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PRAISE FOR GRAY AFTER DARK


“Noelle W. Ihli has established herself as queen of the survival thriller. Every one of her novels delivers heart-thumping suspense, nonstop action, and heroines you root for—and Gray After Dark is her best work yet.”

-Faith Gardner, author of The Prediction

 

“Gray After Dark is impossible to put down. It's thrilling, twisty, and utterly addictive, with characters I was immediately invested in.”

-Steph Nelson, author of The Final Scene

 

Gray After Dark is a no-holds-barred, gut punch of a book that had me gritting my teeth as I read. With a crackling plot, an epic setting, and characters who are both compelling and brutal, this remarkable tale of survival is one I won’t soon forget.

-Caleb Stephens, award-winning author of The Girls in the Cabin

 

“Gray After Dark cements Ihli as a master of the suspenseful thriller, once again showcasing her ability to navigate heartstopping suspense and heartbreaking emotion in equal measure. The vast Frank Church wilderness, as much a character as the complex cast, provides a perfect setting for this gripping tale of resilience and determination. You won't be able to put this one down and, even if you survive the soul-stirring finale, the story will never let you go. 

-Brett Mitchell Kent, author of Whispers of Apple Blossoms and cohost of the Cutthroat Queens Podcast

 

“Hands down, my new favorite Noelle W. Ihli book. It had me biting my nails from start to finish in the best kind of way.”

-SavvyyReads

Content advisory: This book includes references to pregnancy loss, infertility, domestic abuse, sexual violence, and gun violence.

For Kari and Alan.


 




MILEY

Frank Church Wilderness, Idaho

September, 2022

I pressed my body tighter against the trunk of the big Douglas fir and listened. 

The lodgepole pines surrounding the cabin creaked in the chilly breeze, whispering a warning. The underbrush rustled, hinting at creatures seen and unseen. Some hunters. Some prey. Some both. 

No footsteps. No voices. 

What was taking so long?

The sky had settled into early dusk the color of a bruised plum. Still milky indigo at the edges, but shriveling fast. I had maybe an hour until it was fully dark. Already, the round moon peeping into view above the treeline felt like a spotlight, daring me to step into the open. Take my chances and run before they realized what was happening. 

Not yet. This was my last shot. I knew that in my bones.

If I wasted it, we all died tonight.

I shivered hard in the thin, long-sleeved dress that rustled whenever I moved an inch. The stiff, ugly fabric should have at least kept me warm. Instead, it seemed to absorb the chill, drawing it close to my skin. The mountain air turned crisp the minute the sun slipped behind the nearest ridge. In a few hours, it would dip near freezing.

By then, I’d be gone. 

Either tearing through the forest at a dead run—or just plain dead. 

It took everything in me not to sink down beside the enormous tree. Close my eyes, just for a minute. But if I did that, my leg muscles would cool too much, making it so I couldn’t run when it was time.

I couldn’t let that happen. 

This was the closest I’d been to escape since they’d brought me here. I’d imagined this moment so many times. The adrenaline, the dizzy desperation, the terror. Never the raw hesitation rooting my stocking feet to the forest floor.

I stared at the tree trunk, eyes blurring in and out of focus as I traced the pattern of the bark. Just breathe, I reminded myself. Just listen. Just wait. Then run. 

In, two, three, four … I tucked my face into the neck of my dress to hide the warm exhale, a white cloud that might easily announce my location to scanning eyes. Out, two, three, four.

Where were the men? What the hell was taking so long? 

I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on counting my breaths to calm my pounding heart. Just a little longer. 

Bam. 

My eyes flew open at the sound of the cabin door, followed by footsteps. 

“Ruthie Sue!” Hamish bellowed. His angry voice was distant, and I imagined him standing on the front porch. I shouldn’t look. If he was staring in my direction across the clearing, he’d see the movement.

If Fred had the scope out, he’d definitely see me. 

I forced down the adrenaline begging me to tear through the treeline. I breathed into my shoulder again, trying to hide that white cloud.

Fred’s voice cut through the silence, a little lower, a little meaner. “Ruthie Sue!” he yelled alongside Hamish like I was a dog that would come running. “Told you she weren’t tamed,” he spat.

“We’ll find her,” Hamish said calmly. 

I knew that tone. And it scared me more than if he’d raged.

Pine needles crunched beneath heavy footfalls. They were crossing the clearing, heading my way now. 

I fought to keep my breaths steady and even, even as terror wrapped its hands tighter around my throat, turning the blood in my veins to ice water. 

“Ruthie Sue,” Fred crooned, switching tactics. “You’ll die out here if you run,” he added, just as sweetly. 

I gritted my teeth. I’d been their pet for months, but they didn’t know a thing about me.

I carefully leaned forward a few inches so I could get eyes on them. I had to know exactly where they were. 

The quick glance showed familiar, unkempt beards. Heavy coats. Thick boots. Shotguns at their sides. They were maybe fifty yards away, moving fast in my direction. 

If either of them looked directly at the Douglas fir, they’d see me, too. 

The thinner shadow, Hamish, stopped near the water pump and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

I took a step out from behind the tree.

It was now or never.
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MILEY

Frank Church Wilderness, Idaho

June, 2022

My feet pounded hardpack dirt on the old logging road. 

I tried to focus on their cadence, on the dense forest whirring past, on the sour taste in my mouth from the morning’s coffee. 

But I couldn’t help it. I was thinking about my shoulder. It throbbed with every footfall.

“It’s all in your head,” I hissed between breaths. That’s what Sara, my sports psychologist, had said. More or less, anyway. She couched it in medical lingo like non-pathological, guilt complex, and trauma. What it boiled down to was that my central nervous system was lying to me. Shooting phantom pain where my shoulder had been dislocated and my arm broken in the accident years ago. It felt pretty damn real, though. Sara had referred me to a therapist in Boise, but I still hadn’t called him.

I didn’t need to dredge up old memories. What I needed was to reach the podium at the Milano Cortino Olympics in 2026. I had three and a half years to get back on track. Make my body the finely tuned machine it had been before.

Make all the pain worth it. 

To be fair, I’d come a long way. My run times were still abysmal, but my stamina was improving. If it wasn’t for my damn shoulder, I’d feel pretty confident that I could whip my body into shape—eventually. 

It’ll pass, I told myself when the pain got bad, pretending I hadn’t been repeating the same song for years. But if the pain wasn’t real, I reasoned, it had to go away at some point. 

My long braid swung faster, slapping my back as I picked up the pace on a flat stretch where the tall pines gave way to an open meadow. The blinding morning sun was a welcome change from the still-cool shadows. The late-spring days were hot here, but the mornings and nights were still chilly enough for a coat. 

It was my first time in the Frank Church Wilderness, even though I’d been born and raised in Idaho. At over two million acres, it was the largest forest system in the US—although these early morning runs were the only time I’d get a chance to experience its majesty. Once the first guests arrived at Hidden Springs next week, I’d be spending most of my waking hours in the kitchen. 

I was fine with that. The posh summer lodge and its bougie guests weren’t really my speed. I was here to earn money and cross-train. Hidden Springs Resort had a short season, just four months from the end of June to October. But the dirty dishes and long days came with endless trails to run, so I’d be ready to hit full-time training hard in the fall. I wasn’t going to be the weak link at the Italy Olympics, phantom pain be damned.

A bird sang brightly from behind where I’d left a thick snatch of pine trees. My shoulder throbbed harder, unwilling to be distracted.

Work with the pain, not against it, Sara had said so many times the meaning barely registered anymore. I tried. Swear to God I did, but on days like today, it felt like the pain just got worse. 

The trail spooled back into the darkness of the tight pines, then rose sharply in an incline. I pushed myself faster, refusing to give in to the daggers spearing my rotator cuff. I’d mapped out this run the morning I arrived at Hidden Springs, after unloading my belongings in one of the tiny women’s staff cabins at the resort. I’d hoped to take advantage of the “dead week” with some extra endurance runs. Instead, the owner had given me the longest tour on the planet. Jennifer had introduced me to what felt like every warm body within a ten-mile radius then dumped me right into kitchen training. I hadn’t anticipated that there would be so much to learn about working behind the scenes. As far as I understood, I wouldn’t be interacting with any of the guests directly. But there was a reason the guest lodge was rated so highly. Each task—including washing dishes—had rigorous protocols. 

I glanced up at the mountain peaks still dotted with snow, thinking about how good an ice bath would feel on my tired muscles. I could hear the sound of gurgling water above my steady breaths and footfalls, but the river itself was still hidden from view in the thick forest. 

According to the topographical map I’d scoured in the dark this morning, the river led to a small alpine lake just beyond the midpoint of my six-mile run. I hoped so, because I was dying to strip down and swim in the icy water. If I just pushed a little farther, that swim would be my reward for the punishing pace. I wouldn’t have to worry about crossing paths with backpackers yet. The ground was still too spongy for camping after the spring snowmelt. So for now, I had the wilderness all to myself. 

The trail took a sharp left into a crowded copse of aspens. As I came onto the straightaway, I saw a flurry of movement out of the corner of my eye. 

An enormous great horned owl burst into flight right in front of me, shooting out of the brush to my left in a soundless flurry of wide gray wings.

I skidded to a stop just in time to avoid a collision, heart beating faster.

It landed on a branch barely ten feet away then swiveled its head to face me, making a low, throaty noise and puffing its feathers.

“Hi,” I murmured, shoulder momentarily forgotten. “You’re beautiful.” 

As I studied the magnificent bird, the smile slowly died on my lips. The first person I wanted to tell—the one person I couldn’t tell—was Mom. 

No matter how many deer or foxes or owls we came across hiking or skiing, she always got the same look on her face. Pure awe. Pure joy. Every single animal. Every single time. Look, Miley, she’d whisper. Just look.

I always teased her about it, even though it was one of my favorite things about her. 

The fact that I’d never see that look again—and the fact that it was my fault—was an ache I knew would never go away.

My shoulder, which I’d almost forgotten about, pulsed poker hot, and I picked up my feet to continue the run. My patterned breathing had a new hitch to it, but it would disappear if I kept pushing through. It always did. 

As I pushed forward, a strange sound made me stop in my tracks. A thin, soft cry that caused the sweaty baby hairs on the back of my neck to prickle.

It was coming from the brush the owl had just burst from.

The shadows among the blades of grass moved, and I recoiled.

A tiny rabbit, eyes half-open, fur matted red, lay stretched on its side.

Bile rose in my throat, and I cut my eyes back to the owl. 

It sat perfectly still, eyes trained on me—and on the rabbit I’d forced it to abandon to a fate more gruesome than one more quick swipe of that razor-sharp, black beak. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, torn between the need to put the rabbit out of its misery and rushing away to leave the owl to its meal. If I scared the owl away, the bunny’s death would be on my shoulders.

I already knew I couldn’t handle that weight.

In, one, two, three, four. Out, one, two, three, four. I forced the awful image out of my mind, refusing to look back.

If I kept moving forward long enough, kept breathing in and out, the sick feeling in my stomach would pass. 

When I reached the midpoint of the run, I pushed myself to continue instead of stopping to stretch. The alpine lake was just a quarter mile away, and I needed the icy shock of the water more than ever.

As I settled into the final stretch, I started working on my breath again, slowing my heart rate. It was the exact opposite of what my body wanted to do. 

In a biathlon, this part of the race was called the cut. Instead of tennis shoes, I’d be wearing cross-country skis. And instead of a water flask strapped to my back, it’d be a rifle. If you didn’t slow your heart rate enough before you reached each shooting checkpoint, your hands would be too jittery to get a clean shot. 

It was almost impossible. Almost. 

My event was the four-by-six kilometer mixed medley. You skied one leg of the course, dropped your poles, loaded your rifle, took position, aimed, shot, rebolted. Then rinse and repeat until you either made all five shots, or you ran out of ammo. If you waited to slow your breath until it was time to shoot, it was too late. And if you missed your shot, you got hit with a penalty lap. 

Nobody thought I’d come back after the accident. Including me. When I announced I was training for Beijing just a few months after the accident—just a few weeks after missing my chance to compete at PyeongChang—there was no champagne and smiles. Just incredulous looks and plenty of “Are you sures” and “Good for yous.” Deep down, I doubted myself, too. If it hadn’t been for Brent, I probably would have tucked my tail between my legs and sunk back into the pain.

Not that the Beijing Olympics had been any kind of redemption trip. They were a total bust. But it was enough to make me mad. Made me determined. And that fire burned away the fog just enough for me to see what was still possible. 

Keeping my running pace steady, I shifted into come-down mode. Instinctively, I surveyed the pine branches to see which way the wind was moving. East. If I had my rifle, I’d be calculating the adjustments I needed to make to my sight in order to accommodate the conditions. 

When I reached the edge of the frigid lake, I came to a full stop and stood completely still, forcing my breath to comply with my demands. In, one, two, three, four. Out, one, two, three, four. Slower. Slower.

The lake itself was long and narrow, crowded by jagged peaks and boulder-strewn hillsides. It looked like a piece of cut glass, sharp and blinding in the light. The air here smelled like fresh pine needles and the musk of leaves ground into the mud and gritty sand at the shoreline. The forest was silent, except for the breeze moving through the trees and the burble of the river in the distance, where it met the lake.

I stayed where I was for a full twenty seconds. 

Then, instead of picking up my imaginary weapon, I undressed and dove into the frigid water.
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Miley

Beijing Olympics

February, 2022

“An extra seven seconds to load your rifle and slow your breathing is nothing compared to a twenty-second penalty lap for missing your shot!” Brent barked. White gusts of air exploded out of his mouth with each exclamation. Tiny ice crystals had formed around his nose and mouth. He was still out of breath from his own race.

“I know,” I muttered. “You don’t have to say it. I already feel like shit.” My shoulder was throbbing like hell, but I wouldn’t make it my excuse. The pain was nothing compared to the way my insides had seized when I earned that penalty lap.

“It’s not enough to feel like shit, Miles.” He rubbed his chin with a white-and-blue gloved hand, brushing away a few of the ice crystals clinging to stubble. 

I set my jaw. I’d expected a “Well, you tried,” not a shakedown of my performance on the range. I couldn’t believe he was coming at me like this. Like I was the same person I’d been before the accident. 

It wasn’t completely my fault we didn’t place. But mostly. 

Brent’s bright green eyes, usually half-lidded, sparked with frustration. I always thought those eyes looked like emeralds against the snow, set next to his pale, wind-burned cheeks. His dark brown hair, which usually curled from under the trucker hat he wore like a second skin, clung to his forehead in sweat-slick strands that stuck out from beneath his black ski cap. 

“You’re the best shot I know, but you turned that whole race on its head because you wouldn’t take the time to get clean shots off.” He raised his thick eyebrows and bent down a little to lean his face nearer to mine, like whatever he was about to say was for my ears only. His rifle, still strapped to his back, moved with him like an extension of his body. 

Instead of feeling comforted by the intimate gesture, fresh anger rose up in me. Brent was my teammate—and my best friend—but not my coach. 

“Fine. Let’s talk about your race for a hot second,” I snapped, taking a step back from him. “You’re the fastest skier on the team. You hit your shots. The race was a gimme—until those three guys passed you in the final stretch. All because you got emotional. Thought you had it in the bag, then you lost your shit and fell apart when it didn’t happen that way.”

Brent narrowed his eyes, but his face softened. Instantly, I felt bad for what I’d said. He just wanted to help me. I just wanted to hurt him. To take the pain in my chest—and my shoulder—and spread it around. “I don’t want to argue,” he said softly. “Yeah, I’m frustrated, but only because I know you’re better than that. Just slow down for once in your life.”

“You could speed up for once in your life,” I shot back, but the ice in my voice had melted. 

“Who’s full of shit now?” he challenged with a raised eyebrow and a half-smile. “You just said I’m the fastest skier on the team.” 

I smiled back and pushed him away gently. “Not today, you weren’t.” His criticism still stung, but not like an injury. It hurt like a hard workout if you skipped too many days … or weeks. Knowing he thought I could take the heat felt weirdly good. Like he knew I was still strong enough, beneath all the scar tissue. And I loved him for it. 

Ever since the accident, everybody else had walked on eggshells around me. Like I’d fully shatter into a million pieces if they asked too much of me or said the wrong thing. It just made me shrink deeper into myself.

 I held his gaze for a few long seconds until he grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the team cabin, past the finish area. 

I didn’t shrug away this time. I needed him on my team. Needed him to mourn this loss with me. We both felt terrible. We’d just lost our chance at the podium, and there wouldn’t be another one for four years. It was my first Olympics, Brent’s second. I knew how much he’d wanted to place today. Every bit as much as I had. He always raced the very last leg in our mixed-medley team. Our last hope when everything else went sideways—like it had today. 

Biathlon was so volatile that an early lead could get shot to hell—literally—by teammates who missed too many shots on the range. Teammates like me.

The cross-country skiing portion of the race was important. You needed endurance, technique, and speed. But that’s not where you won, or lost, a biathlon. The shooting portion of the sport had the potential to completely upend everything else, make it anyone’s game. 

I always ran the second leg in our medley. As much as I hated to admit it, Brent was right about my performance. I’d missed way too many shots. I rushed them—then got hit with a penalty lap that even Brent couldn’t compensate for. 

We settled into silence as we skied toward the team cabin. Despite the crowds and the media vans parked everywhere, the snow muted the sounds of cheering and controlled chaos as the other teams waited for the race results. I knew we should have stayed with the rest of the team at the finish area, but I couldn’t be there right now. Not when I was the weak link. The one who had cost us our shot at victory. 

I tried to focus on the fat snowflakes clinging to my eyelashes. The feeling of Brent’s arm tucked tight into mine. The fierce, biting cold that numbed my cheeks. The enormous Wukesong Sports Center that looked like a winter wonderland. It was the kind of place you saw on holiday postcards with “Season’s Greetings” emblazoned on the front. 

We’d only made it a few yards toward the cabin when chaos erupted behind us, breaking the silence in a volley of whoops and cheers. We both startled and looked back at the finish area. That was the sound of Norway exploding in celebration over their big win. 

“Damn Norway,” I muttered, turning to face Brent and letting out a tiny smile.

“Damn Norway,” Brent repeated, smiling wider.

As I shifted my weight, intending to continue toward the team cabin and lockers, his arm slipped down to my waist for a fraction of a second. I froze. This was new.

He pulled me closer to him, jostling my shoulder a little. It throbbed in time with my heart as it sped up by a few beats. 

I looked down at his hand, then back up at those half-lidded green eyes and cocked my head. This gesture wasn’t the kind of intimacy you got from a teammate—or a friend. 

“Kinda feely for having just lost the Olympics,” I joked, grasping for solid ground. 

He pulled his arm away like I’d burned him, hurt flashing in his eyes. Before I could open my mouth to tell him that I was only kidding, but that my shoulder hurt like hell, he skied away. I stared at his retreating form shrouded in snow, then shook my head and followed him. Feelings ran high after any race. Especially a career-breaker like that. 

I left him alone until we’d both showered and dressed. I didn’t bother taking ibuprofen for my shoulder, knowing it wouldn’t help. When I came up behind Brent in the lobby, waiting for the bus that would take us back to our hotel, he was staring out the window. He wore a solemn expression, and I knew without asking that he was replaying our race. Same as me. 

“You okay?” I wove my arm through his and hip-checked him gently. 

He blinked and shook his head. “Yeah. You?”

I nodded. “Sorry I rushed my shots. I’ll work on it.”

“Sorry I lost my shit at the finish line. I’ll work on it.” He cracked a smile, then held my gaze for a beat too long. 

I looked away. Brent had always treated me like a sister, a buddy. But over the last few months, something had shifted between us—despite my persistent efforts to dig my heels into “just friends.” 

“You want to come up to my room for a nightcap later? An un-celebration?” he asked hopefully. 

Usually, I’d say yes without any hesitation. For all I knew, he was inviting the rest of the team, too. But the way he said the words told me otherwise. The invitation felt weighty. Like he was asking about the possibility of more than a nightcap. 

I looked over my shoulder as if I were trying to find someone. Anything to cut the sudden intensity between us. Anything to buy myself a few more seconds. A spark of the irritation I’d felt earlier bubbled to the surface, needling my gut like a pincushion. Why was he pushing this right now? 

I didn’t want things to change between us. I wasn’t ready.

I shoved the annoyance down, telling myself he was just being sweet to make up for our fight. Making the most of the time we had together before I went back to Idaho and he went back to Denver. Then we’d meet up again in November to start training like usual. I just had to keep pretending everything was normal until then.

“What kind of nightcap?” I hedged. The words came out bouncier, more flirtatious than I’d meant them to. Dammit.

He shrugged. “Whiskey. That’s what you always drink after you lose.”

“After we lose,” I clarified with a smirk, meeting his gaze again. “Don’t you just want to hop in bed though?”

His eyebrows shot up to his hairline, and I could almost hear my words echoing in his head, twisting to a meaning much different than I’d intended. 

My cheeks burned. “I mean, I want to go to my room and go to sleep. My shoulder is killing me.” I patted him high on the shoulder, deciding it was a safe zone of touch. A silent nudge right back into the friend zone. 

I picked up my gear and led the way toward the bus that had just pulled up, hoping he hadn’t noticed the fact that my face was on fire. 

I loved Brent. And I was honest enough with myself to know that I’d sleep with him in a heartbeat if he were just another pretty face. I didn’t need a boyfriend, though. 

Opening up your heart is messy—and risky. But keeping your heart locked is risky, too.

I sighed. That’s what Mom told me once in high school. I knew why she said it. Her own marriage had ended in divorce two months before I was even born. She insisted she didn’t regret a thing, because she got me out of the deal. 

Her words sounded wise right up to the moment I learned that it didn’t actually matter whether you kept your heart open or locked. Twisted metal and broken glass sliced through it either way. So did loss. 

My heart was already a mess.

That was all I deserved. 
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Miley

Frank Church Wilderness, Idaho

June, 2022

By the time I pulled my Wrangler into Hidden Spring’s staff parking lot after my run, my legs felt like tubes of jelly. Part of it was the higher altitude, but I couldn’t blame the mountains completely. I’d let my training regimen slip a little during the few short weeks I’d spent in Boise, getting ready to put Mom’s house on the market. 

The house had been sitting empty for way too long. As much as I hated to sell it, I couldn’t take care of it properly with my training schedule. A family of skunks had moved in under the porch during my months-long absence for training, and the lawn was so crowded with spring dandelions that I actually gasped when I pulled into the driveway. 

It was done, though. The house was sold, and I was here. That was what mattered. 

I swung my legs out of the Jeep and headed for the staff cabins. To my surprise, the grassy field that separated the staff cabins from the main guest lodge was a hive of activity. Not what I imagined “dead week” would look like. Staffers darted back and forth carrying trays from the kitchen and setting up tables. Nobody had even been awake when I left for my run, and I’d only been gone a couple of hours. I frowned, wondering what I’d missed. 

Wes Something—the only person I actually remembered from the previous day’s introductions—spotted me and jogged over. He was wearing his green-and-white staff polo and name tag, which looked ridiculously buttoned-up paired with the shaggy blonde hair he wore flopped over in a deep side part. He wore wire-rimmed, aviator-style glasses that made his wide blue eyes look enormous. It was hard to tell how old he was—twenty-one, maybe? Definitely a couple of years younger than me. Probably still in college, like most of the other staffers here. 

“Coming to the orientation breakfast?” he asked skeptically, looking me up and down. Not checking me out, at least I didn’t think so. More like trying to understand why I was in a sports bra and running shorts. Why my hair was wet. 

I made a face. “What? No. The schedule said ten.” 

He sighed and pushed up his glasses. “It starts at ten. But guess who gets to prep the breakfast?” He flashed a goofy grin and gestured to the other staffers. “You should probably put a shirt on, then report to Jennifer. And fast. She always acts like this staff breakfast is the event of the year.”

I winced. Jennifer was the owner, and we’d hit it off when I applied to work in the kitchen back in February. But apparently Zoom-interview Miley didn’t quite measure up to Actual Miley, and I was already on her bad side. Maybe it was the fact that I’d arrived wearing a crop top and running shorts instead of my staff uniform, but she’d been a ball of nerves and snappy comments ever since. 

I hurried toward the staff cabins, and Wes fell into step beside me. “She’ll calm down once the guests settle in,” he said with a shrug. “Always does.”

A staff member carrying an armful of white folding chairs struggled past us, huffing and puffing. I made a face. “We really have to set up our own welcome breakfast?”

Wes laughed good-naturedly. “I’ve never thought about it that way. But yeah, I guess so.” He had a runner’s long, lanky frame—but none of the sinewy muscle. In contrast to his bleach-blonde hair, his skin was a deep golden brown, like he’d spent his whole life outside, studying the world through those aviators.

“So … you’re the athlete?” he asked casually, and I forced myself not to react. 

“Yep,” I replied, not wanting to get into it. He wasn’t the only person here who seemed to know who I was from the second I arrived. The attention used to flatter me, but now the recognition usually came with a look of pity that said, I know all about what happened to you. 

“I played rec soccer in elementary school,” he revealed unprompted. “But that’s the last time I did anything remotely athletic. I love the outdoors. I’m kind of a plant nerd. But don’t ask me to run a mile.”

I laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t ask.” People always felt compelled to confess their lack of sportiness to me. Like it was a sin they needed absolution for. 

He lingered near the women’s cabins while I threw on my staff polo and wrinkled khaki shorts then hurried back outside. 

“You didn’t have to wait,” I said. “You’re going to get in trouble now, too.” 

He shrugged. “If we hurry, Jennifer won’t even know we were late.” 

The smell of sizzling bacon and pancakes got stronger the closer we got to the lawn, making my stomach rumble—and making me wonder if I should have been helping the cook instead. 

Too late now. 

When we reached the nearest fold-up table lying on its side, we hefted it upright and opened the legs. “Were you on a run?” Wes asked, glancing at my shoes. 

“Yeah, I found a trail I really like.”

His eyes got big and he raised an eyebrow.

“What?” I asked, moving to the next table. Wes moved with me, pulled it off the ground so it teetered on its side, and wrenched the legs out from their clip. I did the same.

“Bears, that’s what.”

I gave him a look. “No bears in the Frank Church,” I shot back, thinking I had one on him. Idaho had seen an influx of new blood in the past few years, many of them city dwellers who arrived thinking that every stand of trees in the gem state had a bear behind it. “I thought you said you’d been here before,” I teased him. Mom and I hiked all the time when I was growing up. Exploring the Idaho mountains was good summer cross-training and “cheap entertainment,” Mom always said. A win for both of us, given the fact that any spare money tended to go toward new gear, new opportunities for me to train. I’d only ever seen a bear once in my life. It wasn’t interested in me—at all. And that was in Yellowstone.

Wes tilted his head to one side. “Maybe there weren’t bears in the Frank Church before, but in the past few years they’ve moved in. Good habitat here. Frank Church has all their favorites—Buffalo berries, chokecherries, huckleberries.” He rattled off the plants like he was naming friends.

I shrugged. Maybe he was right, maybe he wasn’t, but I didn’t want to argue with the one person whose name I remembered. Besides, he’d just helped me avoid earning more negative points with Jennifer. And I’d promised myself that I’d step out of my comfort zone this summer and make a few friends. Training for the Olympics didn’t leave a lot of wiggle room in my social schedule. In high school, while my peers were sneaking out of windows to attend sketchy parties, I spent my free time with Mom. Being at home, going for a hike with her, felt like a treat. During the winter training season, I spent my free time with Brent. That was enough for me. 

“You don’t believe me, do you?” he asked with a half-smile. 

I smirked at him. “The only thing I’m afraid of in this wilderness is Jennifer.” 

Wes opened his mouth to reply, then clamped it shut. His blue eyes went wide, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking over my shoulder.

Shit. 

“Nice of you to join us, Miley.” Jennifer’s tone was sweet, but there was no mistaking the reprimand. I cringed, wondering if she’d heard what I just said. From Wes’s expression, she had.

I whirled around, wishing I’d taken the time to run a brush through my damp hair. “Sorry, Jennifer. I won’t let it happen again.”

She glanced between Wes and me, like she was reevaluating how much she liked him now that I’d befriended him. “Wes is more than capable of setting up the tables by himself. Get that stack of tablecloths and start spreading them out,” she said, motioning to my left. Then she walked away. 

I hurried toward the tablecloths without missing a beat, not wanting her to see me dawdle.

“Miley?” Wes called, then waited for me to turn around and acknowledge him. “Take bear spray with you next time you go for a run, okay? Just in case,” he added. 

I held up my hands. “I don’t have any. I’ll grab some next time I drive into town.” 

“The resort has some. I’ll show you when we’re done here.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed, shaking my head. “The huge cans by the landline? I can’t wear a backpack while I run.” Especially not with my shoulder, I added silently. The dull ache took any opportunity to flare into a sharp, stabbing pain. “I’ll be okay until I can get to town and find a keychain,” I insisted, picking up the first tablecloth. “I’ve spent plenty of time in the woods.”

“Not these woods,” Wes said solemnly, then ducked his head and turned away. 
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Miley

Compared to my seven-mile morning run, the welcome breakfast was an absolute slog. The rubbery pancakes, overcooked sausage, and weak coffee were a far cry from the five-star ratings I’d read online about the food at Hidden Springs, but then again, we weren’t guests. We were staff. 

Speaker after speaker stood up in the shaded gazebo that would be used for live music once guests arrived, waxing on and on about the guest lodge, its proud history, and the famous people who had stayed here. By the time we finally made it to the closing icebreaker activity called “My Legacy at Hidden Springs,” the sun was high in the sky and tipping westward. And I wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that I was tapping my feet under the table. 

I was a hard worker. I knew how to buckle down and get things done. But not because some guy in a polo shirt helped me embrace “My Legacy at Hidden Springs.” I was glad to be here for the trails and the extra cash, but the gig itself was just another reminder of my stalled dreams. Most of my coworkers were still obsessing over dorm room decor, toga parties, and first jobs. At twenty-four, I was only a few years older than most of them, but I didn’t feel it. Most of the time, all I felt was a gnawing sense that time was slipping away. I’d be twenty-eight by the time the Milano Cortina Olympics arrived. It felt like my last chance to prove that my life hadn’t been a waste of time. Sure, I could keep competing every four years until I was thirty two, then thirty six, then forty. But I knew better than anybody that most biathletes were in their mid twenties. Give me a few more years, and I might as well be a relic. 

The payoff for everything I’d sacrificed—everything Mom had sacrificed—wasn’t supposed to take this long. The feeling that it was slipping through my fingers with every passing day made me itchy in my own skin. 

When the last speaker finally dismissed us, I made a beeline for my cabin. I needed to take a shower and report to kitchen training in twenty minutes, but all I could think about was getting through the day, going to bed early, and going on another run—and swim. The isolated alpine lake felt like my new private oasis, and I’d already decided that I would make it my reward for each training session. 

Wes fell in step beside me as I hustled away. He held a ginormous can in his hand. Before I could protest, he pushed it into my arms.

The can was about seven inches long, and it was covered in warning labels. A fierce silhouette of a roaring bear was plastered on the front next to the bright orange safety clip. 

I rolled my eyes. “Wes …” 

He grinned. “Kidding, kidding.” Then he pulled a much smaller black tube from his pocket. A silver key ring dangled from the end. “Take this instead.”

I studied the tiny spray bottle labeled simply MACE. 

“The big can is better, but this thing still packs a mean punch,” he insisted. “A few years ago, one of the staffers—” 

“Thank you. This is great.” I tried not to roll my eyes again and accepted the keychain. He was just trying to be thoughtful. I appreciated the concern, but I didn’t need a babysitter. What I needed right now was a shower, not a rendition of whatever urban legend he was about to launch into to prove his point about bear spray. 

I pocketed the tiny canister and pasted on a smile. “I’ll take it with me when I run, okay? I need to get ready for my shift, though. I stink.”

His blue eyes softened, like he was genuinely relieved I wasn’t going to fight him. “Good. I’ll see you there.” 

I hadn’t realized Wes worked in the kitchen with me. I found myself smiling as I hurried away. He seemed like friend material. 

Inside my cabin, I found a handwritten message on top of my sleeping bag. 

Miley, call Brent. 303-876-0098.

My stomach flip-flopped. It had only been a few days since I last talked to Brent, but already it felt like a lifetime. We’d spoken on the phone the night before I left for Hidden Springs—and he’d said a hell of a lot more than I was ready to hear.

Even so, the thought of hearing his voice was enough to kick my ass into double-speed. Despite the way our last conversation had ended, I missed him fiercely. And talking to him was the closest thing I’d get to calling home. 

I sped through my shower, not even bothering to let the water dribbling from the rusty, tiny spout get warm first. Then I wove my long, blonde, still-dripping hair into a quick braid and threw on the same polo I’d worn to the staff breakfast. 

The sound of snapping twigs and female voices drifted past my cracked bathroom window as I grabbed my fitness tracker to check the time. Still ten minutes until my training shift started. Not too shabby. 

I was about to pull on my shoes and race out the door when I heard, “Pretty sure she was the one driving the car. Do you think she dopes up?” one of the voices was saying.

A giggle in response. “Probably. They all do, right? God, that would suck to live with.” 

The towel I’d been holding slipped out of my hands and onto the spongy beige tile. My bad shoulder went rigid. Tears pressed at the back of my eyes, hot and angry. 

For a moment, I considered staying in the cabin until they tramped past. But that would cut into my time on the phone with Brent. So instead, I marched outside, letting the cabin door slam shut hard behind me. 

The two girls stopped short when they saw me, their faces pale with shock, then red with embarrassment. Clearly, they hadn’t realized that this was my cabin—or that my window was cracked open. 

“FYI, doping makes you shaky,” I told them, focusing on my breath like I was in the final stretch of a race. Yeah, the accident was my fault. But not because I’d been doping. “If you dope up for a biathlon, you’ll miss your shots.”

Guilt tried to force my pulse faster while I fought for control. In, one, two, three, four. Out, one, two, three, four. My heart rate responded in kind, turning steely and steady. 

“Sorry …” one of the girls began weakly. 

Without waiting to hear her out, I turned and marched toward the kitchen, feeling grateful for the tiny, individual staff cabins—instead of a bunkhouse. 

When I arrived in the kitchen with five minutes to spare, I made a beeline for the landline phone in the corner of the kitchen. The guest lodge was so remote, I hadn’t even bothered to recharge my cell phone yet from when it died on the first day. Guests had access to landline phones in their rooms, of course. And each main section of the lodge—including the kitchen—had a landline phone for staff use. There was a weak Wi-Fi signal in the main lodge, but even that was spotty.

When I was steps away from the phone, Jennifer appeared around the corner. 

She saw me and smiled brightly, her mouth making a little O of surprise, like she hadn’t expected me to be such an overachiever and show up early for my shift. 

“Glad to see you making up for this morning,” she chirped. Then, glancing at my polo, she added, “Do you remember where we keep the aprons?”

She’d shown me less than twenty-four hours ago. But I just smiled, nodded, and walked over to the pantry to get one without a snarky response. I’d have to call Brent later. 

Jennifer’s eyes stayed on me while I walked. “That’s right,” she called after me, like I had just passed another impromptu test. I looked back at her and waved, hoping she’d leave. Jennifer wasn’t my direct supervisor, thank God. But she had a way of popping in to look over my shoulder with frustrating regularity. 

Jennifer was one of those women who would call you honey in the same breath she told you to go to hell—all without breaking a smile. Sweet, but prickly. Efficient, but mostly because of her white-knuckle grip on micromanagement. She was in her mid-forties, teensy wrinkles just appearing around her eyes from years of smiling. She had shoulder-length dark hair that sported a few shimmering silver strands. She was pretty, and she carried herself like she was comfortable being in charge. Maybe a little too comfortable. Because in the five or so interactions I’d had with her, it was like she thought I was twelve instead of twenty-four. 

Wes walked into the kitchen just as I finished tying the apron behind my back. He had a bagel hanging out of his mouth, and he was carrying a stack of industrial-sized cookie sheets. 

When he saw me, his eyes lit up and he set down the stack of cookie sheets. He took the bagel out of his mouth, but not before pulling off a big bite and waving a greeting.

“How are you hungry again? We just ate a ton of food,” I teased.

Wes swallowed and slapped his thighs. “You see this hot-ass, bean-pole physique? I’m hungry all the time.”

“Hot-ass, bean-pole physique?” I laughed. “I like your confidence. What are those for?” I motioned to the stack of cookie sheets. 

Wes grinned. “I’m on chocolate chip cookie duty today. Enough dough to freeze for a month, for the afternoon lounge hour. So like … a thousand cookies. You?”

“I’m not sure, I—”

“Equipment training.” Jennifer suddenly appeared beside Wes, leaning in close to his ear as if she’d been waiting for the opportunity to interrupt. Then she walked away again. 

I shrugged. “Equipment training, I guess.” 

“Marco doesn’t get here until tomorrow,” Wes called after Jennifer. 

“Who’s Marco—” I started, before Jennifer cut me off, her voice testy like Marco’s absence was somehow my fault. 

“Fine, then help Wes with the cookies. He’ll show you what to do. When you’re done, I’ll show you the ropes in stocking and inventory,” she called in an irritated singsong as she walked into the other room. 

I exchanged a look with Wes as if to say, Jennifer scares me way more than any bear.

He shrugged, and I bit my tongue to keep from blurting the words out loud. Based on recent history, Jennifer could probably overhear anything I said. I had no doubt she was keeping an ear on our conversation. Instead, I repeated my question. “Who’s Marco?”

“He’s the only one who really knows how to work the fancy espresso machine and dishwasher,” Wes explained. Then he lowered his voice. “Jennifer tried to show a staffer herself last year and got … flustered. She actually broke it.” 

I swallowed back a laugh and in a mock-serious tone whispered, “Her legacy at Hidden Springs?” 

Wes’s face broke into a delighted grin. “Yep. She’s actually an okay boss. Just gets stressed easily and takes it out on everyone,” he added in a whisper. “This is my fourth year here. I’ve kind of figured out how to stay out of her line of fire. Kitchen duty is pretty chill for the first week since, well, no guests. But don’t get used to it. It’ll get crazy soon enough.”

“Good to know,” I said. “So, the cookies. Is there a recipe, or …?”

“There is, but we don’t need it.” He tapped a finger on his head with the same hand holding what was left of the bagel. “It’s all in here. Grab all the eggs in the fridge. I’ll get the flour and sugar. ”

I nodded and moved toward the industrial refrigerator, casting a last longing look at the phone in the corner. 

The thought of bears didn’t make my pulse rise. But trying to guess what Brent wanted to talk about after our last conversation made my heart beat so fast I could feel it thump against the stack of egg cartons against my chest. 
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Miley

By the time I finally got the chance to pick up the landline in the kitchen to call Brent, all I wanted to do was lie down. 

Making cookies with Wes had sounded fun at first, but the endless cycle of mixing, shaping, baking, and storing the cookies en-masse was overwhelming. My shoulders and arms ached from scooping dough, and my calves burned from standing in one place for so long. I’d have to spend extra time stretching tonight, to make sure I wasn’t a disaster on the trail tomorrow. 

I’d hoped I might get to know Wes better while we worked side by side, but I’d quickly learned that wouldn’t be happening. Each batch’s ingredients had to be triple checked for accuracy and exact measurements, bake times, and cookie size. A single mistake could mean a ruined batch—according to Jennifer Standards anyway—and I was not about to let that happen. By the end of the day, I was actually looking forward to learning the inner workings of the dishwasher with Marco.
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“Thrilling, twisty, and utterly addictive.”
—STEPH NELSON, author of The Final Scene







