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W A R N I N G  N O T E S

Cal’s too late. He knows it even as he leaps down the thickly 

treed slope, knees jarring with the impact of each footstep. 

Certainty like an iron clamp fastens at the top of his throat, 

making his breath short. The long oilskin hampers his stride. 

His rifle thumps, bruising his hip. Heavy rain slicks his hair 

to his face, and he mops it back, hot with frustration and fear. 

Everything’s working against him — weather, terrain, gear, the 

thunder of his pulse — obscuring the Voice of the Herd.

Clinging to the initial flare of instinct, Cal makes for the 

Western Spit. He strains to hear past the torrential rain. There’s 

no howling. Not yet. Maybe it’s too far from the Rift for the 

animal’s distress signal to draw the Hounds. Or maybe that’s 

wishful thinking. There are only four days until the moon 

grows full; the timing couldn’t be worse.

Reeva’s frantic cawing echoes above the treetops, and he 

curses her — useless bird. He could have used the aerial support 
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to boost his night vision. His boots slide in the wet, mud and 

leaf mold threatening to wrench his ankles.

It must be a full five minutes since he first felt the alarm 

up on the Ridgeway. Perhaps he should be grateful he’s too 

agitated to tap into it now — the signal must be roaring with 

grief. That first sign of distress had been a shock vibration in 

his mind — like the string of a fragile instrument, viciously 

plucked. If he’d been concentrating, he’d have caught the earlier 

warning notes of danger and deployed his raven to scout. But 

he hadn’t been paying attention, too self-absorbed, obsessing 

over the news he’d heard in the mess hall this morning. Meg 

Archer is coming home.

Meg Archer.

When the signal from the Old Herd finally broke into his 

consciousness, panic cost him precious seconds and his link 

with Reeva.

Cal curses himself. This proves everything they’ve ever said 

about you, you worthless piece of — 

An image flashes into his mind. A doe, tall, slender, strong. 

A sable coat with silver markings on her chest and flanks. 

Deep, brown, fathomless eyes. Ancient, knowing, wild. His gut 

plummets. What if it’s Fallon? What if it’s Fallon and she’s been 

killed by a trapper’s snare?

The unthinkable shame of losing the matriarch of the Old 

Herd . . . it scrambles his brain. He pictures himself denounced 

by the head ranger before the whole community, cast out 

under the full weight of his failure, heralding the total collapse 

of everything the Black Water Rangers stand for. Thousands 
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of years of toil, trials, and tradition passed from parent to 

child, nullified in a single night’s screwup by a kid who never 

deserved to be counted among their ranks.

God. God. Please don’t let it be Fallon.

As if her name in his thoughts summons it, the Voice of 

the Herd flickers in his mind. He gasps — or sobs — and skids 

to a stop. His chest heaves, and his quads and calves burn, 

but the momentary relief of connection fills him, centers him. 

Oneness, wonder, and longing for the mountain. Longing for 

the veins of living energy pulsing in the ley lines. He listens. 

Even that small flicker thrums with oppressive grief. Knowing 

fills him, confirming the location like an internal GPS. There, 

in the deep shadow, forty feet below where the narrow track 

twists back on itself, a light gray smudge swings from a noose. 

His skin contracts with goose bumps; if his hair wasn’t slicked 

to his head, tendrils would rise at the nape of his neck.

He sees the antlers, and his heart beats. It’s not Fallon. It’s 

not Fallon.
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U N S P O K E N  M E S S A G E S

The gloves are a polymer-based microfiber blended with 

Tibetan yak fur. Better than her rock-climbing gloves. Better 

than her hiking gloves. Better than any of her kayaking, water 

sports, or orienteering gloves. Meg slides them out of the 

fabric drawstring bag like she’s handling a booby trap and lays 

them beside her on the bed. Even the ethically sourced eco-

packaging is hipster nonsense.

There’s no way Sargent bought them on Black Water 

Island, that’s for sure. The knot in her gut gives a nauseating 

little tug. Two hundred and forty-seven dollars — the price tag 

left on the gift. Her mother’s jaw clicked with the grinding of 

her teeth when Meg unwrapped them in the kitchen yesterday 

morning.

That man.

Meg had stuffed them in her dresser drawer, an odd mix of 

giddy and bitter and aware. So many unspoken messages. But 
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how to read the meaning? Meg fixates on the unlikely logistics 

of Sargent selecting the gloves from a catalog, posting an order 

at Leaman’s General Store, explaining to Mrs. Leaman who 

they’re for and the occasion. Maybe Mrs. Leaman helped him 

choose. It’s the first gift Sargent has bothered to send her since 

he became head ranger. It may have arrived a few days early 

but still well within the week of her eighteenth birthday. Blue 

wrapping paper decorated with gray antlers. No card, of course, 

just her name and address and a Black Water postage stamp.

He could have waited and given them to her in person.

An alert pings on her phone, and she bounces with a pulse 

of nervous energy. Eleven fifteen. The taxi for the Midnight 

Ferry will be here soon. Rain thunders on the roof. She can 

hear her mother moving through the house checking windows 

and locks. Meg blows through her lips; she’s been packed for 

days. Passport and ticket secure beneath the old troop leader 

trophy on her dresser. Now only minutes to fill. She dabs tiny 

drops of Bio-Oil on her palms, massaging it into the rough 

lattice of scars. The webbing of melted skin is numb, a hash of 

dead nerve endings in raw pinks and mottled whites.

Bio-Oil is supposed to be good for scars; pregnant women 

rub it on their stretch marks. She’s been religious about 

smearing it on her hands morning and night for almost nine 

years, though she doubts the manufacturer had campfire burns 

in mind for its application. She ignores the tremor in her 

fingers and blows on her palms, rubbing them on the smooth 

unmarked tops of her hands, testing for residue. Once she’s 

sure they’re dry, she slips on the gloves.
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Slim fitting, lightweight yet tough, water-repellent, perfect 

for outdoor pursuits and light rock-climbing. Breathable 

fabric to keep her cool in the heat and warm in the cold. An 

invitation to explore the island? A practical solution to hide 

her scars from prying eyes and annoying questions? Maybe it’s 

a warning. Cover your hands.

Somewhere a Tibetan yak herder is keeping his family 

warm and fed because of these gloves. It says so on the package.

Footsteps in the hall and her mother opens the door. 

Meg squeezes her hands between her knees. Cora leans on 

the threshold, narrowing her eyes at the glove packaging. She 

sucks the corner of her lower lip and tucks her hair beneath 

her beanie. It used to be dark like Meg’s, but after the final 

round of chemo, it grew back silver, and her mother refuses 

to dye it. Usually she looks badass with it styled into an 

architectural quiff, but tonight’s about warmth not fashion. 

Otherwise, Cora’s coloring, sharp brow line, yellow-green eyes, 

and expressive mouth provide a middle-age glimpse of Meg’s 

future. Right now the future looks tired and irritable.

Her mother zips her thick jacket with a quick, sharp 

yank. She has her cane hooked over her arm, her expression 

resigned. Cora’s cancer was a tumor on her femur. The surgery 

required removal of part of the bone. Surgical splints let her 

walk and run for the most part with ease, and she keeps herself 

fit, but after a long day on her feet, her leg gets weak and tired. 

The cane eases the load. Sometimes it annoys her, while other 

times, she wields it like a scepter. “You have everything?”

Meg nods.
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Lines pull at the corners of Cora’s mouth. “It’s not too late 

to change your mind.”

“I’m not bailing now; this is a united front.”

“You could be home with the Wi-Fi.”

“You’re the one who’ll miss the Wi-Fi.”

“Sooo much.” Cora groans, and Meg grins, then her 

mother grows serious. “He won’t make it easy.”

“Fine, I’ll take my bow.” Meg gets to her feet and acts like 

she’s going to get it from her closet. “I’ll take the arrows with 

the short fletching. That way if he gives us any grief, I can 

shoot from a distance.”

Cora yields a weary smile. “As much as I love that idea, this 

is a no-weapons scenario.”

“That’s not really fair, given the island could be crawling 

with Fortune Hunters. And it’s my birthday; I should get to 

shoot someone.”

“Fine, but you’re not officially eighteen for another forty-

eight hours, and I’m pretty sure there’s something in the scout 

oath about not killing people.” Cora glances at her daughter’s 

hands. The humor fades, and Meg pulls on her jacket, jamming 

her arms through the sleeves.

“It’s not a big deal; I would have worn gloves anyway.”

“He’ll think he’s won.”

“Let him.”

“You know it’s manipulation, sending you a birthday 

present.”

The knot tugs hard in Meg’s gut, and she shrugs, gaze 

dropping to her hiking boots. “Probably.”
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Cora steps in the room and brushes Meg’s bangs back 

behind her ear, the gesture achingly tender. Her expression 

shifts back and forth from fierce to fearful. “Don’t pin your 

hopes on Sargent.”

Outside, the sound of a car pulling into the driveway. The 

taxi’s here.

“All I want is what he owes me.” Meg swallows a sharp 

lump and hoists her pack onto her shoulder. “We get the deed. 

Sell the house. Pay the bills. Get on with our lives.”
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S U D D E N  F R O S T

Cal pauses to scent the air. Moss, leaf mold, old scat, boot 

rubber, something plastic, animal-panic sweat . . . fear. No 

distinct human scent. No whiff of deodorant or soap or the 

lingering trace of cleaning supplies. How is that possible? He 

pivots and drops, cutting the corner of the track. He lands 

noiselessly on a mossy outcropping and releases a long, shaky 

breath. It’s not Fallon. Crouching brings him face-to-face with 

a young buck from the Old Herd; its blank eyes bulge from 

the pressure of the noose.

He shudders, his initial relief swallowed by the chilling 

presence of death. Awareness prickles his skin, feathering 

behind his ears. He presses the back of his hand to his nose, 

and his breath turns white in the cold night air. A soft snapping 

draws his gaze to his feet where, despite the rain, an inch of 

moss around his boots crackles with sudden frost. He waits a 

beat or two for his head to stop swimming.
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“This isn’t my kill,” he whispers, as though he might 

convince death, as though he might convince himself, or at 

least keep from passing out. The downpour doesn’t cloak the 

stench of freshly voided bowel and bladder. He rubs the mint 

leaves through his shirt pocket and ducks his head to draw a 

cleansing breath. It barely helps.

The snare didn’t break the buck’s neck; it was death by 

strangulation. Not the quick release of life in a single snap. 

Incompetence or cruelty? Cal can’t help but imagine the 

beast’s terror, the panicked flailing of its legs. The pain it must 

have suffered. The swelling horror of the Old Herd sensing 

that pain.

What was a buck from the Old Herd doing on this side of 

the ley line? This is Lower Herd territory. Old Herd deer stay 

above the electromagnetic surges that ripple along the borders. 

He shivers at the thought of what would drive the beast to 

leave its protected territory and shuts his mind against the 

dark rush of possibility. Maybe his chief concern shouldn’t be 

that the animal’s distress signal will draw the Hounds from the 

Rift. Maybe the growing moon has already made the Rift so 

unstable, a Hound broke through and terrified the young buck, 

causing it to bolt. No. He’s letting fear scramble his thoughts. 

There is nothing to suggest the Rift is active. No howling. No 

dogs. Not yet.

He sighs and tips his head back to catch rainwater in his 

mouth — rinse and spit — before steadying himself to recite 

the crossing prayer. Barely moving his lips, he speaks in the old 

tongue. Something like a sigh vibrates back to him, the ancient 
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soul, separating from the animus, lifting away. The chill lifts 

with it. The frost melts. His breath no longer mists the air. 

Rubbing the goose bumps from his arms and behind his ears, 

he sighs at the poor buck. All that remains is the vessel. Meat, 

mainlanders would say. The thought brings a sour taste to his 

mouth.

Finally the Voice of the Herd lifts. His mind clears and the 

heaviness too. The sense of sudden emptiness almost brings 

another sob. He reminds himself the rush of grief is a good 

thing; real rangers value their connection with the Old Herd.

Sargent says so all the time. Apprentices are careful not to 

moan about headaches or complain about the Voice of the 

Herd keeping them awake when Sargent is around. Cal never 

complains. Admittedly he can tune in and out with ease, but 

he doesn’t let on about it; he’s unpopular enough as it is.

Whatever the case, Cal’s extra bells and whistles won’t 

save him from punishment. Sargent may lack the flashy gifts 

that traditionally reveal themselves in head rangers, but his 

sensitivity to the Voice of the Herd is second to none. He’ll 

know already about the buck. Cal will be stuck on latrine duty 

for the rest of the month. Worse if the Hounds come after his 

screwup.

Shit.

Exactly.

The rain is louder than he realized and the forest muted 

beneath it as though the shoulders of the mountain are 

hunkering down to wait it out. Cal doesn’t touch the deer, 

not with the death so fresh and vicious. Though it grates him 
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to leave the buck hanging, if the poacher intends to claim 

his prize, Cal needs the bait to remain like the surrounding 

area — untouched.

The snare is attached to the stripped trunk of a sturdy 

sapling, and the knot is crude, no ranger’s finesse. Whoever 

tied it will have to cut the line, and a ranger would despise 

the waste. He frowns. Ranger’s hemp. Poacher’s knot. He 

calculates the length of rope, the angle of the branch, the 

trigger. Everything looks roughly coordinated.

He sniffs the air again, but the rain has obliterated any 

lingering scent of the poachers. Scanning the dirt and leaf 

mold, he notes fresh boot prints hastily covered and a yellow 

lighter discarded below the rock face. Near it are a couple of 

crushed beer cans and a crumpled package of vending machine 

candy. Mainlanders and a blatant screw you to the rangers who 

guard the island.

For most poachers, the antlers alone would be worth 

risking a ranger’s bullet to the back of the head. With Nutris 

Pharmaceuticals maintaining a stranglehold on the island’s cull 

tenders, a volatile black-market trade in Actaeon’s Bane keeps 

the island’s protectors on high alert. Not even the rangers’ 

shoot-first policy fully discourages poachers from trying their 

luck in the off-season. Sargent warned them to be on guard, 

but the boldness of such an attempt so close to the cull shocks 

him.

He shakes his head and hoists himself onto the lower 

branches of the nearest tree. His shoulders tighten, and the 

echo of last month’s fractured rib twinges with the effort of 
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hauling his body weight. He makes a quick, careful crossing to 

the upper track for one last look. He’ll take cover in the thick 

scrub above the path and wait. If there’s no sign of the poacher 

by sunrise, he’ll have to shift the carcass before it attracts 

predators. Or something worse.

He doesn’t want to think about returning to camp and 

breaking the news without catching the guilty party first, 

and he sure as hell doesn’t want another broken rib or black 

eye, not with Meg about to arrive. Any mistake would make 

him wary, but to lose one of the Old Herd on the Northwest 

Loop is more than unsettling. It feels loaded with meaning. A 

message or threat. He rubs his face, unconsciously tracing the 

half-moon scar on his jaw. Meg coming now, with the cull so 

close and the full moon too . . .

A distant cawing reaches him through the noise of the 

rain. Reeva, her panic turned to lament.
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F O R T U N E  H U N T E R

There are only a handful of protesters at the port. It doesn’t 

make Meg any less nervous. Two small groups huddle behind 

protective bollards at either side of the security gate, illuminated 

by the cordon floodlights, wilted by the rain. Meg reads their 

picket signs through the darkened window of the taxi. On 

the left, signs from the Voice of Saint Francis: ONLY KILLERS 

CULL. STOP THE SLAUGHTER. SAVE BLACK WATER. On the 

right, signs from their opponent, Heal Our Kids: ACTAEON’S 

BANE = MY CURE. DEREGULATE! MAKE MEDICINE NOW!

Her whole body trembles, and Cora squeezes her arm.

Meg remembers when she first arrived on the mainland at 

eight years old. A frightening press of people and flashing lights. 

Her burned hands cradled in ice packs and medical gauze. The 

bloodied back of her neck thickly bandaged. More people than the 

entire population of Black Water pack the wharf — furious, hungry, 

and wild-eyed — banners and pickets waving. Paramedics lift her 
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from the ferry onto an ambulance gurney, shouting for people to 

move back — make some room. Her mother, pale and breathless 

beside her, murmurs assurances she can’t hear above the crowd. In 

the back of the ambulance, traffic lights blink through the window, 

a world so huge and treeless it frightens her.

She wonders if any of the same protesters are here tonight.

Many of the usual groups are well-coordinated. Sure 

enough, some of them pull phones from their pockets as the 

taxi pulls up to the cordon. Meg guesses they’ll live-stream 

each arrival or log commentary on social media. A drum rolls 

fast and hard in her chest. She tugs the hood of her jacket 

low over her eyes, and Cora does the same; neither of them 

want to see their faces splashed on VoSF’s anti–Actaeon’s 

Bane websites. Nor do they want to become targets for black-

market recruitment.

Two armed Ministry for Primary Industries workers stalk 

toward the taxi, but Meg’s eyes are on the protesters. “Can’t we 

just tell them we’re not here for the cull?”

Cora gives her a look that says We’ve had this conversation. 

“Don’t engage.”

They pay the driver and show the men their ferry tickets 

and passports. The men frown but nod and grunt and lead the 

way to the registration office. A long walk. The air is cold and 

briny. Meg blinks against the floodlights. Her joints are mud-

packed, and she struggles to keep step with Cora.

Though she braces for it, no one shouts or throws things 

from the picket line. She doesn’t risk lifting her head to check 

faces for curiosity or judgment. There’s still a week before the 
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official start of the cull. Things will heat up between now and 

then with more Hunters, sponsors, and corporate officials 

arriving from all over the country. The numbers of protesters 

will grow, and it won’t be silent. The news has been running 

clips from old protests, noisy, volatile clashes.

Meg wants to call out, This isn’t what it looks like! We’re not 

Fortune Hunters!

The registration “office” is a windowless freezer. Three 

white counters sit in parallel lines. Soaring steel beams 

crisscross the ceiling. Droplights divide the shadows with 

shafts of cold light. A Fortune Hunter is being processed for 

the cull. A man with a jagged scar on the back of his head, 

carving a path through his short blond hair. He gives a brief 

gravelly reply to the officials, shifting his shoulders beneath 

an expensive-looking coat. Meg squints for a sign of a Nutris 

Pharmaceuticals logo on his pack. They tend to arrive closer 

to the start of the cull — they don’t have to fight for a place 

to stay,  and they get to drive the Lower Herd down the 

mountain, guaranteed kills.

She follows her mother to the first counter, watching 

the Fortune Hunter’s back while Cora answers the customs 

official’s questions. Former residents. Not Hunters. Not Nutris 

reps. Not Mobile Freezing Works processors or cull vendors or 

temporary infrastructure service workers. The island gets busy 

during the cull. The official scans their Black Water passports. 

Another checklist of questions. Declarations. Intended length 

of stay? Three or four days — if Sargent cooperates.

Meanwhile, at the next counter, the Fortune Hunter is 
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having his weapons processed. Rifles, handguns, knives, and 

a crossbow. He hands over paperwork as the official asks 

for his gun license, medical certificate, police vetting form, 

psychological test results, and verification of affiliations. Every-

thing confirms he is legal and healthy. Meg shivers, picturing 

her own longbow hanging in her closet. Culls are notoriously 

chaotic. Rangers won’t hesitate to put down a trigger-happy 

weekend warrior.

Cora tugs her sleeve, and they move toward the final 

counter. As they pass, Meg stares at the side of the Fortune 

Hunter’s face. He has the look of an aged soap star, heavily 

tanned with fans of pale lines around his eyes indicating an 

outdoorsy life and lots of manly squinting. He looks up and 

smirks at her. Meg coldly cuts her gaze away, surprising herself 

with her own boldness. Is it that ingrained, even nine years  

on, the instinctual suspicion of Fortune Hunters?

They reach the final counter, and their packs are processed 

through a security scanner. A woman waves a paddle over her 

body.

The weight of her gear seems heavier than she remembers 

from her bedroom. Now her face feels as numb as her feet. 

“Thanks,” she mutters and heads for the exit to the dock, trying 

hard not to wobble as she walks. Cora offers a bolstering smile, 

but she looks as grim and uncertain as Meg feels.

It’s dark on the dockside, broad strokes of layered black, 

wharf and buildings hunkered beneath an ominously bowed 

sky. Meg tastes ozone in the air. Offshore, the sea will be rough. 

At least she was too nervous to eat before she came, though 
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she doubts it will keep her stomach from folding itself inside 

out once they’re on the water.

It’s a jittery walk from the registry building all the 

way down the wharf to where the Midnight Ferry boards 

passengers. The well-lit cordon at the front gate seems a long 

way behind them. There are no officials to be seen except the 

ones in reflective vests beneath a single lamppost at the far 

end of the dock. It’s dark, and the rain is loud. The spider-

crawl sensation up her spine doesn’t help. Shadows left and 

right cloak a corridor of shipping containers stacked in tiers 

of three. Graffiti splashes the sides like spilled blood. NUTRIS 

PHARMACEUTICALS = NATURE RAPISTS.

“Misses?”

Meg swears, a skittering two-step almost taking her off 

balance beneath the weight of her pack. Cora steadies her.

“Excuse me, misses,” a man calls, a stage whisper from a 

gap between containers.

“We can’t help you,” Cora says, pulling Meg behind her.

A shadowy form takes a step toward them. “Please, misses.”

“Stay there.” Cora extends her hand like she can shoot laser 

beams from her palm.

“I’m not going to hurt you. Please.”

“I’m not — we’re not —”

“My boy needs help . . .” He shuffles forward, brushing his 

hands over a creased gray suit between the flaps of his overcoat. 

The desperation in his face is harrowing. “My boy, he’s — he’s 

very sick.”
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Meg’s gut sinks. How did he get past the cordon? He could 

be shot on sight.

“We can’t help you,” Cora says, pleading in her voice. 

“We’re not Hunters.”

“I can pay —”

“We can’t take your money. You know we can’t.”

His Adam’s apple bobs above the yellowing collar of his 

shirt. “I can pay you.” He digs inside his overcoat, drawing 

out a wallet. The silver clasp winks in the low light, a Chinese 

dragon.

“Stop,” she hisses. “We’re not Hunters. Even if we were, 

you know what happens to smugglers.”

“Please.” His face screws up, and he digs in his other 

pocket, retrieving a photograph, lined from folding. “Mika is 

six years old. He has a tumor. On his heart . . .” He presses it 

into her hands. “Please, just look at him.”

The boy wears a Batman T-shirt. He grins at the camera, 

nose wrinkled in delight. Meg wants to howl. Cora blinks and 

her hands shake. “He’s beautiful. I’m sorry. There’s nothing I 

can do.”

The man groans and lunges at Cora, grabbing her coat. 

Cora gasps, and Meg yelps.

“Please. Please. I have money.”

“I can’t help you!”

“Let her go!” Meg yanks at his sleeve.

Trying to pull herself free, Cora drops her cane and 

overbalances beneath the weight of her pack, bringing him 

RIFT_9781536211283_HI_US.indd   25 6/27/19   11:59 AM



20

with her as she topples. Meg shouts, but panic takes the punch 

from her voice — she doesn’t want to get the man killed. Her 

mother thrashes beneath him like an upended turtle, helpless 

to right herself.

A pounding of boots and the blond Fortune Hunter is 

there, his gear dropped on the dock. Grunting, he grabs the 

man off her mother with an upward whoosh.

The man in the suit cries out, flailing his arms and legs, but 

the blond man is bigger and stronger. “Go!” he barks at Cora 

and Meg, jerking his head in the direction of the ferry. “And 

keep your mouths shut. I’m not missing this boat for a police 

interview.”

Meg helps her mother up, and Cora grabs her cane. For a 

moment, they stand frozen as he drags the man back between 

the containers. A dull thud precedes a gasp and a whimper. 

The sounds bring Cora back to life, and she hauls Meg away, 

walking so fast she almost breaks into a run. Meg stumbles 

along beside her, heart thumping.

“What if he hurts him?”

Cora shakes her head. “He won’t hurt him.”

“It sounded like he was hurting him.”

“Meg, we’re not getting involved.”

“We’re already involved.”

Cora swings her to a stop, lips pale, eyes wide and glassy. 

“There’s no way they’ll let us board if we report it. The slightest 

whiff of smuggling . . .” She shakes her head tightly. “We’d 

never set foot on Black Water again, and there goes your 

inheritance.”
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Blinking away the sting of tears, Meg gives a small nod at 

the crumpled photo still clutched in her mother’s hand. “Then 

you better hide that.”

Cora swallows and stares at the little dark-haired boy,  

a quiver in her lip. She glances at the edge of the wharf but 

can’t seem to bring herself to drop the photo into the water.

Meg snatches it and stuffs it in her pocket. By the time 

they board the Midnight Ferry, her gut is tied in double knots.
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L A R G E L Y  R E S P O N S I B L E

Howls tear the night, long ragged ribbons of sound, amplified by 

the arms of the mountain. Involuntary shudders ripple from Cal’s 

nape to his tailbone. Meg shivers beside him, hugging her little bow, 

quiver at her feet. She scans the cave as though feral dogs might 

slink from the shadows, dancing in the light of their campfire. Her 

yellow-green eyes are huge behind her thick glasses. “There must be 

a mistake,” she whispers.

Cal gives a sharp shake of his head. “They’re getting close.”

“Sargent says — he says they only leave their hunting ground 

at full moon.”

“Meg —”

“I checked the calendar. We’re supposed to be safe.”

“I don’t think they care about the calendar.”

Her bottom lip wobbles. “We’re supposed to be safe.”

A single howl rises.

Meg winces. Breathless with terror, Cal can’t think of a single 
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reassuring thing to say. Even non-ranger kids know about the 

dangers of feral dogs. Nightmare stories of Hunters caught by 

surprise. Bodies found in ribbons. “One of us should guard the 

entrance.”

She squares her shoulders. “I’m the oldest.”

“Only by six months,” he says.

Meg holds up her little bow. “I have a weapon.”

“So do I,” Cal hisses, brandishing his pocketknife.

Meg screws up her freckled nose. “I’m a ranger’s kid. You’re a 

fisherman’s son.”

He leans away from her, and his back hits a boulder made 

warm by geothermal fissures. Instantly, he knows he’s dreaming. 

For some reason the sensation of warm rock at his back is fused with 

the visceral memory. He notes how small his body feels, the knobs 

on his spine, sharp and uncomfortable scraping against the boulder. 

Divided within, dreamer and dream, he’s incapable of waking 

himself from the horror he knows is coming. His clueless dream-self 

glowers at Meg, the weight of terrible truths hanging in the air 

between them.

Fat tears slip down Meg’s pale cheeks. “I shouldn’t have said 

that. Cal, I didn’t mean it. Your dad was great.”

It’s the quaver in her voice when she lands on “was” that triggers 

it, a rush of raw grief hollowing his chest, and he remembers why 

they’re hiding.

When he doesn’t reply, she fills the silence, giving a watery sniff. 

“You know, Mom wants to send me to boarding school; she thinks 

becoming a ranger is too dangerous and that I have more to offer 

the world.”
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He hesitates, then says, “Who wants to be a ranger, anyway? 

They’re so full of themselves.”

She produces a small hiccupping laugh. “So full of themselves . . . 

’cept Sargent.”

“Except Sargent.”

The howls rise again, so close this time Meg and Cal cling to 

each other without thinking. Eyes closed tight, he prays, Don’t let 

them find me, don’t let them find me. Whether he means the 

feral dogs or Social Services, he can’t tell.

Meg squeezes him. “I won’t let them, Cal.” 

His face burns as he realizes he’s spoken aloud.

“You’re staying on Black Water,” she says.

The detached part of his brain supplies the missing pieces in 

snapshots. His father signing a Nutris Pharmaceuticals contract to 

command his own trawler in the temporary coast guard for the 

duration of the cull. Later that same night, his father brushing 

his hair back from his forehead, soothing Cal’s fears, making him 

laugh with the promise of LEGOs and a stack of X-Men comics for 

Christmas. Cull money is too good to pass up. Cal knows that.

Three days later, his father’s body laid out on the dock. Killed by 

unlicensed Fortune Hunters attempting to land on the east coast of 

Black Water. A sensation like Cal’s lungs are disintegrating behind 

his ribs. His screams attract rangers and cull officials to the wharf. 

No one can calm him. Sargent arrives and scoops him up, carrying 

him away from the crowd.

When Cal stops screaming, he finds himself seated at Meg 

Archer’s kitchen table, her hand patting his, her eyes wet with tears 

steaming up her glasses. Sargent is gone. Meg’s mother stands at 
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their potbellied stove, heating soup from a can in a butter-yellow 

saucepan. The spoon scrapes softly on the bottom of the pan. Around 

and around. Flecks in the Formica tabletop spiral and loop.

At some point, Mrs. Leaman arrives with chocolate from the 

high shelf behind her counter at the general store. She explains that 

everything will be all right. Social Services has been notified. He 

locks eyes with Meg, and the horror in her face confirms what his 

brain struggles to comprehend. His father is gone. He has no other 

family. He is eight years old. They will never let him stay by himself. 

Social Services will take him away. To the mainland. Forever. He 

passes out and wakes later in the night bundled in a sleeping bag 

on a camp cot beside Meg’s bed. She sits there watching him in the 

dark, hugging her knees, her Rainbow Dash nightie pulled to her 

ankles like a tent. She’s holding a flashlight, and she clicks it on.  

“I have an idea.”

Water splashes Cal’s face, and he jerks awake. The roof of 

his shelter has slipped in the rough weather. Rain drips freely 

onto his head, and he pulls his hood back into place. Judging 

by the light, he hasn’t slept long, but he still feels guilty. He 

quiets himself and listens. No howling. With a shaky sigh, he 

exhales. It must be only an hour or so till dawn and no sign of 

poachers. He decides he might as well cut the noose and take 

the buck down. No point delaying the inevitable. Getting to 

his feet, he takes a moment to stretch stiff muscles and shake 

the weight of the dream from his thoughts.

Even though he didn’t get to the part of the dream where 

Fergus Welsh, the former head ranger of Black Water Island, 

and Sargent found their cave, the part where screaming and 
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bleeding and burning begin, the impression of the man lingers 

like an echo. It hurts his chest to think of Fergus. He had a gift 

like Cal’s — one of them. An amplified sense of smell. Sensory 

gifts aren’t that rare among Rift Hound bite survivors, but it’s 

always been a comfort to him, sharing the same gift as Fergus. 

Evidence to hold up in a court of his peers. Not that he would 

ever bring it up. The apprentices would balk and accuse him 

of delusions of grandeur. Plus, Fergus was well-liked, and Cal 

doesn’t like to remind people he’s largely responsible for the 

man’s death . . . or Sargent’s untimely promotion. Right now, 

he has more than enough to feel bad about.
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M I D N I G H T  F E R R Y

Meg grips the rail as the boat heaves and pitches, her innards 

rolling against the sea and the faint reek of fish guts. Her hands 

are numb with cold, even with yak fur gloves, and she hunches 

against the rain, searching for a jagged blot on the horizon. 

No sign of Black Water. Just needles of lightning stitching the 

seam between sky and sea. She doubts they’ll beat the storm 

to harbor, but still, she feels better out here under the veranda 

than sitting in the cabin where she was close to puking all over 

her boots.

She glances back at the window. Her mother’s expression 

is carefully composed as she sits pretending not to hear the 

conversation of the three Nutris Fortune Hunters traveling 

alongside her. Three young men, built like bodybuilders, 

dressed in black like special-ops marines. It’s their job to audit 

the Lower Slopes before the cull.

Before Meg came out on deck, she’d heard the one man 
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boasting that he’d bought and paid for a beach house on 

the profits of a single adult buck’s antlers when he was only 

nineteen. He’s back again hoping to cover the cost of a yacht 

and his girlfriend’s plastic surgery. Meg wonders if he’s on a 

protesters watch list.

It wasn’t until her mother brought her to live on the 

mainland that Meg became aware of the seething unrest 

surrounding the four-yearly cull. Growing up on Black Water, 

there had been no television, radio, or Internet access to inform 

her otherwise. The locals considered it a necessary evil to 

protect the fragile ecosystem. The wider ethical ramifications 

of Actaeon’s Bane as a consumable product had escaped her. 

Truth is, the treaty with Nutris Pharmaceuticals is sketchy at 

best, and thinking about it makes her uncomfortable. All those 

protesters on the wharf. The desperate father on the dock. The 

blond Fortune Hunter and his meaty fists. Meg and Cora’s 

silence — their motivation in returning to the island at all. Her 

moral high ground is a swamp.

It crosses her mind that if her mother had let her stay on 

Black Water, let her train as a ranger, she’d be getting ready  

for this audit. Perhaps she would have been assigned as a cull 

guide for some clueless mainlander. Dealing with Fortune 

Hunters was always Sargent’s least favorite part of the job. 

Glancing back at the intimidating men in the cabin, she 

wonders how she would have coped, though a couple of them 

don’t look too much older than her.

Her mother had tried to compensate for wrenching Meg 

from the island by encouraging her endless pursuit of outdoor 
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activities. Meg became a scout, took up archery, rock-climbing, 

and orienteering. Rather than broadening her horizons 

about the possibilities of a mainland life, Meg took it as an 

opportunity to train and prepare while biding her time. She 

lived those first three years after the attack in bated-breath 

expectation of a letter from Sargent forgiving her, begging her 

to return to Black Water, and, ultimately, inviting her to take 

her place among the rangers.

Pathetic really. Poor Cora’s attempts to deal with Meg’s 

delusion were met with volcanic resistance, fiery tears, and 

door slamming until the age of twelve, when one day she 

simply stopped checking the mail. Twelve was the age ranger 

kids left the village school and joined the junior barracks on 

Little Peak. Her letter never came, and the secret lore of the 

ranger community seemed lost to her forever. However, the 

hunger for mountains and forests, rivers and star-filled skies, 

never left.

Movement to her right and Meg stiffens. The blond man, 

undaunted by the weather, steps out of the skipper’s cabin and 

crosses to the rail, pulling a black rectangular object from his 

pocket. A flash of silver in the darkness — the Chinese dragon 

clasp. Meg considers bolting back inside, but if she moves, he’ll 

see her. She stands as still as she can. He removes a thick wad 

of notes that he folds in half and slides inside his coat pocket. 

Unhurried, he searches the remaining compartments of the 

wallet before closing it and turning his head. Meg snaps her 

mouth shut, but she can’t look away. He cocks his head, a slow 

smile stretching his lips, and her gut plummets; he knew she 
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was there. With a lazy flick of his wrist, he tosses the wallet 

into the water and strolls back to the main cabin.

The ferry dips on a plunging wave, and Meg wraps her arm 

around the support beam of the veranda, pulse hammering in 

her ears. What is she supposed to think? He mugged the guy? 

Agreed to smuggle for him? Killed him?

The click of the cabin door makes her jump but it’s her 

mother, and Meg wilts with relief.

“Have you been sick, honey? You look dreadful.”

In a breathless rush, Meg explains what she just saw, 

darting nervous glances over her shoulder. The blond man sits 

with his back to the window, talking and laughing with the 

younger Fortune Hunters. He pulls something from his coat, 

and the other three men lean in, faces keen with interest. Meg 

yanks on her mother’s sleeve. “What’s he showing them? The 

money? Is he paying them off  ?”

“Stop looking.” Cora squeezes her arm.

“What are we going to do?”

“We’re not going to do anything.”

“But —”

“He let you see because he’s untouchable. He wants you to 

know he’s untouchable.”

“Sargent can kick him off the island.”

“The man is clearly sponsored. If Nutris is paying him to 

be here, he is untouchable. Besides, Sargent has no jurisdiction 

over anything beyond the coast of Black Water. The wallet was 

taken on the mainland.”

“It’s not just a theft, is it? The guy, the dad, was looking to 
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pay for smuggled Bane.” She nods sharply toward the cabin. 

“He knew that and took the money. We have to warn Sargent 

he might be intending to smuggle ground horn from the 

island.”

Cora closes her eyes and rubs her brow. “These Fortune 

Hunters are serious people, Meg. They’re not conservationists 

or rangers or anything good. If you tell Sargent, and if Sargent 

acts on that knowledge, you make yourself a target. You make 

us a target. Think it through. How will we sell the house? The 

only buyer will be Nutris. If we aggravate them by landing 

one of their Fortune Hunters in trouble, why would they help 

us? They can refuse to buy it and leave us hanging with an 

unusable asset. Or they could offer us peanuts, and there goes 

your inheritance.”

“What about the man at the port?” She can’t bring herself 

to complete the thought, the photo of the man’s son almost 

throbbing in her pocket.

“Someone would have found him, helped him. Probably 

arrested him — he was breaking the law.”

“That’s cold.”

“I have forty thousand dollars in hospital bills, and I’m 

about to rob my daughter’s inheritance to pay for it. I have 

no conscience.” Cora’s eyes glisten, and Meg’s chest aches.  

The wind howls, the ferry rocks, and neither of them can 

speak.

F inally, Meg swallows and says softly, “Well, it was very 

selfish of you to get cancer and fight so hard to live. What kind 

of mother does that?”
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Moisture gleams on Cora’s lashes, but she produces an 

amused snort.

Meg leans her head on Cora’s shoulder, swamping her 

mother’s narrow frame. “I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I.”

They stare at the rough sea.

Meg’s stomach churns with nausea and worry. The night 

seems bruised with the colors and sounds of her old nightmares, 

horrors made of smoke, shadow, and flashing fangs, a biting 

wind that howls. “We could hide a steak in his pack, let the 

hellhounds take care of him.”

Cora gives her a warning look. “Calling them hellhounds 

gives power to an ignorant fear.”

“If anyone deserves a good shredding, it’s that guy.”

“You don’t mean that.”

Meg doesn’t argue, her thoughts tumbling into a thorny 

patch of memory. She rubs the scars, hidden in the hairline at 

the nape of her neck, puncture wounds from being bitten. Her 

gloves are wet, and she shivers, trying not to picture the night 

her life on Black Water came to an end. She finally murmurs, 

“Do you ever think about Cal?”

Cora doesn’t answer right away, her expression closing in. 

“Every now and then, more since we started planning this trip.”

“Same.”

In the early days after they left the island, Meg used to cry 

herself to sleep wondering about the boy, hating the thought 

of him taken into the custody of Social Services, forced from 

the island. Despite Cora’s repeated inquiries, the agency 
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refused to disclose any information about the orphaned boy. 

Not knowing had eaten Meg up. It became a mournful sort of 

game, inventing a best-case scenario for him.

“What do you think he’s doing?” Meg asks.

Another prolonged pause. “Sleeping. I suppose.”

Meg gives Cora a chiding nudge. “Not living with a nice 

mainland family, wasting his college tuition on video games 

and basketball shoes?”

Cora huffs softly through her nose and frowns at the dark 

horizon.
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N U T R I S  P H A R M A C E U T I C A L S

Soaked and reeking, Cal trudges down the track. By the time 

he reaches the village, dawn is near, and his knees are almost 

shot. A single road carves the base of the mountain, tracing the 

downturned mouth of the bay. Business premises lean away 

from the bedrock like graying, misshapen teeth, most with 

living quarters stacked two and three stories above with a view 

across the road to the measly pebble beach.

Cal pauses between buildings to give himself a moment to 

catch his breath. He mops his face with the back of his hand 

and rebalances the weight of the buck on his shoulders. From 

habit, he tucks his hair behind his right ear, leaving it long to 

cover his face on the left. Hooking one arm behind the buck’s 

antlers and the other around its hind legs, he strides out into 

the road, willing his knees not to give out before he reaches 

Nero’s Palace.

Fog sits low in the bay, a hangover from last night’s squall. 
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The tide laps weakly at the shore, as though reluctant and 

muscle sore. Torn branches and debris litter the tiny beach. Cal 

takes in the upheaval, eyes tracing to the wharf where three 

battered trawlers huddle against the dock. Out in the bay, a 

dinghy rocks facedown in the black water. Steam rises from the 

fishing plant, reaching from the end of the wharf into the sea. 

It’s too dark to recognize any of the workers checking boats 

and moorings for damage, too early to call out even if he did.

The street is awake but quiet. First pots of coffee still 

brewing in upstairs kitchens, potbelly stoves spooling wreaths 

of white smoke to pearl in the overhanging forest. Cal keeps 

an even pace up the middle of the road, no vehicles to worry 

about at this hour — not many to worry about in general. 

Nowhere to drive in a one-road town.

He pants up the gentle rise of the road, passing Millers 

Workshop. When he reaches the long flat, he spots three 

bulky figures striding up from the opposite side of the bay. Cal 

debates ducking between buildings to wait until they pass, but 

it’s too late. They’ve seen him. Through the mist, he glimpses 

the Midnight Ferry docked at the end of the jetty by Nero’s 

Palace — lanterns on in the cabin. He notes the approaching 

men’s duffel bags, rifles, packs, and black clothes. Nutris 

Fortune Hunters arriving early to audit the Lower Slopes.

Immediately his heart belts in his chest, a flare of adrenaline 

unrelated to physical exertion, long years of hate turned toxic. 

He grinds his teeth at being caught carrying unsanctioned kill. 

He wants to bark, This isn’t what it looks like, but the covenants 

protecting the island are well known. The rangers who protect 
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those covenants, infamous. Feral greenies with guns. Even 

through the filth, his oilskin is identifiable; they’ll recognize 

his gear.

They reach the boardinghouse where most of the seasonal 

workers stay. They look pale and worn out, and he tries not to 

smile at the thought of how rough it must have been on the 

crossing from the mainland. Cal drifts casually to the left side 

of the road, hugging the seawall. The men pause, watchful and 

expectant as he passes beneath the street lantern, but when Cal 

makes no eye contact and offers no greeting, one of the men 

calls out. “You need a hand, friend? Big fella you got there.”

Cal grunts a negative and keeps on walking. Friend.

“The size of that thing.”

“Not even fully grown, judging by the antlers.”

“Still. You’re looking at fourteen, fifteen pounds in ground 

horn on a buck that size.”

“What’s that sell for? Eighty, ninety K?”

“Depends on the potency of Actaeon’s Bane.”

“Black market you could double it. Rich dads with cancer 

kids pay through the nose.”

“Only certain kinds of cancer.”

“You think that’s sanctioned kill?”

“Ask him.”

“I’m not asking him.”

“Thinks we’re mercenary garbage.”

“We are mercenary garbage.” More chuckling.

Beyond their line of sight, Cal scowls so hard his face 

aches. He understands the two-hundred-year-old treaty allows 
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Nutris legal access to the island, but he doesn’t have to like it.

In his opinion, Colm Lennox, head ranger at the time of 

the treaty — a rare telepath with a gift for healing, according 

to the chronicles — must have been a gutless fool, capitulating 

to mainland pressure. Mainland greed. The Old Herd might 

have been on the verge of extinction two hundred years ago, 

depleted by relentless poaching, but the “mutually beneficial” 

compromise proposed by Nutris forebears was little better.

The treaty simply legalized their pillaging and ensured 

the longevity of their profit margin. Never mind it was their 

fault in the first place that the demand for Actaeon’s Bane 

exceeded natural production of the compound. Cal read 

the damning accounts — devoured them when he became 

an apprentice. Nutris tried plenty of sinister avenues before 

getting lawyers involved. Attempts to steal breeding pairs and 

replicate the Herd off the island failed miserably. Even by early 

science, they deduced a link between the Old Herd and its 

unique environment. Later science identified the high levels 

of electromagnetism and rare mineral deposits formed by the 

geothermal springs as a central contributor to the production 

of Actaeon’s Bane. The source of those unique elements proved 

to be a “dimensional peculiarity” best handled by the rangers 

themselves.

Cal wonders if he would care less if he hadn’t been 

bitten — if he hadn’t developed his gifts. Sensitivity to the 

presence of death is a pretty bloody inconvenient skill set in an 

environment where slaughter is par for the course every four 

years. As far as he’s concerned, Colm Lennox was a traitor. He 
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agreed to the introduction of mainland deer to the Lower Slopes 

and allowed the “regulated” interbreeding with the Old Herd. 

Nutris weren’t fazed by the less potent deposits of Actaeon’s 

Bane in the offspring. Not when they flourished on the Lower 

Slopes and quickly overwhelmed the ecosystem with almost 

catastrophic browsing. Cull rights meant Nutris could harvest 

their product while appearing to conserve the environment, 

benefiting humanity with their grossly overpriced medicinal 

supplements.

Cal’s supposed to be grateful for a treaty that allows rangers 

to maintain total rule of law over the island and absolute 

protection for the Old Herd. Grateful for the mainland 

overlooking the dimensional peculiarity rangers call the Rift. 

Grateful for the financial subsidies for business owners and 

operators on Black Water. Funding, infrastructure, health care, 

insurance, education, and pensions for the ranger community 

and their families. At what cost? Just his soul.

Sargent calls it a marriage of need and greed.

Cal calls it prostitution.

Extortion.

Bullshit.

His bitter thoughts are interrupted by a figure emerging 

from the mist. Big and heavily laden. A blond man with a 

face like someone you might find on one of Mrs. Leaman’s 

pointless TV guides.

The man’s teeth flash white in the gloom, squint lines 

creasing the corners of his eyes. “Fine beast you have there. 

Old Herd?”
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Cal says nothing. He guesses he wouldn’t like the scent of 

this guy, even if he could smell past his own reek.

Unperturbed, the blond man walks right up to him. Cal 

steels himself not to sidestep. Unlike the other three Hunters, 

this man isn’t intimidated by ranger urban legend or Cal’s 

fierce expression. He reaches for the antlers, running his 

fingers over the tips. He digs in his pocket for a little metal 

vernier and then grabs at the buck’s mouth, pulling back its 

lips, running his fingers over the teeth, measuring the incisors. 

A weird chemical waft cuts through the stench of death and 

feces. “Nutris will take these, this year,” the man says, his 

accent making odd vowels and dips. “The molars carry deep 

deposits. They can separate the Bane from the calcium in their 

laboratories.”

“You’re sponsored.” Cal makes it sound like an accusation.

The blond man arches a golden eyebrow. “Proxy for 

Franklin Abel.”

Franklin Abel. CEO of Nutris Pharmaceuticals. His own 

personal Hunter. Cal keeps his face blank, but his pulse takes 

a tumble. This isn’t someone to mess with. Sargent has to deal 

with these money-grubbers, and if Cal messes things up — 

“Jackson Spear.” The man offers his hand to shake.

Cal is glad he’s in no position to take it, balancing a buck 

on his shoulders.

Unfazed by the cold silence, Spear hooks his thumbs into 

the straps of his hiking pack, and his eyes hitch on the buck’s 

wounded neck. “Snare, was it?”

“Poachers.”
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Spear’s eyes light up. “Slow death pollutes the Bane. 

Chemical panic.”

“Whoever did this deserves a slow death.”

“Then I hope you find him.”

Unable to think of a reply, Cal nods and walks on, jumpy 

in his skin. That weird chemical waft seems to have gotten 

stuck up his nose. The road dips and curves, and he can see 

movement on the jetty. Cal considers changing course, 

dropping the carcass at Bertrum’s, which is where it will end up 

anyway, and coming back later to explain. But Cal likes Abigail 

Bertrum and doesn’t want to give the woman a morning of 

panic. Butchering, processing, and selling unsanctioned kill is 

illegal and will get you kicked off the island faster than you can 

blink. Abigail will take one look at the natural markings of the 

buck, its grazed neck and bulging eyes, and choke.

Bracing for another Fortune Hunter encounter, he presses 

on to Nero’s Palace, eyes skipping back and forth from the jetty  

to the road. A milky yellow gaslight glows through the fog,  

and Nero’s fully emerges like an apparition through the gloom.
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A N G R Y  E N U N C I A T O R

Meg locks her knees and glues her feet to the jetty, eyes fixed, 

unblinking, on the dark forest above the fishing village and 

the mountains beyond. The pressure in her chest makes her 

throat ache. It started maybe a mile from the coast, the hitch 

in her breath, the inexorable drawing, as though she were 

being reeled to shore by a tether to her heart. Faint tingling 

races from her sternum to the back of her neck, fanning 

up and over her scalp. Little surges of electricity that bring 

inexplicable tears to her eyes. She can’t tell if she wants to 

laugh or sob.

It must be fatigue. Fatigue and dehydration. A dip in 

blood glucose? When was the last time she ate? Add a backlog 

of poorly processed emotional baggage and of course she’s 

freaking out. Did she expect to skip from the Midnight Ferry 

without a flinch?

“Can you see the apartment?” Her mother gestures across 
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the bay. Meg notes the half-strangled quality of Cora’s voice, 

the stiffness of her posture.

Meg squints, but she can’t make out the post office or the 

apartment above it. It’s too dark and foggy. What she can make 

out, from Leaman’s General Store to the boardinghouse, takes 

some jarring recalibration. Her florid childhood memories 

give way to the shrunken, colder, and more derelict reality of 

Black Water. It makes no difference; the sense of homecoming 

is a marrow-deep ache. Years of resentment were supposed to 

dilute the pull — make her immune — but she still loves it. She 

loves Black Water. Utterly. Bitterly.

Gaslight casts a grimy yellow halo above her head. Four 

signs are nailed to the lamppost. The first reads: CAUTION. 

ELECTROMAGNETIC INTERFERENCE. TURN OFF ALL 

ELECTRONIC DEVICES. The sign beneath that reads: ACCESS 

TO FLINT’S GULLY IS STRICTLY FORBIDDEN DUE TO FERAL 

DOGS. A third sign warns: BEWARE OF THERMAL FISSURES 

AND EMISSIONS. OXYGEN FILTERS RECOMMENDED FOR 

HIKING AND LEGAL HUNTS. Finally, a sign at the bottom, 

printed in bold script, reads: LEAMAN’S GENERAL STORE. 

SUPPLIERS OF QUALITY BLACK WATERCOMPATIBLE 

HOUSEHOLD, SPORTING & CAMPING GOODS. Well played, 

Mrs. Leaman.

Thankfully the Fortune Hunters cleared out with their 

high-performance lanterns as soon as the ferry docked, the 

blond man close behind them with his multiple bags of 

weapons. Cora and Meg pretended to reorganize their packs 

to avoid any parting interactions. It didn’t stop him pausing 
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beside them, cocking his head to offer a smarmy farewell. 

“Ladies.”

Now Cora stands apart, quietly taking in the sight of Nero’s 

Palace rising at the end of the jetty, hulking and shadowy in the 

predawn. Above it, the tapering arm of headland and primeval 

forest thrusts toward the northern sea. The two-story building 

houses a restaurant below and proprietor’s lodgings above. The 

veranda sags, and a weathered sign with grand lettering leans 

drunkenly on the gables. She sighs. “I miss this place.”

Meg crouches beside her pack and digs out her gas lantern.

Cora gives her a wavering smile. “Are you freaking out? I’m 

completely freaking out.”

“My hands are shaking. Can you attach this?”

Cora takes the lantern and attaches the cylinder for her, 

then cups Meg’s face. “We’ll be all right.”

Meg doesn’t trust herself to speak. She toggles the ignition 

and a swoosh precedes the flame. Settling her pack on her 

shoulders, she carries the lantern before her and takes short 

steps toward Nero’s, uncertain on her land legs.

Cora taps her shoulder and gestures toward a man-shaped 

shadow, big and cumbersome, displacing the mist up on the 

main road. Sasquatch, Meg thinks.

“Sasquatch,” Cora says.

“Stranger things in the Black Water mountains than oddly 

shaped yeti-men.”

“Don’t start,” Cora warns, that same tender smile touching 

her pale lips. Meg studies her face. Cora lived here much 

longer than Meg, was a part of the fabric of the community. 
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How surreal must it be, for her, returning after all this time?

The Sasquatch strides in the direction of Nero’s Palace. A  

cold thought chills Meg. What if it’s a ranger? What if it’s Sargent? 

She’s not ready for an immediate face-to-face. She needs a 

hot shower, actual sleep, and possibly some horse tranquilizers  

before she’ll be capable of saying anything coherent.

They mount the yellowing stairs to the veranda of Nero’s 

Palace and cross the porch to the double doors of the restaurant. 

As she peers through the frosted design etched on the glass, 

it’s hard to make out much of the dining room, still sitting in 

shadows. As a kid, Meg thought it looked like a fancy saloon. 

The light comes through the swing doors behind the bar. 

Someone is working in the kitchen, but the sign in the window 

says CLOSED.

Heavy boots clomp up the veranda steps. The Sasquatch 

proves to be a large man in a filthy oilskin coat, face obscured 

by dark chin-length hair, a dead deer slung across his broad 

shoulders.

Definitely a ranger.

A rush of breathtaking panic tips Meg’s thoughts into 

chaos. This is real. It isn’t like she fantasized, acting cool and 

calm and holding it all together. Why did she think she could 

come back here and not flip out?

The ranger disappears around the side of the building. Meg 

exchanges a look with her mother, but Cora appears frozen. A 

thump rattles the porch boards, making them jump, the deer 

deposited by a service entrance. Meg mouths, “What shall 

we do?” Cora responds with a grimace. Perhaps a rip-off-the-
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Band-Aid approach is the healthiest option. Meg squares her 

shoulders and takes the lead.

Don’t be Sargent. Don’t be Sargent.

She rounds the corner and finds the man doubled over, 

hands on thighs, wheezing as he tries to catch his breath. And 

no wonder — the deer looks huge lying on the porch, antlers 

propping its head on an awkward angle.

“Excuse me,” Meg says, holding her lantern out between 

them.

The man snaps upright, and the panting stops. He swipes 

his hair back behind his right ear so he can glower at her 

with one eye. Not Sargent. Giddy relief slows Meg’s mental 

adjustment from man to boy. Large boy. Reeking and dirty 

and hostile. She notes the rifle and machete and the curtain of 

matted hair still covering half of his face. He doesn’t speak, but 

his expression demands, What?

“Are you —” She cuts off, eyes watering with the stench. 

“Do you work here?”

The glower becomes a scowl — dark eyebrow bearing low. 

“Do I look like I work here?” He turns his arms out, showing 

the spectacular filthy length of him.

Irritation makes her hot in her coat. “Is the owner around?”

The boy’s expression sours further, lower lip tucking back 

in the corners, before he thumps the side of his fist three 

times on the door to the service entrance. He takes a couple 

of steps back and turns away from her, his back and shoulders 

expanding.

Meg can’t decide if he’s shutting her out, embarrassed 
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by his stench, or trying to hide how breathless he is. Maybe 

all three. The idea that she is one degree of separation from 

Sargent makes her skin prickle, and the knot in her chest 

burns again. Rangers. If she says who she is, how long would 

it take for the news to get back to Sargent? Would he march 

down the mountain, smug or indifferent? Picturing him either 

way gets her hackles up. She widens her eyes and asks blandly, 

“Is this your kill?”

He satisfies her with a vicious look, muscle knotting the 

hard edge of his jaw. “The cull hasn’t started, and unsanctioned 

kill is illegal.”

She keeps her expression impassive; he’s an angry 

enunciator. When he fails to offer any further explanation, she 

lifts her eyebrows. “So, that’s a no.”

Cora steps up beside her, giving her a nudge with her 

elbow. “Don’t be rude, Meg.”

The boy freezes.

The restaurant door opens.

Antonia steps out into the glow of the lantern, ready 

delight on her face — Meg recognizes her like a snapshot in 

time, triggering an achy rush of nostalgia.

“Here’s a sight for sore eyes. Cora! Meg!” Tall and broad 

with a thick waist, she must be somewhere north of fifty by 

now. Tight black curls and silver tendrils secured by a bright 

red bandana. She wears a crisp white shirt — striking against 

her dark skin — sleeves rolled to the elbows, belted into cheery 

patterned cobalt pants. Thick black military boots, polished to 

gleaming, lace halfway up her calves. A slash of red lipstick 

RIFT_9781536211283_HI_US.indd   52 6/27/19   11:59 AM



47

and flushed cheeks make her face seem to glow in the light. 

She exudes authority, calm, and a zero tolerance for nonsense. 

Antonia’s smile looks ready to hit full brightness when the 

sight of the Sasquatch and the deer dull the shine. “Son, tell 

me this isn’t what I think it is.”
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P I P E  B O M B

Cal’s initial relief when Antonia emerges from the kitchen is 

shattered by a pipe bomb of comprehension. Cora! Meg! His 

breathing gets shallow. His vision blurs. Pinpricks of light pop 

in his peripheral vision. Antonia peers at him down a long 

shimmering tunnel, and her voice is far away. “Oh, no. One of 

your boys?”

Gripping the veranda railing to keep from toppling, Cal 

manages a delayed nod.

“Poachers?”

He nods again — he thinks. It’s hard to tell; he can’t feel 

his head.

“You watch all night?”

Exhaling sharply through his nose, he swallows.

“And you carried him down from the mountain by 

yourself  ?”

He tries to shrug, but his muscles are ninety percent mud, 

and the gesture comes off weird and ungainly.
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“No wonder you look like roadkill.” Antonia sighs and 

wrinkles her nose. “And you smell like hell.”

Heat flashes up Cal’s neck, and that little surge of adrenaline 

brings him back to his body. Cora! Meg! Here. Now. He didn’t 

recognize her at first. How did he not recognize her? He was 

expecting . . . well, a girl. Someone short. Round faced. Thick 

glasses. This Meg must be almost six feet with — with legs and 

cheekbones and . . . He realizes something else. Meg doesn’t 

recognize him either.

Cora raises her lantern a little higher and clears her throat. 

“Antonia, you haven’t changed a bit.”

“Who even looks like that before six a.m.?” she adds, happy 

tears in her eyes. “It’s not right.”

“Don’t you start crying.” Antonia chuckles, grabbing Cora 

for a hug and tucking her under one arm. She shakes her head 

and touches Meg’s cheek. “Is that really you? Little Meg? My 

goodness, look at you.”

Meg laughs and covers her stomach. “Am I green?”

“Everybody’s a bit green after four hours on the Midnight 

Ferry,” Antonia says.

“Five.” Cora groans. “The weather was rough, and the 

going was slow.”

Cal stares at Meg’s gloves, and he’s remembering things he 

doesn’t want to remember. He clears his throat and gestures 

at the deer. “If you could record the serial number and sign it 

over to Bertrum’s —” He’s husky and red and itching to flee the 

scene. “I’ll come back for the paperwork later.”

Antonia’s eyes widen, her gaze flitting back and forth from 
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