a map.


“We’ll arrive in about twenty minutes right here to put you in,” he said, pointing.


“How will we get the snowmobiles off? There’s a dock?” Bouthier said.


“Yes. Then see here, you just head in due north five miles and right here in off this trail is where you can set up your ambush. Right here where the trail’s tight.”


“They’ll be coming that way? You’re certain?” Llewellyn said.


The Indian nodded somberly.


“They have to,” he said. “The mining road is the only way in from their base camp. And around the end of it here is where the guides always set up a minicamp to stalk.”


“That’s a pretty confident plan, Joe. You know about ambushes, do you?” Llewellyn said, winking at his buddies.


“A bit,” the boyish-looking black-haired Indian said, calmly blinking at him. “I walked point in the mountain division in Afghanistan. Plus, I’ve hunted this area since I could crawl.”


“What you hunt?” Grabowski said from the other bench.


“Moose mostly,” the Indian said.


“Moose. Oh, I love me some moose. You cook it?” Nevin said.


“Hey, moron, can it, would you?” Bouthier said as Young Joe left to stand back next to his father.


Llewellyn leaned over.


“Been meaning to ask you, bro. Why are we here on this assignment?” he said.


Bouthier looked at his tall homely partner, at the comically high reach of his knees as he sat. Bouthier, who didn’t like anyone, sort of liked Llewellyn. The Detroit native was quick on the uptake and quite good in a tight spot. He especially liked the fact that for all the man’s size he was very quiet when he needed to be.


What was crazy was he wasn’t even military. He was former Company, an analyst of all things. Rumor was, before that he’d been a shoe-in for valedictorian at West Point but got kicked out for trying to slit a roommate’s throat during an argument. Bouthier wholeheartedly believed this story.


“You didn’t read the report?” Bouthier said.


“Of course, I did. But I mean, why us specifically? Us four. We’re all usually team leaders. We never work together. Plus, we were all taken off other jobs. I’ve never been taken off another job before. You?”


“No.”


“We’re also all getting double bonuses for this one. You ever get a double before?”


“No,” Bouthier said again.


“Exactly. And we’re probably the best operators in the firm.”


“Not probably the best,” Bouthier agreed. “We are the best.”


“They need a dream team for one guy and his kid?” Llewellyn said. “Who the hell is this guy?”


“I don’t know, but I hear he likes to play pretty rough.”


Llewellyn looked around at the four of them, the armory piled at their feet.


“No one’s this rough,” he said.


Bouthier calmly looked out at the desolate vista as they entered a narrow channel. On both sides was nothing but more rock. Bouthier examined it. There was more limestone here, argillite. All of it was sparse and windswept. It was like boating through a cave tunnel with the roof ripped off.


“That’s pretty much what I said when they told me about the job,” Bouthier finally said. “You know what they told me?”


“What’s that?” Llewellyn said.


Bouthier slipped out his karambit and slowly shaved at the edge of his thumbnail with its razored sickle. He did this nervous habit quite often, and the nail bed there was red and raw and calloused with scar tissue.


“You better watch your ass with this guy,” he said, licking at his thumb.
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“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Gannon said as they came level atop the next ridgeline.


Under the crystal-clear spring light yet another line of blazing white peaks rimmed the horizon, the dark hollows between them blue as inkwells. At who knew how many miles beyond them to the right, a towering blue-hued glacier, the first one Gannon had ever laid eyes on in his life, sparkled in the distance like a gemstone.


Then he heard his son howl happily as he zipped past, and he quickly twisted back on his own snowmobile’s throttle, his stomach dropping as he tilted off the brink into the next roller coaster downslope.


At first in the deep loose snow, it felt like he was in free fall, like he was riding a bicycle down the greased side of a tilted skyscraper. Then the skis caught traction, and Gannon smiled at the wind in his face, the snow flying. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun.


They’d bottomed out way down at the end of the ski-slope-like hill and were a quarter way up the next one when Declan suddenly slowed and stopped. As Gannon throttled alongside him, Chuck, in the lead, spun around and came back.


“What’s up?” Chuck said.


“I don’t know,” Declan said. “The engine sounds funny all of a sudden, and it feels like I’m getting less power.”


Chuck hopped off his Artic Cat and peered down at Declan’s dash display and tapped it. Then he tapped it again.


“Shit,” he said, keying it off. He bit off his gloves and tipped back the snowmobile’s front hood.


“The engine gauge is pinned past the redline,” he said as he tinkered with something. “Dammit. Knew it. The crankcase is filled with oil. Could be a crack in the pump or maybe the O-ring split. That’s probably it. They go sometimes. Just one of those things.”


“Fixable?” Gannon said.


“Not out here,” Chuck said, standing and looking back up the steep slope they had just come down.


“Can we double up?” Gannon said.


“No,” Chuck said. “All the gear wouldn’t fit.”


“This sucks. I’m sorry,” Declan said.


“Not at all,” Chuck said, patting him on the back. “Not your fault. It’s not even a problem since we haven’t gotten too far yet. How about this? We’ll leave this one here, and Declan, if you ride back with me to camp, we’ll get you the other snowmobile from the shed. If it’s okay with you, Mike, might be better if you hang by yourself here with all the gear. I’m actually a bit low in the gasoline department.”


“No problem, Chuck. That’s fine,” Gannon said, turning and going into the packs for the coffee thermos.


“Appreciate it, Mike,” he said. “It shouldn’t take us too long. Maybe an hour and a half.”


“Any Yukon Cornelius tips for me while I’m waiting?” Gannon said as he found the thermos. “Any grizzly around here, you think?”


Chuck gave him a pensive look as he pulled his gloves back on.


“Grizzly? No. Shouldn’t be. You should be good to go. Actually, there is one. . .but no. . .no. . . Don’t worry about it. You’re good. You’ll be fine.”


“Whoa, wait a second,” Gannon said as he watched their guide un-bungee some gear to make room for Declan. “There is one what? Don’t worry about what?”


“This is sort of the hunting area for a roaming wolf pack,” he said. “But not really. Honestly, we’re talking its farthest outskirts.”


“Oh,” Gannon said, his turn to be wide-eyed. “A roaming wolf pack. Is that all?”


“You know it, brother. All part of the package,” Chuck said, winking as he gave him a fist bump. “And if you see some, have at them. Here at Bullard Hunting Incorporated, we always toss in wolf stuffing free of charge.”
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Gannon exchanged a wave with Declan as Chuck deftly spun their snowmobile around. He watched them roar back up the long ridge they’d just come down. When they finally went out of sight at the top, the chainsaw sound of their engine immediately ceased as if someone had hit a mute button.


It was the amount of space, Gannon thought as he took in the vast bowl-like valley he was parked upon. Alaskan dimensions were on a different level. The Glacier Bay Park itself, just this park they were in, was over five thousand square miles, which made it two times larger than the state of Delaware.


He found the thermos and some chocolate-covered pretzels and leaned way back onto the snowmobile’s packs, snacking as he scanned the surrounding ridgelines. But there was nothing. No movement, no wolves, no deer. Not even birds. All around in every direction, there was just random clusters of pine trees and some gray rock outcroppings that stood out here and there like constellations in a white universe of snow.


There were no grizzly around, that was for sure, he thought, peering into a sparse tree line below him at a diagonal to his left. Because you’d notice them. From space, he thought as he tossed a pretzel up and into his waiting open mouth. On Chuck’s website, some of the brown monsters he’d helped to bag looked like they were about the size of a small school bus.


A sudden rush of cold wind coming down the ridge sent his next tossed chocolaty pretzel flying. The gust roared in his ears and almost ripped his coverall hoodie off his head before he could get a hand on the string.


People wanted to gush about forest bathing, Gannon thought, closing his eyes.


How about glacier bathing? he thought, turning his smiling face into the polar vortex. That’ll put a little hair on the chest.


As Gannon leaned even farther back into the gear bags behind him, he began to wonder how the hunt would eventually go down. He really wanted Declan to take the shot if at all possible.


One of the wisest observations he had ever made in the theater of combat was that the best men in every unit he was ever in, the ones you made sure to get right beside when the shit started going down, were all hunters. To a man, they were all southerners and westerners who by puberty had been taught by their daddies how to go out into the woods with a rifle and come back with enough meat to get their family through winter.


That was the real reason why they had come up here. Call him crazy, not being able to know what the future had in store for his son as he went out into the world by himself, he wanted Declan to know how to survive. Hell, that’s why Gannon had really scooped up the trip. He wanted to put a cherry on top of all the training they’d done, to give his son a glimpse of what he was capable of if, God forbid, he ever found himself in a tight spot.


That’s why after the kill, to hopefully hammer this rite of passage home, he was going to present his son with the other gift he had brought for him.


Gannon took it out of his inside coverall pocket. It was a stainless-steel Rolex Submariner watch that had been a gift to Gannon and to everyone in their SEAL unit from a rich army general after a top secret mission they had successfully completed.


The watch originally had an ace of spades carved into it with the name of their unit, but for his son, Gannon had the case back replaced. Now inscribed upon it was a quote by the ancient Greek general, Thucydides.


He is best who is trained in the severest school.


Gannon passed his thumb over the engraving. He wasn’t exactly a scholar of Greek generals or anything, but it was just that it was one of the truest things he had ever come across in his life.


Gannon had the watch repocketed when he thought he heard the drone of a motor.


He lifted the coffee tumbler from out between his legs as he sat up and looked back over at the ridgeline where Dec and Chuck had left. He was thinking he would see them coming back. But even after a minute, no one showed.


Was it a plane? he thought, squinting up into the sky.


Another ten seconds passed before he realized he was looking in the wrong direction.


He’d just turned up the steep slope in the direction they’d been heading when he saw the two dark snowmobiles top its crest.


He immediately sat all the way up.


There were two men on each of them.


He tracked them as they descended. Like him they were wearing winter hunting coveralls and they had rifles strapped to their backs.


They were coming from out of the wilderness? Gannon thought, puzzled. Another hunting party?


He watched them rip down the steep white contour of the hill, getting closer. They were going fast. Then they seemed to slow and bunch together, talking to each other. Then they came faster again straight at him.


There was something weird about it, Gannon thought. Off-putting. Chuck was one crackerjack guide. He would have mentioned another party out here in the bush. Right?


Without knowing why, Gannon suddenly didn’t trust it.


He stood up off the snowmobile fully, a tightness coming into in his chest.


Roaming wolves came from somewhere in his mind.


No, he thought as he watched the four men close in on him down the cold white hill.


He didn’t trust this at all.
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