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      If you’ve never been there, The Zen Nest is difficult to describe. The small complex, which includes multiple luxury cabins, hot tubs, and more, centers around a truly enormous, wide-open deck that seems to hang right on the edge of Cascade Canyon. The views are all blue sky and orange-red cliffside—and it’s frankly spectacular. If you have been there, then you know exactly what I mean.

      The scenario presented in this story—a wedding party arriving to hold their ceremony and reception at The Zen Nest—isn’t at all unusual. The property accommodates well over a dozen people, and offers everything from officiants to catering to activities like… line dancing <grin>. I moonlight as “DJ DJ,” providing tunes for line dancing, celebrations, quiet dinners, or whatever else the guests might request. Frankly, it’s not much more than an excuse to stand and take in the incredible views!

      As always, I’ve taken some liberties with the actual layout of the place, and although I’ve used the real-world names of some of the real-life people who make The Zen Nest so special, my characters are entirely different from those true-life folks. The Zen Nest doesn’t have a “main lodge,” or a huge, bustling staff, or a formal reception area, of any of the things I’ve implied. Duck Creek Village doesn’t have a Town Hall or a Library, either—but I’m hardly having our heroes drive all the way to Panguitch just to access a library, right? <grin>

      If you ever get a chance to visit The Zen Nest—whether as a guest, the guest of a guest, or at some special event—take it. You won’t regret it.

      Enjoy this sixth story in The Duck Creek Mysteries!

      Don Jones

      May 2026

      Duck Creek Village, UT
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      The mountain road into Zion View Mountain Estates wound like a dropped ribbon through the ponderosa woods, dust floating behind the Subaru in a long, dreamy plume. Leo drummed on the steering wheel, humming along to a playlist of local Utah bands he’d queued up specifically for the drive. In the passenger seat, Sophie read over her to-do list for the fifth time since Cedar City, pencil tapping the margin in a staccato counterpoint to Leo’s drumming.

      At the turnoff for Cascade Canyon, the gravel shifted under the tires, and the view opened up: pine, red sandstone, and then, just beyond a sparse stand of junipers, a dizzying blue slice of sky—an actual canyon. Even after a hundred times on mountain trails, the sight gave Leo a little rush. He lifted his phone off the dash mount and fired up the camera, already planning the opening shot for today’s story.

      “Ready?” he asked, without taking his eyes off the screen. He’d said the word approximately seventy times on this trip. Sophie didn’t answer, which meant she was deep in her zone.

      They turned one last sharp corner, and the Zen Nest appeared: two A-frame cabins with giant glass faces angled toward the canyon’s edge, sunlight ricocheting off their windows in wild, perfect flares. Farther back was a more traditional log cabin—the “Eagle,” according to the Instagram page Sophie had memorized over breakfast. A gravel lot sat in front of the main lodge, with a sign shaped like a sleeping fox and hand-painted letters that read Welcome, Kindred Spirits. If the place had been built for Instagram, it had been beta-tested by Leo.

      He killed the engine. The mountain air poured in as he rolled down the window, crisp with altitude, sharp with pine resin and dust, and a faint undertone of something electrical from the canyon below. He could practically taste the ozone.

      Sophie snapped her notebook shut and inhaled deeply. “It’s like breathing inside a Christmas tree.” She unbuckled, then reached over and flicked the tip of Leo’s nose with her finger. “No shots until we unpack.”

      Leo grinned, knowing she was at her happiest with a job to do. “If we don’t document the arrival, did it even happen?” He flipped his phone camera to selfie mode. “First impressions: the Zen Nest, day one⁠—”

      She rolled her eyes but the corners of her mouth pulled upward.

      They stepped out into the gravel lot. Above them, the cabins stood like angular sentinels against the blue. A breeze rattled through the lodgepole fence, making the metal sign clink like wind chimes. At the edge of the property, the canyon’s drop-off created a visual illusion; the world seemed to fall away just beyond the tree line, as if the cabins might tilt and slide straight into the valley.

      While Leo fished their duffel bags from the back, Sophie opened the hatch and began her systematic unpack: cooler, cleaning supplies, box of bulk snacks, her battered toolbox, and finally a brown paper bag with her name written on it in block letters. Leo tried not to notice that her stuff was all labeled and compartmentalized, and his was stuffed loose into the duffels. It was a division of labor that had kept them from murder or breakup during their last two summer jobs.

      The first A-frame’s front door swung open, and a woman in jeans and a t-shirt stepped out, a ceramic mug balanced on her palm. Her hair, thick and dark, was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and her face wore the kind of knowing smile that suggested she’d seen a thousand arrivals exactly like this.

      “You two must be my city kids,” she called, voice ringing down the drive. “You look about as lost as last year’s Christmas ornaments.”

      Leo beat Sophie to the greeting. “Hey, I’m Leo—this is Sophie. Do you go by Becky or Rebecca?”

      She snorted. “My own mother can’t even get Becky out in one syllable, so let’s not pretend.” She eyed the duffel bags, the cooler, and then Sophie’s color-coded bin system. “You come prepared, Fixer.” She nodded at the toolbox.

      Sophie gave a small, tight smile. “My dad always said: bring your own solutions.”

      “Your dad sounds like a man after my own heart.” Becky set her mug down on the porch rail and hopped off the steps, boots crunching on the path. “I’ll show you your quarters and then we’ll do the grand tour. If I don’t get you oriented before noon, Melinda will drag you into dance class and you’ll never escape.”

      Leo perked up. “Is that… a threat?”

      “It’s a Duck Creek guarantee.” Becky turned to Sophie, lowering her voice as if confiding a dangerous secret. “Mountain Melinda has a three-sneeze rule. If you so much as look allergic to country line dancing, she’ll conscript you into her boot camp.”

      Sophie’s left eyebrow climbed a quarter inch, which for her was a guffaw.

      They lugged their stuff up a set of rough-hewn stairs that led to the second floor of the main lodge, the steps creaking in time with their footsteps. The air up here felt even thinner, the horizon wider and somehow closer at the same time. Their room—officially labeled “Staff Quarters” in a hand-painted sign—was small but tidy, with two twin beds shoved together to make a king and a single window that framed the canyon like a piece of art.

      Leo dropped the bags inside and immediately launched into a slow panoramic video of the view, narrating in a soft voice-over. “Duck Creek, you just outdid yourself. Shoutout to @ZenNest for hooking us up with the best window seat in Utah.” He ended with a wink to the camera.

      Sophie began unloading her bins, stacking them under the bed and setting her paper bag (probably lunch for the week) on the tiny writing desk. “You’re going to get us fired,” she said, but without any heat.

      He peered through the window, pointing at the cliff’s lip. “Can we go out there?”

      Becky, who’d been leaning in the doorway, sipped her coffee. “You can if you promise not to post any ‘gone too soon’ memorials for yourself. The last couple we hired thought it’d be cute to base-jump with thrift store parachutes.”

      Sophie whistled. “Did they make it?”

      “Physically? Yes. Spiritually? Hard to say.” Becky shrugged, but her eyes were warm. “Anyway, let’s get you two acquainted with the lay of the land before my phone rings with another disaster. Welcome to the Zen Nest. Our motto is ‘Don’t let the view kill you.’” She waggled her mug in salute and led them back outside.

      On the deck, the air smelled like sun-warmed sap and something sweetly earthy. The valley below shimmered, a thousand feet of air between them and the next visible human structure—a cabin far enough away to be a rumor. Leo took a deep, greedy breath and made a note to record some ambient sound for his page later.

      Becky gestured at the two A-frames. “These are the Falcons. Guests sleep in them. Don’t ask me why they’re called that. The owner just likes birds. The Eagle’s the log one. Used to be a hunting lodge, now it’s mainly for big groups or bridal parties.”

      Sophie eyed the row of evenly-spaced solar lights leading to the cabins. “Who’s coming this week?”

      “Wedding party, starting Thursday. The bride’s a cosmic nightmare, but her parents are loaded, so we’re pretending not to notice. You two will be on cleaning and events prep. I assume you don’t mind a little chaos?”

      Leo laughed. “We’re used to it. Our last job was at a ski hostel. The owner was a retired magician.”

      “Say no more.” Becky looked him up and down, as if recalibrating her expectations. “I think you’ll fit right in.”

      A jay squawked from the gutter of the nearest A-frame. Leo aimed his phone up and snapped a shot before the bird could finish its noise. He’d upload it later with a caption about how the locals greeted him.

      Sophie stepped to the edge of the deck and squinted into the sunlight. “Do the cliffs ever… I don’t know. Crumble?”

      Becky barked a laugh. “Only during monsoon season. Otherwise, the rocks are stubborn as your average Duck Creek retiree.” She leaned on the railing, casual. “But if it’ll help you sleep, stay five feet back from the drop. My insurance only covers falls under six feet.”

      They toured the rest of the property: tool shed, outbuilding with the laundry machines, tiny “spa” hut with a hot tub that looked like it had survived two world wars, and finally the communal kitchen on the ground floor of the lodge. Leo trailed behind, filming everything, while Sophie made a running list in her notebook and peppered Becky with questions about cleaning products, power outages, and the quirks of each cabin.

      By noon, their brains were full and their shoes were dusted with red grit.

      “You hungry?” Becky asked. “We’ve got leftovers from the last wedding if you don’t mind random combinations. Or you can hit the store in the village.”

      Sophie produced a packed lunch from the brown bag and shook her head. Leo, ever the opportunist, said, “I’ll take a wedding sandwich.” He didn’t even ask what was in it.

      They settled on the kitchen’s back deck, which hung over the canyon in a way that felt slightly irresponsible, and watched as the light shifted and moved down the distant hoodoo formations. The air cooled quickly in the shadow of the lodge. Leo tried to capture the way the colors changed in real time, but none of his filters did it justice.

      “First impressions?” Becky asked, watching him. “Don’t say ‘breathtaking’ or I’ll make you drink out of the loser mug.”

      Sophie set her sandwich down. “It’s… not what I expected.” She hesitated, then: “In a good way.”

      Becky grinned. “Give it a week. The mountain will either make you Zen or drive you up it.”

      Leo saluted with his sandwich. “To Zen. And not dying.”

      “And not dying,” echoed Sophie.

      Becky shook her head, but she looked pleased. “City kids. You’ll do.”

      After lunch, Becky left them to “nest,” promising to swing by with towels and a packet of keys later. Sophie immediately started organizing their room, moving the beds apart an inch (“For airflow,” she insisted) and putting together a caddy of cleaning supplies. Leo sprawled on the bed and edited his footage, headphones leaking sound as he trimmed and stitched clips for maximum effect.

      Outside, the wind picked up. The pines swayed like synchronized swimmers. Leo watched through the window, thought about what it’d feel like to fall from this height—then thought about how many likes the drone shot would get if he could stage it without, you know, dying. He made a mental note to ask Becky if they had a house drone. They probably did.

      Sophie reappeared at the doorway, arms folded. “We should walk the boundary. Check for trash, loose fence boards, stuff like that.”

      “Duty calls,” he said, mock serious.

      “I’m not kidding, Leo. Becky said there’s been bear activity.”

      “Bears? Here?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s a mountain, Leo. Where else would they be?”

      He grinned, jumped off the bed, and pulled on his shoes. “Let’s go wrangle some wildlife, then.”

      They circled the property, Sophie making notes, Leo taking the occasional photo or shooting a quick video segment for his followers (“Check it: we’re bear-proofing the Zen Nest today!”). They found nothing more menacing than a couple of coyote prints in the mud and a tipped-over bird feeder.

      The sun dropped lower, lighting the hoodoos across the canyon like a hundred tiny bonfires. Sophie stood for a long moment at the overlook, arms folded against the chill, her face thoughtful.

      Leo sidled up next to her. “What’re you thinking?”

      She didn’t answer right away. “Just… there’s a lot of space up here. It feels good.” She looked at him, her eyes serious for once. “Promise you won’t do anything actually dangerous while we’re here?”

      “Define dangerous,” he said, but softly.

      She nudged his shoulder. “I’m serious.”

      He held up his hand. “Scout’s honor.”

      They watched the light fade together, a rare moment of stillness settling over both of them.

      Later, back in the lodge, they found Becky waiting in the kitchen with towels, keys, and two mugs of cocoa—one with “Loser” written in Sharpie, the other with “Zen Master.” She slid the loser mug toward Leo.

      “House tradition,” she said, winking. “You can earn your upgrade tomorrow.”

      Leo sipped the cocoa and smiled, chocolate smudging his lip. “Challenge accepted.”

      Sophie just shook her head and pulled her to-do list back out, pencil tapping as she added a new item to the bottom: Survive.
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      Morning at the Zen Nest started with the kind of silence that made Sophie nervous. In the city, silence always meant something was off—a power outage, a burglar, or the unsettling arrival of her mom’s in-laws before they’d rung the doorbell. Out here, the silence was deep and almost sparkly, broken only by the slow hush of wind combing the tops of the pines. At six-thirty, the light came in soft gold through the window, lighting up dust motes that drifted lazily above the beds.

      Leo was already awake, perched on the foot of the bed and editing last night’s footage. The blue light from his phone gave him a slightly extraterrestrial cast.

      “Are you ever not filming?” Sophie mumbled, rubbing her eyes.

      He didn’t look up. “My followers expect authenticity, Sophie. They need to see the morning hair.”

      “Your followers have weird priorities.”

      He grinned. “That’s what makes them loyal.”

      Sophie pushed herself upright, pulled on a hoodie, and started her morning routine—bed, teeth, hair, notebook. The air outside the blankets was so cold it made her arms prickle, but she refused to shiver in front of Leo. Downstairs, the kitchen was already warm, and Becky had left out a plate of homemade scones with a handwritten sign: Take Two, Work Harder.

      By the time they’d scarfed breakfast, Becky appeared in the entryway, her hair pulled back in a fresh ponytail, arms full of what looked like old field guides and a ring of cabin keys.

      “Ready for round two?” she called. “I promise it’s only about eighty percent as grueling as yesterday.”

      Leo did a mock salute with his mug. “My camera’s charged and my heart is open.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes, but she liked the way the morning sun caught the steam off his coffee. “We’re ready.”

      They started on the main lodge deck, which groaned under Becky’s boots as she paced to the railing. “This is home base for almost every event. If someone says ‘Meet me on the deck,’ they mean right here.” She rapped her knuckles on the banister, and a jay—maybe the same one as yesterday—shrieked in protest from a nearby tree. “We don’t have a P.A. system, but the wind carries everything. Just try not to yell ‘Fire’ or ‘Bear’ unless it’s a real thing. We had a false alarm last summer and six grown men dove into the hot tub in their underwear.”

      Leo’s camera was already running. “That’s solid content. Did you keep the footage?”

      “Not a chance. Melinda threatened to clog every toilet in the county if I didn’t delete it.” Becky’s grin softened into something like pride. “But it’s true what they say: what happens on the mountain ends up on at least three group chats.”

      She led them down a path mulched with pine needles, the ground spongy and quiet underfoot. The first A-frame—“Falcon North,” the plaque said—gleamed in the sunlight, every window freshly squeegeed, the siding a dark chocolate brown. The interior was even more striking: minimalist decor, big open spaces, a wall of glass that made it feel like the whole canyon was trying to get inside.

      Sophie set her pencil to her notepad, jotting down what looked like the cleaning rota and a list of supplies that probably lived in the closet by the stairs. “Who does the turnover on these?” she asked.

      “Usually the two of you, with help from my house elves,” Becky replied. “But honestly, if you just keep it cleaner than a college dorm, we’re ahead of the game.”

      “Challenge accepted,” Sophie said, scribbling.

      While they were checking the closets, Leo stood at the glass wall, phone held high, narrating to his invisible audience: “First stop, Falcon North. Guys, you are not ready for this view.” He aimed the camera at the horizon, then spun around and caught Sophie mid-list. “Our resident Fixer is already in inspection mode. Classic.”

      She stuck her tongue out, but the gesture lacked venom. “How’s the lighting?”

      He panned the phone around the cabin. “Unreal. You should see the way it hits the countertop—like a cooking show but without the fake food.”

      Becky popped back in from the deck, holding a huge keyring like a jailer. “Let’s hit the second Falcon before the wedding planner shows up and ruins the peace.”

      The walk between cabins wound along the edge of the property, a narrow trail bordered by cedar posts and rope. The ground sloped slightly, enough to make Sophie feel the burn in her calves, and every twenty feet the view opened into another jaw-drop of canyon, sometimes with wildflowers or a cluster of young aspens catching the light just so. At one bend, a family of chipmunks zipped across the path, their feet barely making a sound in the cushion of needles.

      “Don’t feed the wildlife,” Becky warned, watching Leo’s camera track the chipmunks. “Last summer, the bride’s grandma put out an entire cheese plate. The chipmunks learned how to open mini-fridges.”

      “Resourceful,” Leo said, respect in his voice.

      They reached Falcon South, which was a mirror image of the first—same glass wall, same bare-wood ceilings, same enormous bed with a faux-wolf throw draped over it. Sophie made another round of notes, then paused at the kitchenette.

      “Who stocks the coffee?” she asked, opening the cabinet and finding it already lined with tins of local roaster beans and four types of tea.

      “Me, when I have time. But you can submit requests. I’m not a monster.” Becky leaned against the counter. “People book this place for the wilderness, but they’d riot if the Wi-Fi went down or the coffee was bad.”

      Sophie nodded, satisfied, and moved on to inventorying the glassware.

      Leo slid the glass door open and stepped onto the deck, the wooden boards flexing under his weight. He pointed his phone at the canyon, then pulled out his drone from his backpack, unfolding it with practiced ease. “I’ll be quick,” he promised. “I want to get a sweep of the property before it gets too windy.”

      “Don’t crash it into the trees,” Becky warned.

      Sophie watched, arms crossed. “You realize you look like the world’s nerdiest superhero when you do that, right?”

      Leo shrugged. “It’s all part of the brand.”

      With a whine and a shiver, the drone zipped up and away, slicing above the pines and out over the sheer drop. Becky and Sophie watched the feed on his phone as the drone’s camera swept across the cabins, then out over the river of air and stone that made up Cascade Canyon. The hoodoos on the far wall burned orange in the early sun.

      “That’s wild,” Becky said, genuinely impressed.

      Leo grinned, working the joysticks. “Wait for it.”

      On his cue, the drone arced back, flying straight down the length of the Zen Nest property. In the screen, the cabins gleamed, the decks looked like launch pads, and the ropes along the path drew neat little lines all the way to the horizon.

      “That shot’s going on the homepage,” Becky said, and Leo glowed with the kind of pride that was impossible to fake.

      They let the drone land itself, then gathered on the Falcon South deck for a breather. Becky pulled out a thermos and offered coffee to both of them.

      “So, what’s the actual work schedule?” Sophie asked, her voice gone slightly official.

      Becky poured her a cup. “Honestly, it’s not bad. You’ll clean the cabins before and after guests, help with set-up for events, and answer weird questions. Most of the time, you’ll have the place to yourselves. It’s like summer camp for grownups with a work ethic.”

      Sophie sipped her coffee and took this in. “And the wedding party?”

      “They’re the only guests for the next four days. After that, it’s mostly weekenders or people writing novels about their tragic exes.” Becky eyed Leo. “Or vlogging about it for the internet.”

      “Guilty as charged,” he said, without a hint of apology.

      Once the coffee was finished, Becky led them back up the trail, but instead of heading for the lodge, she made a detour to a spot where the path met the very edge of the cliff.

      “You’ve seen the view, but have you heard it?” she asked, a mischievous spark in her eyes.

      Leo and Sophie looked at each other, then at Becky, uncertain.

      “Watch.” Becky planted her feet at a small circle of bare rock. “If you stand right here, and you talk at just the right volume, your words will skip all the way across and back. We call it the Canyon Acoustic Mirror.” She grinned. “It’s a freak of geology.”

      Leo, always game, stepped onto the rock. “Like this?”

      “Lower. Use your inside voice.”

      He turned, faced the canyon, and said, “Is this thing on?”

      A few seconds passed. Sophie started to laugh, but then, from somewhere deep across the gap, Leo’s own voice echoed back, perfectly clear, “Is this thing on?” He actually jumped.

      “No way,” he said, delighted.

      Sophie’s turn. She stepped onto the rock and whispered, “Hello?”

      Across the canyon: “Hello?” It was her voice, only bigger.

      She put a hand over her mouth, stunned.

      Becky beamed at their amazement. “Told you. The locals use it to prank tourists all the time. Sometimes I leave a Bluetooth speaker in the trees and really mess with them.”

      Leo was already recording, narrating to his phone in a half-whisper: “You guys, this is unreal. Acoustic magic at Zen Nest. Science, but make it spooky.”

      They stood on the rock, taking turns calling out into the canyon and listening for their ghostly selves to return. It felt at once childish and profound, like discovering a secret door in a house you’d lived in for years.

      After a while, Becky looked at her watch. “We’ve got about thirty minutes before Melinda shows up to rehearse the wedding first dance, so if you want to check out the Eagle, now’s your chance.”

      Sophie nodded, but lingered on the rock for another beat. The sense of space was almost overwhelming. Leo watched her, a faint smile on his face.

      The Eagle cabin was set a little apart from the rest, its log walls older and darker, the stone chimney patched in places with careful masonry. Inside, it was all rustic charm—antler chandelier, stone fireplace, quilts on the beds, and a big wooden dining table scarred by decades of use.

      “This is where the party happens,” Becky said. “You’ll probably spend most of your time here once the guests arrive.”

      Sophie wandered the main room, taking notes about inventory and repairs. Leo aimed his camera at the fireplace, then at the view from the back porch, then at Becky as she poked at a suspicious spot on the kitchen ceiling.

      “I love the smell in here,” Sophie said, surprising herself.

      Becky nodded. “That’s the wood smoke. Gets into your clothes, your hair. After a week, you’ll start craving it.”

      Leo sniffed the air. “Like camp, but classier.”

      The tour wrapped, and Becky herded them back to the main lodge, where she disappeared into her office (“Emergency calls only, please”). Sophie and Leo stood for a minute on the deck, the cold air prickling their faces, the view stretching endlessly in front of them.

      “So, what do you think?” Leo asked, his voice low.

      Sophie looked out at the canyon, the line of cabins, the way the sunlight made the pine needles glow. “I think… I could get used to it.” She smiled, really smiled, and the light caught her eyes just right.

      Leo offered her his hand, and together, they headed inside to start their first real day on the mountain.
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      If the Zen Nest had been a summer camp, the staff quarters would have scored at least a four out of five stars. The beds were solid (no exposed springs), the windows could open, and a battered shelf near the ceiling held a rotating library of dog-eared novels, most of them either thrillers or bodice rippers. Sophie arranged their cleaning supplies under the window, lined up her own collection of pens, and made a handwritten sign for the door: “Fixer and Leo, Open For Business.”

      Meanwhile, Leo had turned the opposite end of the room into a portable studio: tripod by the foot of the bed, ring light propped against the closet door, a tangle of cables and memory cards scattered on the desk. He worked in quick, efficient bursts—film, upload, edit, repeat—like his brain was running on double speed. The second the Wi-Fi password worked, he posted a slow pan of the canyon and the line, “First day at #ZenNest—feeling like a legend in the making.”

      Sophie studied him over her notebook. “You know that your followers think we’re dating, right?”

      He grinned without looking up. “That’s because you’re in all my posts.”

      “Because you stick your phone in my face every ten minutes.”

      “Because you’re the only one who looks like they know what they’re doing.”

      She snorted, but the compliment softened her.

      They spent the next hour running through Sophie’s new cleaning schedule. She’d drafted the plan in color-coded blocks, balancing daily, weekly, and event prep tasks. She’d even set aside time for “personal wellness,” which made Leo laugh out loud.

      “I’m not going to yoga with Melinda,” he warned.

      “You’re going to yoga,” Sophie replied, deadpan.

      At noon, Becky stuck her head in, holding two more mugs and a box of doughnuts. “I come bearing peace offerings. And also, there’s a wedding party arriving Thursday, so brace yourselves.”

      Leo perked up. “What kind of wedding? Outdoors?”

      “Technically, it’s everywhere.” Becky deposited the box and slid into the one empty chair. “The bride’s got a vision, which apparently involves sage smoke, a string quartet, and some local legend about Stone People.” She rolled her eyes. “As long as it’s legal and nobody sets the cabin on fire, I’m not asking questions.”

      Sophie took a doughnut, her mind already cycling through checklists. “Is there a schedule?”

      Becky sipped her coffee. “The wedding planner will be here tomorrow. She’s the type who brings her own label maker. You two will get along fine.”

      Leo’s ears pricked at the mention of legends. “What’s with the Stone People?”

      Becky smiled, enjoying the chance to spread a little mountain folklore. “It’s a canyon thing. Supposedly, if you hike past the third switchback at dusk, you’ll see them—rock formations shaped like people, frozen mid-step. Some folks think they move around at night, but I’ve never caught one in the act.” She winked. “Good ghost story for the tourists.”

      Sophie made a note to Google the legend later. “Anything we should warn the guests about?”

      “Don’t hike alone, don’t pet the chipmunks, and don’t make promises to the Stone People.” Becky set her empty mug down with a gentle thud. “Most important: if anyone asks you for the Wi-Fi password, make them earn it. I recommend a pop quiz on canyon history.”

      Leo immediately filmed her, declaring it a “Zen Nest Life Hack” for his next post.

      By late afternoon, the work was done, the air was warmer, and the mountain felt more like home. Sophie and Leo sprawled on the deck, the world below glowing in the first touches of sunset. Becky joined them, bringing a thermos of something citrusy and sweet.

      “Best part of the day,” she said, pouring a little into each of their mugs. “Even Melinda can’t yell loud enough to ruin a sunset.”

      They sat in companionable silence, watching the shadows creep up the canyon walls, the hoodoos glowing with an impossible orange. Leo tried to capture it on his phone, but the camera just flattened the colors. He gave up and just looked.

      Sophie leaned back in her chair, letting the cold air numb her arms. She thought about all the things she’d left behind—stress, crowded bus rides, and the way her apartment walls always seemed to close in. Here, there was only air, pine, and the feeling of space expanding in every direction.

      Leo raised his mug. “To the perfect summer job.”

      Sophie clinked her mug against his. “And not dying.”

      Becky grinned, her face bright in the fading light. “You two are going to do great.” She reached over and tapped the “Fixer and Leo” sign, as if making it official. “Welcome to Duck Creek.”

      The first stars came out as they finished their drinks, and for the first time since arriving, Sophie let herself believe that this summer might actually be perfect.
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      Mornings at Cascade Canyon were supposed to be gentle: the valley brimming with birdsong, sun rising slow over the hoodoos, and maybe—if you timed your coffee right—the world felt like it belonged to you alone. But not this morning.

      It started as a faint rumble, an almost-mistakable echo in the canyon. By the time the first SUV topped the gravel drive, it was a full-blown, window-rattling stampede. One, then two, then three glossy black Escalades, their grilles glinting like teeth as they rolled to a stop and blanketed the Zen Nest lot in a gritty cloud.

      “Whoa,” Leo said, camera already in hand. He double-tapped the power, thumbed to video, and caught the slow-motion ballet of doors opening in unison.

      Sophie, standing beside him with her notebook, watched in silence as a pair of women in matching athleisure popped from the first vehicle, both instantly shielding their faces from the dust and sun. Behind them, a man in a navy sport coat—clearly not designed for mountain mornings—stumbled out and blinked at the view, his phone still glued to one hand.

      “You think they’re lost?” Leo asked, panning his camera to catch the next Escalade as it disgorged a rainbow of pastel bridesmaids and two broad-shouldered men in golf polos.

      Sophie made a noncommittal noise and started jotting: ARRIVAL = LOUD, 3x SUV, GUESTS (CITY). “They’re the wedding party,” she said under her breath, “Not a single practical shoe among them.”

      “Content gold,” Leo whispered, filming the chaos with an artist’s devotion.

      The third SUV shuddered to a halt, then eased open its back door with the slow, deliberate grace of a Vegas headliner about to hit the stage. Out stepped Tamantha Winters—though on her wedding hashtag it’d be Tam, StoneBride, and probably a dozen other pseudonyms before the weekend was through.

      Her entrance was less an exit than an unveiling: hot pink windbreaker slouched over a see-through mesh top (with a white bikini underneath), designer joggers with reflective stripes, and chunky sneakers that had never seen a dirt trail. Her lipstick could have been spotted from orbit. She drew herself up to full height, executed a perfect hair flip, then—before even glancing at the lodge—swung her face toward the canyon and gave a delighted scream.

      “Oh my GOD, you guys!” she bellowed, spreading her arms like she was about to leap and hang-glide into the abyss. “Can you feel this? The energy is unreal!”

      She was met with a flutter of phone screens. Bridesmaids clustered in a tight huddle, each one fanning herself with a hand or a makeup palette, as if afraid the mountain air might melt them on contact.

      Leo kept filming, panning for reactions. “She’s even more herself in real life,” he murmured. “You think she knows you can see the canyon from literally every window here?”

      Sophie tucked her pencil behind her ear and smirked. “Does it matter?”

      From the main lodge, Becky emerged. If she felt any awe at the celebrity onslaught, she buried it beneath a stony professionalism and a clipboard bristling with color-coded tabs. She strode to the middle of the drive and planted herself like a finish line.

      “Welcome to the Zen Nest!” she called, her voice somehow carrying over the entire parking lot. “Who’s ready to change their relationship status?”

      Tamantha, already on selfie number three, twirled and air-kissed in Becky’s direction. “Are you the official mountain goddess? This place is literally everything.” She powered over, trailing two bridesmaids and the scent of three different body sprays. “You must be Becky! I’m Tam—obviously—but I go by Stone Bride for all the posts.”

      Becky extended a hand, firm and businesslike. “We’re thrilled to host you, Tam. Let’s get you checked in before someone takes a dip in the canyon.”

      Trailing the main pack was the groom-to-be, Tom—a solid, good-natured-looking guy who seemed surprised to find himself at his own wedding. He stepped out with a garment bag and blinked at the brightness, then pulled off his tie as if it were an emergency. Next to him was the best man, Marcus: wire-rimmed glasses, crisp shirt, beard trimmed so neat it might have been laser-cut. He kept his eyes on his watch, occasionally glancing at the itinerary on his phone.

      As the luggage pile grew on the gravel, the groomsmen began a half-hearted debate about whether the cases should go straight to the cabins or wait for “professional porters.” Leo managed to catch the whole exchange on video, narrating in a golf commentator’s whisper: “The blue team appears confused by the altitude, possibly searching for a bellhop in the wild.”

      Meanwhile, Tamantha had already shifted into full influencer mode. She demanded a group photo at the canyon overlook, her arm locked around Becky’s shoulders. “You’re in it, too!” she declared. “You’re totally part of the tribe now.”

      Becky, practiced at this, smiled wide and held up a peace sign for the lens. “Say ‘non-refundable deposit!’”

      As the flash went off, Sophie stood behind Leo, arms crossed. “You think she’ll be this loud the whole week?”

      Leo grinned. “God, I hope so.”

      When the photo-fest finally abated, Becky clapped her hands for attention. “If I could have the wedding party front and center? We’ll get you your cabin assignments, keys, and then you’re free to... do whatever it is you do best.”

      Tamantha was first in line, sunglasses now perched on top of her head, which only made her eyes more intense. “I read online you guys had the best views for—what did they call it—ancient rock people? Like, ancestral energy? I’m absolutely dying to vibe with them.”

      Becky nodded, pulling a folder from under her arm. “The Stone People. There’s a whole story about them. But let’s make sure you’re squared away before we lose anyone to the elementals.”

      Marcus, behind Tamantha in the queue, muttered, “That’s not even how geology works,” but he was too low for anyone but Leo to hear.

      Sophie leaned in. “She’s going to hike in those shoes, isn’t she?”

      Leo: “She’s going to climb the hoodoos and demand a spiritual TikTok ceremony.”

      The distribution of cabin keys was a masterclass in event coordination. Becky read off names, assigned each party to either the “Falcon” A-frames or the “Eagle” lodge, and handed out welcome envelopes stuffed with itineraries and local maps. All the while, she delivered her standard orientation spiel: fire exits, spa rules, wildlife dos and don’ts (“We recommend not feeding the chipmunks unless you want them to eat your wedding cake”), and a gentle reminder to respect the boundaries of the canyon overlook.

      When one groomsman asked about “delivery options,” Becky replied, deadpan: “The only delivery out here is from the universe, and she’s got a two-day lag.”

      By the time the last rolling suitcase had been claimed and the wedding party had scattered—some to the cabins, some to explore the decks, one bridesmaid to chase a cell signal—Becky wiped a fleck of sweat from her brow and caught Leo’s eye.

      “You get all that on camera?” she asked.

      “Every second,” Leo said, already queuing up the best bits for his story.

      Sophie, watching Tamantha pose with the canyon as her backdrop, exhaled slowly and closed her notebook.

      “I give it an hour before someone breaks a heel,” she said.

      Becky grinned, tapping her clipboard. “Welcome to the big leagues.”

      Out on the overlook, the wind caught Tamantha’s hair and flung it straight into her face. She laughed, bright and loud, then pulled her phone up for another round of selfies.

      The Zen Nest had officially gone from tranquil retreat to ground zero for the most photogenic wedding weekend Duck Creek had ever seen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Inside, the main lodge buzzed with the static of four different Bluetooth speakers, a chorus of phone vibrations, and the constant, hummingbird energy of the wedding party itself. The check-in desk had become a bottleneck, with Tamantha at the front, arms wide, as if personally welcoming the universe into the room.

      Becky manned the clipboard with cool efficiency, reading off names and explaining amenities, but Tam’s attention span had the shelf life of a fruit fly. Every few seconds she whipped around to point at the view (“Did you see this, Marcus? Look at that—look!”), or to summon a bridesmaid for an urgent conference on nail polish colors.

      The tablet came out before Becky could even finish the house rules.

      “So I was researching Duck Creek,” Tamantha declared, flicking her finger across a retina-blinding screen. “And I fell down this rabbit hole on the Stone People—have you heard about them? They’re, like, ancient guardians. Indigenous legend. I have the whole thread saved somewhere.”

      She spun the tablet for everyone to see: a series of photos, some taken from local history blogs, some clearly AI-upscaled from grainy newsprint. Several shots showed odd rock stacks and lichen-painted boulders, faces half-formed by shadows and the camera’s imagination.

      Leo edged forward, camera held at his chest, snapping a few photos of the images themselves. “Those are from the Piute Reservation, right?” he asked, voice respectful but eager.

      Tamantha beamed at him. “Yes! Exactly! See, Becky, you hired a local expert.” She winked at Leo, who grinned and nearly dropped his phone.

      Sophie, off to the side, wrote in her notebook: STONE PEOPLE = MAIN CHARACTER, and underlined it three times.

      Tom hovered in the background, the garment bag already abandoned by the couch, phone in hand. He had the look of a man halfway through a very long math problem. Marcus sat beside him, suit jacket off, blue oxford already rumpled from the drive. His brow furrowed as he read through the weekend itinerary.

      Tamantha swept the conversation back to herself. “So, the Stone People are supposed to bring protection and, like, cosmic harmony to couples who honor them? That’s why I picked this place. You can just feel the energy. It’s, like, intense.”

      “Technically,” Marcus interjected, “those formations are the result of frost wedging and wind erosion, not—” He stopped as Tam shot him a look.

      “Details!” She flapped a hand. “The energy is what matters, not the geology. I want the ceremony right at the overlook, so we can bring the ancestors into our aura.”

      Becky’s mouth twitched. “I’ll check with the owner about the boundaries. Some spots are protected, but there’s a path to the rim that’s safe for groups.”

      Tamantha squealed, then reached out and clasped Becky’s hands in both of hers. “You are saving my marriage before it even starts. I love you.”

      A bridesmaid—long hair, highlighter-pink crop top—leaned over the desk. “Is there, like, a spa?”

      “There is,” Becky said, extracting her hand. “But it’s more ‘mountain detox’ than mud wraps and mani-pedis. The hot tub’s in the spa hut, sauna is dry cedar, and we do guided cold plunges on request.”

      This landed to mixed reviews. The groomsmen high-fived. Tamantha pretended to be mortally offended, but seconds later she was texting the spa to book a “full-immersion experience.”

      While the desk swarmed with questions about Wi-Fi, wildlife, and the rumor of a ghost in the laundry room, Tom drifted away and stood by the window, watching the clouds drag shadows over the canyon. He loosened his collar and sighed, catching his reflection in the glass before glancing back at the group.

      Sophie noticed, and edged over. “You doing okay?” she asked, voice soft.

      He half-smiled. “If you ever need a reminder of why people elope, I highly recommend this job.”

      She laughed, the sound low and dry. “You get used to it. Eventually the volume becomes, like, background radiation.”

      “Does it ever get quiet?”

      She looked out the window, as if measuring the horizon. “Sometimes. Usually just before everything blows up.”

      He nodded, and for a moment the two of them shared a rare patch of peace.

      Meanwhile, the party at the desk had hit a new octave. Tamantha was explaining, in detail, her “ancestral vision” for the ceremony, complete with line-by-line directions for where the officiant should stand (“not to the left, because the sun ruins the aura”) and how the guests should hold hands for maximum cosmic alignment.

      Marcus, listening in, tried valiantly to inject some logistics. “If the shuttle’s late, we’ll have to move the rehearsal up⁠—”

      “Marcus,” Tam sang, “the ancestors will get us there on time. Or fashionably late.”

      Becky’s expression was perfectly composed, but when she caught Sophie’s eye from across the room, the corners of her mouth twitched again.

      “Do you need help with setup?” Leo piped in, sensing a chance to participate.

      Tamantha brightened. “Yes! If you could do a video of the overlook at sunset, like a preview of our ceremony, that would be iconic. Maybe even, like, a reel with the Stone People story?”

      “Done,” Leo said, nearly vibrating with excitement.

      “Let me know if you need a tripod,” Becky said, sliding the remaining keys across the desk. “Or a crash course in mountain rescue.”

      “Oh, we’re professionals,” Leo replied, not looking up from his phone as he began mapping the best angles.

      The conversation wound down as everyone split up: Tamantha and her entourage to the cabins to coordinate outfits and practice the “vibrational group chant,” Marcus and Tom to wrangle the luggage, and Becky to refill the coffee pot and recalibrate her life choices.

      Left behind, Sophie picked up the last welcome envelope. She thumbed through the itinerary, shook her head, and set it back on the counter.

      Becky reappeared with a mug in each hand. She slid one to Sophie. “You think they’re going to survive the weekend?”

      Sophie sipped, thought for a moment. “I’m more worried about us.”

      Becky laughed, a short, sharp bark. “Zen Nest motto: Expect the unexpected. And hope no one falls in the canyon.”

      From the porch, Tamantha’s laugh rang out, bright and wild, as she wrangled the group for a pre-sunset photo shoot. Already, the Zen Nest was humming at a frequency the mountain hadn’t seen since the last Ice Age.

      Sophie tucked her notebook under her arm, braced herself, and followed the sound.
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      By dinnertime, the Zen Nest had achieved what Becky privately called “wedding velocity”—that stage when each hour lasted three days and every crisis felt like a new ice age. Outside, the sky glowed orange at the edge and deep blue above, the canyon full of dusk and distant wind. The air hummed with a hundred tiny tasks: bridesmaids unpacking flower crowns, groomsmen assembling cocktail kits, Becky’s phone pinging on the minute with “just one more thing” requests.

      Sophie’s main job, she discovered, was keeping the Falcon cabins supplied with towels, coffee, and a steady drip of emotional support. The first time she delivered to the “bride side,” she was met by a wall of hair curlers, face masks, and the kind of shrieks normally reserved for cruise ships or pop concerts. Tamantha herself presided from the main room, orchestrating a group practice for the “sunrise sisterhood spiral”—a ritual that involved hugging in a circle and chanting the word “resonate” until everyone went cross-eyed.

      Sophie didn’t bother writing it down; there wouldn’t be a quiz.

      On the “groom side,” things were a little less high-frequency. Tom thanked her for the towels, handed her a Red Bull from a six-pack on ice, and asked—very quietly—if she thought anyone would notice if he snuck out for a run before sunrise.

      “I’d recommend the lower fire road,” she said, keeping her voice equally low. “No one uses it, and you can see the moon over the ridge.”

      He looked at her for a second, then smiled, real and unguarded. “You’re good at this, you know.”

      Sophie shrugged. “It’s the job.”

      Tom shut the door softly, and she heard him laugh—a soft, honest sound—before it faded into the thump of music and groomsmen hollering over a game of cards.

      On the deck between the cabins, Leo set up his phone for a time-lapse: the sky changing, the party lights flicking on, the silhouettes of wedding guests drifting in and out of the frame. He narrated each step in sotto voce for his followers.

      “Sunset at the Zen Nest, day zero of the Stone Bride wedding. Bridesmaids have declared war on humidity, groomsmen are betting on who can finish the hot tub marathon, and if you look closely, you can see the legendary Fixer, Sophie, making it all work behind the scenes. Hit follow if you want more behind-the-scenes tomorrow. It’s gonna be epic.”

      He panned across the canyon, catching a perfect moment: a breeze lifting the long scarves of two bridesmaids as they posed on the overlook, golden light flashing off the river far below.

      “Money shot,” Leo whispered. He grinned, then turned as Sophie appeared at his elbow, arms folded.

      “How’s the social empire?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Better than the real empire, I think.” He tipped his phone at the cabins, where one groomsman was already shirtless and singing into a cocktail shaker.

      They walked together down the gravel path, the mountain air crisp now, the lights in the cabins winking on like a row of jack-o-lanterns. The noises from inside—music, laughter, shrieks—made the world outside feel twice as quiet.

      “Do you ever miss it?” Leo asked, after a few minutes of just walking.

      “Miss what?” Sophie replied.

      “That… thing.” He gestured toward the cabins. “Big parties, all eyes on you. Or, you know, anyone?”

      She snorted. “I never had the thing. I was the one who ran the sound board or restocked the snack table. The only time I was center of attention was when the fire alarm went off in seventh grade and everyone blamed my science project.”

      “What was it?”

      “Magnesium and sugar.” She grinned, then let the smile fade. “It looked cooler in the video than in real life.”

      Leo stopped, looked at the view. “That’s most things,” he said. “But not this.” He pointed at the moon, rising fat and yellow over the canyon rim. “That’s better in person.”

      She let herself watch it, just for a second.

      A door slammed, and the sound floated over from the path near the overlook. Tamantha, in a shiny silver robe, swept past with two bridesmaids in tow. They were deep in conversation—urgent, whispery, a little wild-eyed.

      Sophie and Leo, caught in the open, tried to look busy. Tamantha didn’t notice, or didn’t care. She was laser-focused on her tablet, jabbing at a photo and speaking rapid-fire to her friends.

      “I know what the website says, but that spot is literally the epicenter for Stone People energy,” Tam insisted, tapping the screen. “You can see the formation from every angle, and the sunset is, like, custom-ordered for my color palette.”

      “But the map says it’s closed after dark—” began one bridesmaid.

      Tam cut her off. “Who’s going to stop us? That park ranger in the warning video? I could buy this mountain if I wanted to.” She laughed, then pivoted to a stage whisper. “Look, the Stone People are right there. The whole point is to connect, right? We’re not leaving until we find them.”

      Her friends hesitated, then nodded, energized by Tam’s certainty.

      Sophie and Leo watched as the trio stalked off into the dark, heading down a service path that technically wasn’t part of the guest area.

      Leo shot her a look, half amusement, half nerves. “Should we…?”

      Sophie considered it. “Becky would want us to keep the guests on property.”

      “Content opportunity,” Leo said, and started his camera rolling again.

      They followed at a safe distance, passing between the shivering aspens and around the perimeter of the cabins. Down in the canyon, a coyote barked—one sharp sound, then gone.

      Ahead, Tamantha’s party paused at a break in the trees. The overlook here was raw, boulders stacked and tumbled, with a narrow finger of rock that jutted out like a diving board into empty space.

      Tam stood at the edge, arms up, backlit by moonlight. “See?” she said, as if addressing the entire world. “If you want the universe to notice you, you have to take the stage.”

      Leo, recording, whispered, “She’s going to walk right into legend.”

      Sophie: “Or into a news story.”

      They waited, watching as Tam took a few slow, deliberate steps onto the jutting stone. The wind whipped her hair and silver robe. For a second, she looked like a sorceress, or a comet, something impossible and alive.

      The bridesmaids watched in awe as Tam closed her eyes and started what sounded like an incantation, or possibly an Instagram caption. “We are the ones who hear the mountain. We are the ones who⁠—”

      A pebble skittered under her foot. Tam froze, one foot in the air, then steadied herself and cackled with glee. “You have to risk it to win it!” she shouted.

      Sophie shook her head, unable not to smile. “She’s impossible.”

      “And yet,” Leo said, “I kind of love her.”

      “Maybe just film from here. For safety.”

      They stood in the shadows, watching as Tamantha made her way back, Wadeious, arms full of moonlight and bravado.

      By the time the group returned to the main path, the canyon was all night, the only lights the cold white dots of the cabins and the warm, pulsing glow from the party inside.

      Leo pocketed his phone. “Should we tell Becky?”

      Sophie thought about it. “Let’s give it one more day. If she survives breakfast, she can survive anything.”

      They headed back to the lodge, the mountain air cold and full of promise. Above them, the stars came on, sharp as pins, and for the first time since the wedding party arrived, Sophie felt the silence again—waiting, but not empty.

      Tomorrow, she figured, there’d be time for more trouble.

      Tonight, she just wanted to see how the story unfolded.
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      Breakfast in the main cabin was an event designed for silence, or at least, Leo always hoped it would be. The interior felt like a half-remembered memory of some great-grandfather’s fishing lodge: wood everywhere, floors with a history of creaks, the tables notched and dented by decades of mugs and cutlery and possibly the occasional axe blade. The A-frame windows on the east wall caught the morning sun at just the right angle so that, even in early May, the light seemed to physically hug the room. Leo was pretty sure he could taste the sunshine in the honey on his toast.

      Across from him, Sophie worked through a bowl of yogurt with the kind of determination that would’ve scared most dairy products into submission. She’d been up for an hour, the last thirty minutes spent rewriting the day’s to-do list until it fit on a single sticky note. Her pencil rested like a sword beside her granola.

      Outside, the pines hissed in the wind. Inside, Leo scrolled through the footage he’d shot at sunrise, looking for a fifteen-second sequence that would make it seem like he’d been “up and at ’em” for hours, when in reality, he’d filmed most of it from the bed, one eye open.

      “You see this?” he asked, holding up his phone. “I swear, the sunrises here are genetically engineered.”

      Sophie gave the phone a three-second glance, then grunted. “You used a filter.”

      “Only to correct the green cast from the window. And maybe to make my hair look less tragic.” He grinned and took a triumphant bite of toast.

      She relented enough for a smile, then returned to her yogurt. “What’s on your agenda today?”

      He arched his brows. “After breakfast, I’m gonna take the drone out for a canyon pass. Then I promised Becky I’d help clean out the spa hut.”

      Sophie’s expression went from neutral to narrow-eyed. “You hate cleaning.”

      “Yeah, but I love gossip. Becky said the filter pump got jammed with something ‘mysterious and pink’ after last week’s bachelorette party.”

      Sophie choked on a laugh. “You’re incorrigible.”

      He raised his mug in a toast. “I prefer ‘dedicated to the craft.’”

      Just as the room settled into another pocket of cozy quiet, a sonic boom of jewelry and perfume announced the entrance of Tamantha Winters. She didn’t so much walk into a room as commandeer it. This morning, she’d styled herself in head-to-toe turquoise: a scarf with the circumference of a tractor tire, bracelets stacked past the wrist, and a mesh workout top that glinted every time she moved. Which was always.

      “Top of the morning, lovebirds!” she called, already beelining for their table. Her phone and tablet were clutched to her chest like a pair of kittens. “You’re up early!”

      “Always,” Leo said, shifting in his seat. He made a show of setting his phone down, though he never fully let go.

      Tamantha did not wait for permission, just swung herself onto the bench beside Sophie, scarf trailing across the tabletop. “You two look like you have secrets. Spill!”

      Sophie, mid-spoonful, blinked twice. “Just… breakfast.”

      Tam’s eyes widened theatrically. “Oh, I love a secret breakfast.” She dropped her phone and tablet with twin clatters, then clasped her hands as if ready to receive an engagement ring. “But I’m here for something even better than food. I need your help.”

      She let the words dangle in the air, like a cliffhanger on a reality show.

      Leo tried to match her volume, just to see what would happen. “With what?”

      “It’s my wedding, silly!” Tamantha shot a glare at the yogurt, as if it were in direct competition with her. “I want it to be legendary. Cosmic. Groundbreaking. And for that, I need a setting that’s…” She paused, searching for the word. “Not just perfect, but, like, spiritually aligned. You know?”

      Sophie blinked. “You mean… the overlook?”

      Tam’s expression was tragic. “Honey, the overlook is so… done. No offense to the ancestors, but I need something that feels less like a photo backdrop and more like a passage to another dimension.”

      Leo brightened. “You want the real Stone People experience.”

      She shrieked, then—actually shrieked. “Yes! Thank you!” She reached over and squeezed Leo’s forearm, then pivoted her attention back to Sophie. “I knew you two would get it. I can feel your energy.”

      She flicked her tablet open, swiping through several shots before landing on one that made her gasp audibly. She thrust the screen toward them. “Look. Just look at this.”

      The photo showed a cluster of hoodoos, tall and strange, arranged in a way that made it look as if they were frozen mid-conversation. The rock faces caught the morning light and threw it in odd, shimmering patches onto the ground. In the background, a thin blue sliver of sky made the whole formation look like a congregation of ancient aliens waiting for their spaceship.

      Leo’s eyes widened. “Where is that?”

      “Guardians’ Grove.” Tam pronounced it like she’d trademarked the term. “I found it on a local trail blog. Some guy named DJ DJ did a whole video about it, but he didn’t tag the location because he’s worried about, like, sacredness or whatever. But if anyone can find it, it’s you two, right?”

      She looked from Leo to Sophie, eyebrows pleading.

      Sophie shifted in her seat, twisting her napkin around her finger. “Isn’t that area… closed? Or protected, or something?”

      Tam waved a hand. “Details. My wedding planner said you’re allowed to do photos as long as you’re ‘discreet’ and don’t, like, carve your initials into the rocks.” She offered her most angelic smile. “You two are, like, the most responsible people here. I trust you.”

      This seemed to hit Sophie in the sternum. She set her spoon down, uncertain.

      Leo tried to play the diplomat. “It’d make for some incredible shots,” he said. “But it’s probably off the map for a reason. We can check with Becky⁠—”

      “I already checked,” Tam said, voice suddenly sly. “She said it’s ‘not technically forbidden’ if you don’t go after dark and you bring a buddy.” She leaned in, dropping her voice to a raspy whisper. “You guys are my buddies.”

      Leo smiled despite himself. “We could scout it out after the spa hut thing.”

      “I’ll need you both,” Tam said, earnest as a lost puppy. “You have the vision. And the drone,” she added, nodding at Leo.

      “I’ll think about it,” Sophie said, but even as she spoke, her napkin was a wrung-out snake in her hand.

      Just then, Becky swept through the dining room, her stride quick but not hurried. She caught Sophie’s expression, assessed the scene in a microsecond, then ducked down to Sophie’s ear and murmured, “Part of the job, hon. They’re paying guests.”

      Sophie gave her a long look, then nodded, resigned.

      Tam clapped her hands together, bracelets singing like wind chimes. “Yes! This is going to be a spiritual adventure none of us will forget.”

      She grinned at Leo, then at Sophie, then rose in a single dramatic motion, scooping up her phone and tablet as if concluding a TED Talk. “You two are the best. Meet me by the trail gate at ten?”

      Without waiting for a reply, she spun out of the room, scarf trailing like a flag of Wadey.

      Leo watched her go, then turned back to Sophie, eyebrows up. “So, Guardians’ Grove. You in?”

      Sophie exhaled, then took a fortifying sip of coffee. “Yeah. I’m in. But if we get arrested, you’re explaining it to my mom.”

      Leo grinned. “Deal.”

      From the kitchen, the smell of coffee refilled the silence, and out the window, the sun rose a little higher, warming the wood and making everything look just a little less dangerous than it probably was.
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      The Jeep made it exactly two minutes from the Zen Nest before Leo cranked up the windows and killed the air. “I forgot how intense mountain mornings can be,” he said, grinning at the swirl of his own breath in the cab.

      Sophie cradled a mug between her palms, stealing heat. “You grew up in Utah,” she reminded him. “You’re not allowed to get cold.”

      “Not true,” Leo replied. “It builds character. Or maybe frostbite.” He glanced at her, gauging whether she’d bite back, but Sophie was scanning the ridgeline for the turnoff to Duck Creek Village. She was all business this morning, a trait Leo secretly admired and overtly mocked.

      They rattled down the blacktop, the old Jeep humming with every rut and patch of gravel. The forest pressed in on both sides, tall pines and thick aspen, and when the road cut through a curve, the view of Cascade Canyon always came as a jolt. Sophie tracked it the whole way, as if the hoodoos might shift positions when she blinked.

      “Do you think Becky’ll care if we go to Guardians’ Grove?” Leo asked, keeping one hand loose on the wheel and the other fiddling with the dashcam.

      Sophie sipped her drink, gaze still fixed out the window. “She’ll care if we get cited by the ranger or wind up on a rescue drone video.” She hesitated. “But she also wants happy guests. And if Tam’s happy, the tips are better.”

      “So we do it for the economy,” Leo said, as if narrating for his followers.

      She snorted. “We do it because Tam isn’t going to stop until she gets what she wants. Might as well be us guiding her instead of her getting lost.”

      They rolled into the edge of Duck Creek, which wasn’t a town so much as a collection of high-altitude wood cabins, a handful of shops, and a sign that claimed a population of 139 but looked like it had been edited with a Sharpie. The Cedar Mountain Country Store sat at the crossroads, big front porch lined with rocking chairs, a wooden bear statue out front holding a “Masks Please” sign left over from a previous panic. Above the door hung a rack of battered snowshoes, even though it was months from first powder.

      Leo idled the Jeep and they clambered out, boots crunching on gravel. Sophie took an extra second to adjust her jacket and smooth her hair, a nervous tic she’d never admit to.

      Inside, the store felt like a log cabin version of a general store from a theme park. The floors had a permanent lean; shelves bulged with everything from propane lanterns to little jars of artisan honey; the air was thick with roasted coffee and the ghost of bacon from some earlier, better breakfast. By the window, a teenage boy in a faded hoodie played chess against himself, chewing on a pencil. At the counter, Sam was restocking a wire basket with bags of jerky. His beard was long enough to tuck into his flannel shirt, which he did, probably out of spite.

      He barely glanced up as they entered. “You two look like trouble. Or at least one of you does.” His eyes flicked to Leo, then to Sophie. He squinted. “Or are you with the wedding?”

      Leo grinned. “How’d you guess?”

      “Your friend in the turquoise scarf stopped in at seven a.m. and bought the entire shelf of vegan gummies,” Sam replied. “She also asked if we had any ‘chakra-safe’ sunscreen. I didn’t even know what that meant, but I told her we’d look into it.”

      Sophie smiled, a little stiff. “That tracks.”

      Sam’s eyes were kind, if you looked past the perpetual frown. “What can I get for you two? You need lunch packed? Trail maps? Directions to the nearest functioning cell tower?”

      Leo bounced on his heels. “Actually, we’re looking for something called the Guardians’ Grove. We’re supposed to help with a… pre-wedding shoot?”

      Sam stilled. For a moment, the only sound was the hum of the cold case and the faint tap of chess pieces from the window table.

      “Ah,” Sam said, as if understanding a cosmic joke only he could hear. “The hoodoo mission.”

      Sophie stepped forward. “Is it a real place? Online there’s, like, ten different names and none of the maps match.”

      Sam ducked under the counter, producing a battered folder full of laminated topo maps, each with scribbled annotations. He flipped to one that showed the ridge west of the canyon.

      “Most folks call it the Grove, but the old-timers know it by a different name.” He traced a path with a blunt finger, pausing at a horseshoe curve marked in black Sharpie. “Here. Trailhead’s just past Wildcat Bend. But you can’t go straight to the formations—they’re fenced for a reason. Folks get hurt, or lost, or worse.” He looked up at them, bushy brows drawn together. “Don’t tell me you’re planning to bring the bride out there in those shoes she wears.”

      Leo laughed. “We’ll keep her on the main trail.”

      Sam grunted, unconvinced. “Best you check in with the ranger before you go. Otherwise you’ll be in my next cautionary tale.”

      He dug around behind the counter and emerged with two mugs of coffee. “On the house. You look like you’re about to do something you’ll regret.”

      Sophie wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the warmth bleed into her fingers. “Thanks. Is it true what people say about the Stone People?”

      Sam took his own mug, leaned over the counter so that his words dropped into the space between them. “People say a lot of things on this mountain. Some true, most not.” He looked at the chess boy, then back. “My granddad told me the hoodoos protect the secrets of the canyon. That they move when they’re not watched. Sometimes you see a new one, sometimes one goes missing.”

      Leo’s ears perked up. “They move?”

      Sam shrugged. “Or maybe people just forget where they saw them. Mountain’s a maze when the weather’s bad.” He turned the map toward them again. “But if you do go, keep an eye out. Sometimes the trail markers go missing overnight. If that happens, follow the sound of water. Never fails.”

      Sophie glanced at the map, then at Sam. “Did anything weird ever happen to you out there?”

      Sam’s eyes lost focus, just for a second. “Had a hiker come in once, swearing he saw lights moving through the canyon at midnight. No cars, no houses out there. Next morning, he came back and said he’d dreamed the whole thing, but he never went hiking again.” He looked at Sophie with something like concern. “Most stories are just stories. But the mountain keeps what it wants to keep.”

      There was a weight to his words that didn’t fit with the coffee-shop coziness of the moment.

      Leo broke the tension. “Guess we’d better not get lost, then. We’ll take the main trail and be back before lunch.”

      Sam pointed at the clock. “That’s what they all say.” He folded the map, slid it across the counter, and added, “There’s a geocache up by the overlook if you want a side quest. Never could find it myself, but rumor is it’s got a fossil in it.”

      Sophie’s face brightened just a little. “Thanks, Sam. We’ll be careful.”

      He watched them gather their things, then lowered his voice again, catching Sophie’s sleeve as she turned to go.

      “Those rocks have been here longer than any of us,” Sam said. “Some folks say they remember everything that happens on this mountain. Every word, every lie. So if you want to keep your secrets, don’t speak them out loud near the Grove.”

      Sophie nodded, not sure whether to laugh or be unsettled.

      Outside, the wind was up and the sky had gone to a sharp, dazzling blue. Leo hustled to the Jeep, already unrolling the trail map for the best photo angle.

      “Weird guy,” he said, but not unkindly.

      Sophie tucked the map in her jacket. “I think he likes the legend more than he’s scared of it.”

      “Bet he just wants to keep the tourists away.”

      They looked at each other and both laughed, but the feeling lingered—a strange, static sense that the conversation with Sam had unlocked something in the day.

      As they pulled out of the parking lot, Sophie watched the store shrink in the mirror. She wondered how many people had come through looking for the same legend, and how many had found it.

      Next stop was the trailhead, the Grove, and whatever secrets the mountain wanted to tell.
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      Back inside the country store, Sam waited for a lull before calling them back to the counter. He didn’t speak until the boy by the window had packed up his chess set and wandered off to restock the firewood. The space felt more private now; even the ever-present coffee aroma seemed to hush itself.

      Sam leaned in, elbows on the well-worn counter, and beckoned them closer with a crook of his finger. “I’ll tell you something I don’t usually tell the tourists,” he said, voice pitched low. “The hoodoos—they’re not just rocks. Some folks around here call ’em the Stone People. The old stories say they move when nobody’s watching, especially at night. Not fast, just… different every morning.”

      Sophie reached for her notebook, but Leo already had his phone in record mode, the lens peeking over his thumb. Sam noticed, rolled his eyes, but didn’t object.

      “I’ve hiked every ridge on this mountain,” Sam continued. “If you start at sunrise and end at sunset, the hoodoos’ll line the horizon a certain way. Next morning, you come back, and I swear some of them have swapped places.” He shrugged, not quite embarrassed. “Or maybe I just get turned around.”

      Sophie wrote: Hoodoos rearrange themselves. Check photos for changes. “Do you think it’s a prank?” she asked.

      Sam’s mustache twitched. “I think it’s the mountain looking out for itself. Lots of sacred sites up there—old Piute sites, old settler camps. Some places don’t like company.” He eyed Leo. “People get lost looking for shortcuts, or for selfies. Sometimes, they don’t come back the way they went in.”

      Leo nodded, eyes shining with the possibility of turning this story into viral gold. “So the Stone People are, like, the mountain’s bodyguards?”

      Sam considered, then grunted. “Yeah. That’s as good a theory as any.”

      He dragged a battered sheet of printer paper from under the counter and uncapped a black pen. As he spoke, he started drawing a map—jagged lines for trails, little mushroom caps for hoodoos, and thick, bold stripes for “safe” zones. Every so often, he’d glance at the window, as if to check the weather or make sure they weren’t overheard.

      “Stick to the marked trails,” he said. “If you gotta go off, make sure you can see the creek or the sun. That’s the only way back. And if you see a ring of stones, like a circle around a tree or a bush, don’t step inside it. Just keep moving.”

      He sketched a circle near the edge of the page, labeled it “Grove,” then drew a blank patch beyond it—no trails, no features. “This is where you want to go,” he told them. “But this area here? Not even the hunters go there. Not worth the trouble.”

      Leo pointed. “But that’s where the coolest formations are.”

      Sam stared at him, all humor gone from his face. “Maybe they’re cool for a reason. You’ll get your photos from the overlook, I promise. Just don’t push your luck.”

      He slid the map across the counter. It was practical, but the message was clear: there were places on the mountain meant to be left alone.

      Sophie traced her finger over the blank section, then looked at Sam. “Has anybody ever actually gone missing out there?”

      He hesitated. “Few years back, a kid from Cedar City tried to camp out by the Grove. Woke up to find all his gear moved to the edge of the canyon. He swore he heard someone—or something—laughing, but when the sun came up, there was nothing but wind.”

      Leo whistled, impressed. “That’s wild.”

      Sam looked at the map, then at them. “Wild is one word for it.”

      The store’s door opened and a couple in neon rain jackets bustled in, voices loud, instantly breaking the spell. Sam stood up straight, wiped his hands on a towel, and slid the map into a paper bag with a couple of granola bars. “You kids have fun out there,” he said in his regular volume. “Just remember: the mountain keeps what it wants.”

      They left to the sound of Sam regaling the newcomers with tales of the “world’s best trout jerky,” but the hush of the legend clung to them as they stepped onto the porch.

      Leo immediately spread the map on the railing, hands jittery with excitement. “This is perfect. I can hit the overlook for drone footage, then we’ll find a way into the Grove.” His breath steamed in the air, and he bounced on his toes. “Do you think the rocks really move?”

      Sophie studied the paper, eyes serious. “I think Sam believes it. And I think we shouldn’t take Tam or her bridesmaids past the overlook.” She hesitated. “But maybe we go ourselves? If you’re careful.”

      Leo looked at her, smile wide. “We’ll get the shot. We’ll do it right.”

      She grinned, despite herself, then folded the map and tucked it into her jacket.

      The sky over the ridge was turning white with sunlight, the shadows of the pines stretching long across the dirt lot. They set off toward the Jeep, Sophie’s mind running through logistics—pack extra water, charge the drone batteries, double-check the GPS app—while Leo already pictured the likes and shares racking up, the mountain’s secrets ready for their closeup.

      They walked together down the porch steps, the world bright and crisp and just a little stranger than it had been before.
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      Sophie always started with the windows. In her mind, clean glass was like a handshake: it set the tone for the whole place. She began at the top of the first A-frame, perching on a little ledge outside the bedroom to reach the highest corner. A frosted line of her breath mingled with the mist on the glass, making the sunrise look like it was melting straight through the wall.

      Inside, the Falcon North cabin glowed with a kind of gentle arrogance. The hardwood floors had been polished to a mirror finish, and every piece of furniture looked like it had been handpicked by a person who actually used phrases like “statement piece” in public. There was a low, Scandinavian couch, all sharp angles and cloud-colored wool, and a dining set that would have made her mother’s heart stop. The walls were lined in pale pine, but here and there, a slab of raw quartz or a metal sculpture caught the light and redirected it in a way that felt intentional, not accidental. Even the fireplace looked expensive, its matte black surface broken only by the white outline of a single feather, engraved into the stone.

      Sophie liked this cabin. She liked the way the sun poured through the glass and filled the entire space with a thick, golden clarity, as if the air itself was something that could be bottled and sold at a markup. She moved methodically, vacuuming in clean geometric lines, then dusting every surface, from the fancy shelves to the underbellies of the side tables. If she found a single streak or a missed speck, she doubled back until it was perfect.

      Today, she was alone on the morning shift. Becky had promised to drop in with a shipment of spa towels before noon, and Leo was somewhere on the property, flying the drone over the hoodoos and shouting at the wind. Sophie worked in silence, occasionally humming when the mood struck, but always listening—she didn’t trust a house that didn’t creak, at least a little.

      The guests, as usual, had left a minefield of personal items in their wake. A bikini top, balled up on the bathroom counter; a single, unlaced designer sneaker, perched like a warning on the arm of the couch. In the kitchen, a small, neat pyramid of protein bars was stacked beside a wineglass with a quarter inch of something clear and fancy left at the bottom. The only things truly out of place were the streaks of glitter on the rug, and the mysterious, lemony smell that clung to the handle of the fridge.

      She worked her way down the hall, checking the guest rooms. The first was untouched, the bed still made, but the second had clearly hosted a midnight gathering. Sheets tangled, throw pillows on the floor, and—wedged between the mattress and the wall—a little black rectangle that looked like it belonged in a spy movie. Sophie fished it out and held it up to the light.

      It was a GPS tracker. Or, at least, that’s what it looked like to her—sleek, heavy, with a single blinking LED on the side. The brand was unfamiliar, the model number etched in tiny silver letters: AXIS-X900. She turned it over, half-expecting to find a label or maybe a corporate logo, but the plastic was smooth, featureless, and cold.

      She sat back on her heels and stared at it. The thing buzzed once, so softly she almost missed it, then went silent again.

      Maybe one of the wedding guests was using it to keep tabs on their luggage, or their dog, or their fiancé. Maybe it was part of a prank, or some weird bachelorette party game. But Sophie couldn’t shake the feeling that it was out of place—not just here, but everywhere. Nobody she knew tracked things like this, not unless they had something worth tracking.

      She dropped the device into her hoodie pocket, wiped her hands on her jeans, and finished remaking the bed. For the rest of the cleaning, she felt watched, though she knew it was ridiculous. It was just a little block of plastic and wires, after all. She opened the closet to restock hangers and saw a wedding dress, bagged and zipped, hovering above the floor like a ghost at attention.

      She glanced once more at the GPS tracker, then moved on. She scrubbed the bathroom fixtures until the faucets gleamed like mirrors. She emptied the trash, lined the cans, and restocked the fancy soaps in neat, geometric arrays. She vacuumed again, just in case, then left a fresh towel folded into the shape of a fox on the bed. Last touch: a handwritten card from Becky, welcoming the guest by name.

      On her way out, she paused by the full-length window, looking at the canyon far below. The wind was up; even from here, she could see the top branches of the pines bending in a slow, synchronized sway. Across the property, the other A-frame was a dark, silent shape, its windows blank and impenetrable.

      Sophie checked her phone. No new messages from Leo. Nothing from Becky. She pressed her thumb into the pocket of her hoodie, feeling the GPS tracker’s hard edge against her palm. It was still blinking, a metronome for some secret she hadn’t been let in on.

      She finished up her checklist, took one last lap through the cabin, and locked the door behind her. The hallway was silent except for the faint hum of the air system and, maybe, the echo of her own heartbeat. She made her way back toward the main lodge, moving faster than usual, the tracker heavy as a stone in her pocket.

      She didn’t know what she was going to do with it yet, only that she needed to show Leo. He was better at this kind of weirdness. He could make a joke, or come up with some wild theory, and then it would be just another blip in a long line of Zen Nest oddities.

      But until then, the thing would stay with her. Like a riddle, or a warning, or maybe just a story waiting for its punchline.
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      The staff nook behind the kitchen was barely bigger than a closet, but it had a coffee machine and a battered Formica table, which made it the best place in the world if you asked Leo. He’d staked it out as his home base, leaving behind a nest of cords, a phone stand, and a half-open notebook full of content ideas and half-finished sketches of mountain goats in sunglasses.

      Sophie found him there, bent over his phone with the headphones wrapped like a halo around his neck. He was reviewing drone footage, fingers dancing over the screen, mumbling a running commentary to himself.

      “Hey,” she said, low and urgent.

      Leo paused the video and looked up, eyes bright. “If it’s about the wedding party, I already know. Tamantha’s been changing outfits on the deck every half hour, and she tried to ride a coyote, but—wait, you look actually stressed. What’s up?”

      Sophie slid into the chair across from him and placed the black rectangle on the table between them. The tracker blinked once, red and deliberate.

      Leo whistled. “Whoa. New gadget? I thought you only did analog.”

      “It was under a nightstand,” Sophie said. She kept her voice down, but the words came out clipped. “I don’t think it belongs to the guests.”

      He leaned forward, turning the tracker over in his hands. “Maybe somebody’s kid is, like, an aspiring secret agent?” He held it up to his eye, inspecting the seam. “Or maybe it’s one of those geocaching things? They hide them in places and other people try to find them. Like Pokémon, but you get lost in the woods instead of just in life.”

      Sophie didn’t laugh. “It was hidden, Leo. Not just dropped. It felt… intentional.”

      He set the tracker down, then tried to catch her eye. “It’s probably just a GPS logger. People use them for all kinds of stuff out here. Gearheads, hikers, or that one guy from the last wedding who kept talking about ‘radical self-tracking.’”

      She shook her head, unconvinced. “Can you tell what it’s logging? Or who put it there?”

      He grinned, only half joking. “I could try to hack it. But if it explodes, it’s your turn to call the fire department.”

      Sophie pressed her palms together and tapped her thumbs against her chin. “I already checked for a brand. Just a model number—AXIS-X900. You want to try Googling it?”

      Leo pulled his phone out, one-handed and fluid, and started typing. The staff nook was quiet except for the faint gurgle of the coffee machine and the murmur of the party out in the main lodge.

      After a minute, he shrugged. “It’s a real thing. High-end tracker. Marketed to, like, private detectives and paranoid parents.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe we have a stalker in the wedding party? Marcus gives off vibes.”

      Sophie frowned, still not amused. “This isn’t funny. What if it’s actually something serious?”

      “Okay, okay.” Leo’s voice went soft. “You want to turn it in to Becky? Or just lock it up in the office?”

      She pulled her notebook from her hoodie pocket and, with careful block lettering, wrote: Falcon North. Tracker found. Model: AXIS-X900. Serial: 44D-2778. She underlined the date and circled it twice.

      “Let’s put it in the lost-and-found,” she said. “But I want to keep the record. Just in case.”

      Leo nodded. “You want me to film the handoff, so there’s a time stamp?” He was only half kidding, but she thought about it for a second.

      “No need. I trust you.” She slid the tracker across the table to him. “But if another one shows up, or if it goes missing, we tell Becky. Promise?”

      “Promise,” Leo said. He set the tracker gently on top of the staff logbook, as if he’d just adopted a new, slightly dangerous pet. “Want to do the honors?”

      She shook her head. “You have the better poker face. If anyone asks, say we found it in the laundry.”

      He flashed a grin, then pocketed the device. “You got it, Fixer.”

      Sophie scribbled the model and serial in her notebook, then snapped it shut. For a second, the only sound was the two of them breathing.

      Leo got up, stretched, and poured them both coffee from the machine. “You ever get the feeling this place is a magnet for weird?”

      “Every day,” Sophie said, taking the mug.

      He smiled at her, a little softer than usual. “Then we’ll make it less weird. Deal?”

      “Deal,” she said, and meant it.

      They left the staff nook together, Leo whistling a low tune as he headed for the lost-and-found in the office, and Sophie trailing a half-step behind, already wondering what else in the Zen Nest wasn’t quite what it seemed.
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      Ground + Toasted was the only coffee shop in Duck Creek Village that could claim both a working fireplace and a menu that included vegan marshmallows. The place smelled like pine sap, cinnamon, and something roasted deep enough to make your tongue vibrate. Leo had always liked the way the lighting turned every table into a pool of honey, the glow bouncing off the antler chandelier and making even the worst morning seem like it belonged on a postcard.

      This afternoon, the shop was quiet except for the burble of the espresso machine and the flutter of indie folk from a tiny speaker perched by the pastry case. Leo and Sophie occupied the window booth, their mugs steaming and their phones face-down for once.

      Sophie nursed a chai with both hands, fingers pale against the mug. “You know, for a place obsessed with crystals and energy, this town has an unhealthy relationship with caffeine.”

      Leo grinned. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. This is literally the best part of being alive.” He slurped his americano for emphasis.

      She looked out the window, watching the clouds slide over the ridge. “So, if Tamantha wants pictures with the Stone People, do we just… take her to the overlook and call it a day?”

      “C’mon,” Leo said, leaning forward. “You don’t want to see if there’s something to the legend? Sam at the general store said the hoodoos move around. That’s objectively cool.”

      Sophie considered, then nodded. “It’s interesting, yeah. But it also feels wrong to treat it like a sideshow. What if it’s real for someone?”

      Leo tapped his finger on the mug, thinking. “Okay, so we do it with respect. Like a documentary. No selfie sticks, just vibes.”

      She smiled, just a little. “You’re addicted to the story.”

      He didn’t deny it.

      From a few tables over, a voice drifted in. “You folks talking about the Stone People?”

      Leo glanced over and saw the man they’d been warned about—Sam the Archivist, but out of his flannel and into a battered cardigan, his hair an unkempt thesis statement. He sat with a stack of composition books and a half-eaten scone, eyes sharp behind fingerprint-smudged glasses.

      “We are,” Leo said, then remembered he wasn’t in an interview and dialed down the charisma. “Just curious, that’s all.”

      Sam set down his pen, revealing fingers stained blue and green with ink. “Most people are. Until they’re not.”

      Sophie turned in her seat. “What does that mean?”

      “It means,” Sam replied, “that everyone wants a legend until it ruins their picnic.”

      Leo’s brain lit up. “You know about the Stone People?”

      Sam gave a little half-smile. “I’m the only one in this village who actually keeps a record. The rest just repeat what they heard from their cousin or the internet.” He scooped up his coffee and shuffled over to their table, sliding into the booth without asking.

      Up close, his sweater was held together by a constellation of safety pins, and his notebook bore a heavy, hand-lettered label: “Duck Creek Paranormal / Local History.” He opened to a marked page. “You wanna see something nobody else has?”

      Leo and Sophie exchanged a look. She shrugged, so Leo nodded. “We’re in.”

      Sam pulled a battered envelope from the back of his notebook and spread out several black-and-white photos. “These are the formations up on the ridge, taken over the last hundred years. Look close.”

      The first photo was dated 1922, in faint pencil. The hoodoos looked like they did now—tall, skinny, hunched together in a rough ring. The next photo was from the seventies, a faded color print with time-stamped corners. The rocks looked taller, or maybe just closer, but one formation in the center had shifted, its profile different, like a chess piece rotated on its square.

      Sophie leaned in, squinting. “That’s not just erosion, is it?”

      Sam grinned. “You tell me.” He flipped to a page in his notebook, where he’d drawn diagrams comparing the photos, lines showing the differences over time. “Geologists will say it’s freeze-thaw cycles, but rocks don’t just migrate in formation. Not like that.”

      Leo took a picture of the spread with his phone. “This is awesome. Why isn’t everyone in town talking about it?”

      Sam shrugged. “People want to believe in legends, but they don’t want to think too hard. Especially not the tourists. It ruins the mystery if there’s evidence.”

      Sophie touched one of the photos, careful with the edge. “Do you have more? Like, a map or something?”

      “I have a whole archive.” Sam beamed. “You wanna see it, come by my office. It’s upstairs at the library. Bring a camera.” He started to gather the photos, then hesitated. “You ever see anything weird up there yourselves?”

      Leo shook his head. “Not yet.”

      Sam smiled again, but this time it looked tired. “Keep looking. You will.”

      He tucked the photos away and stood, wobbling slightly. “I’m always around if you want to talk legends. Or the best way to keep wedding guests from falling off the overlook.”

      He shuffled back to his table, muttering something about “never enough paper,” and began writing again, head down and oblivious to the world.

      Leo stared after him. “Did we just get recruited for the local X-Files?”

      Sophie finished her chai. “If we did, you’re Mulder.”

      He considered. “You’re Scully, but with better hair.”

      She smiled, and this time it stuck. “Let’s check out his archive. I want to see what else is up there.”

      They finished their coffee in companionable silence, the shop around them glowing warm and golden. Outside, the first snowflakes of the season spiraled past the window, each one catching the light before vanishing against the glass.

      The mountain, Sophie thought, was full of secrets. But at least now, she had someone to help look for them.
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      The Duck Creek library was two rooms and a hallway, but the upper floor looked out over the canyon and caught the sunset like it was designed for magic hour. Sam’s office was at the far end, past the genealogy microfiche and a row of shelves labeled “Western Romances.” The door was painted robin’s egg blue, chipped around the edges from decades of boots and boxes and, judging from the gouges, maybe the occasional raccoon.

      Inside, the room was less an office and more a shrine to obsessive collecting. Narrow shelves lined every wall, each crammed with binders, cigar boxes, and the kind of plastic crates you only found at government auctions. Every item had a label, written in Sam’s careful, looping script—“Duck Creek School Board 1949–71,” “Lake Accidents,” “Mormon UFOs, Misc.” The floor was mostly covered by overlapping area rugs, but at the center of the chaos was a small, battered table and three mismatched chairs.

      Sam gestured to the table, then started pulling boxes from the shelves with a speed that bordered on panic. “Sit, sit. You need to see it laid out or you’ll just think I’m another crackpot.” He set down a binder labeled “Stone People / Photographic Evidence” in shaky capitals.

      Leo sat, phone at the ready. Sophie hesitated, letting her eyes wander. There was a warmth to the mess—every pile seemed intentional, every cluttered stack the result of years of careful curation rather than neglect.

      Sam cracked the binder open with the reverence of someone handling family photos. “It started when I was a kid,” he said, paging to a yellowed photo mounted with faded tape. “My dad used to hike the ridge every spring. He took pictures—always from the same spot.”

      He slid the first photo across the table. Leo leaned in, phone hovering overhead. It showed a cluster of hoodoos—jagged, white against the sky—arranged in a rough, uneven arc. A single cedar tree grew in the foreground, branches like pleading hands.

      Sam pointed at the tree. “That’s the marker. So you know it’s the same place.”

      He layered down the next photo, black-and-white and dated in the corner: 1947. The tree looked the same, a little taller, but the central hoodoo had shifted left, as if it had ducked away from the camera.

      Sophie traced a finger along the rock line. “The formations aren’t fixed?”

      Sam snorted, but with affection. “Not according to the mountain. Every decade or so, one moves. Sometimes just a couple inches, sometimes more.”

      Leo took a burst of shots, then asked, “You think it’s a prank? Some geology professor moving the rocks?”

      Sam spread his hands, showing the blue tattoos of ancient ink. “If it is, it’s a prank a hundred years in the making, and the only witnesses are dead or gone.”

      He set out more photos, this time in color, the timeline leaping from the fifties to the nineties. In some, the hoodoos loomed closer to the overlook. In one, dated 1997, a rock in the middle had split in two—neat, as if cut by a saw. By the 2010 photo, the broken piece was gone, replaced by a new stack at the end of the arc.

      “People come up here all the time,” Sam said. “Campers, hunters, kids. But nobody remembers moving the rocks. You ever try to lift one of those things? They weigh more than my old pickup.”

      Sophie flipped one of the photos over. On the back, in Sam’s handwriting: “March 10, 1997. All present except center. Rainy spring. Sam Jr. reported hearing ‘stone voices’ at night.”

      She looked up. “You wrote this when you were a kid?”

      He shrugged, a little embarrassed. “My old man made me. ‘If you don’t write it down, it never happened.’”

      Leo pointed at the most recent photo. “Do you ever catch them in the act? Like, right after a rock moved?”

      Sam’s eyes flickered. “Once. Three years ago. I was up at dawn for the Perseid meteor shower. There was a new pillar, just standing there, like it had always been.” He hesitated, looking down. “I know how it sounds. But it’s not just me. Other people have seen it. They just don’t want to admit it.”

      Sophie smiled, softer than usual. “I believe you.”

      Sam’s face brightened, and he pushed the whole stack of photos toward them. “If you want to see for yourselves, I can mark the best spot on your map. Just don’t try to move anything. The last guy who did that broke his ankle and said he heard whispering until he left town.”

      Leo tucked the photos into his phone case. “This is incredible. You should publish it.”

      “Already tried,” Sam said, not quite bitter. “Nobody cares. Or they don’t want to. But you two—maybe you’ll see something I missed.” He turned to Sophie, eyes sharp and hopeful. “Will you let me know if you do?”

      Sophie nodded. “We will.”

      They sat in the quiet for a moment, the afternoon light striping the table in gold. The only sound was the soft shuffle of pages as Sam packed the photos away, his hands steadier now.

      Leo stood, stretching. “We should go. Wedding chaos waits for no one.”

      Sophie lingered, one hand on the photos. “Thank you, Sam. Really.”

      He smiled, all at once shy and proud. “Just keep your eyes open. The mountain doesn’t like to be ignored.”

      They left the library together, walking out into the long shadow of the evening. Sophie felt the weight of the new evidence in her pocket, a silent promise to look closer, ask more questions.

      On the drive back to the Zen Nest, neither of them spoke for a while. The world outside was shifting, and it felt like maybe, if they watched close enough, they could see the rocks move too.

      When they reached the lodge, the last of the sunlight was caught in the window, painting the living room in molten color. Leo checked his phone, already plotting tomorrow’s hike. Sophie sat for a moment at the edge of the porch, the photo from Sam cupped in her hands, and tried to picture what it would feel like to wake up and find the world rearranged.

      The air was so clear she could hear her own breath, and in the hush of dusk, the whole mountain seemed to be listening back.
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      The next morning, Cascade Canyon didn’t so much wake up as snap into focus. The world was a sequence of tiny, glinting events: sunlight drumming on the porch rail, boots thumping on wood, the breathless shriek of a jay setting the day’s volume level at “deafening.” The Zen Nest’s lot, usually deserted before eight, looked like a base camp for a doomed Everest expedition. Bags, hats, water bottles, and an entire forest of trekking poles were spread across the flagstones in a messy constellation.

      Leo was first outside, camera in one hand, travel mug in the other. He had a new setting he wanted to try—a slow-motion “storyboard” mode with color pop—but the real challenge was capturing the vibe. Not just the view, or the lineup of awkwardly dressed wedding guests, but the entire frequency of the moment: the nervous, electric anticipation, the caffeine-fueled edge.

      He did a lazy pan of the assembly zone: Becky wrangling a last-minute breakfast tray, a trio of bridesmaids arguing over whether sunblock went under or over makeup, and, at the center, Sophie. She was inventorying a daypack with the calm, deliberate motions of a bomb technician. Leo watched as she checked off a list taped to her water bottle, fingers darting over each item—bandana, protein bar, bear spray, backup bear spray.

      He walked over, hovering the camera at her eye level. “Documenting the Fixer’s natural habitat,” he said.

      She looked up, unamused. “Bear spray’s not a joke, Leo. Tam nearly got attacked by a turkey yesterday.”

      He snorted, nearly choking on his coffee. “I watched the whole thing. The turkey ran from her like it owed her money.”

      Sophie zipped the pack and slid the list into an outer pocket. “Just be ready when she starts looking for spiritual portals.”

      “Too late,” he said. “She’s already dressed like she’s auditioning for one.”

      It was true. At that moment, Tamantha appeared at the top of the porch stairs, radiant in a tracksuit so fluorescent it seemed to emit its own light. The leggings were metallic rose-gold, her windbreaker a solar flare of chartreuse. She wore a visor the size of a dinner plate and mirrored wraparound sunglasses. On her feet, blinding-white trail runners that looked like they’d never touched dirt.

      “People of the mountain!” she called, arms wide, “Are you ready to meet the Stone People?”

      The response was a scattered chorus—cheers from her side of the wedding party, snorts from the groomsmen, a low “God help us” from Tom, who trailed behind her in a faded running shirt and a battered trail hat.

      Tom looked at Tamantha with the resigned affection of a man who had not only read the manual but accepted its warranty limitations. He was the polar opposite of his fiancée: subtle, capable, and utterly forgettable in a crowd unless you watched for the way he steadied her elbow every time she turned, or how he caught her water bottle midair before it could shatter on the rocks. Leo liked Tom immediately.

      A voice like a bugle cut through the air. “Listen up, my little line-dancers!” Melinda stomped onto the porch, boots hitting the boards with a seismic authority. Her hair, streaked with silver and pulled into a no-nonsense braid, swung like a rope behind her. She wore denim from boots to collar and a jacket with a patch that read “BOOT STOMPER” in rhinestones.

      The bridesmaids (and, to everyone’s surprise, two of the groomsmen) snapped to attention.

      “First order of business: Nobody dies today. Second order: If you can’t walk in a straight line, you don’t get to lead the way. We are starting with the Duck Creek Shuffle, and if you can’t keep up, you’re walking behind me. Got it?”

      Her “got it?” echoed down the canyon. The group nodded, some already giggling, a few clearly wondering if they could fake an ankle injury to avoid the ordeal.

      “Bless her,” Leo muttered, and hit record.

      They gathered in a loose huddle for the pre-hike selfie. Tamantha insisted on the center, flanked by Sophie (expression: neutral, bordering on grim) and Melinda (expression: drill sergeant on parade day). Tom stood just behind Tamantha, hand resting lightly on her shoulder.

      Leo lined up the shot, then swung the camera around for a classic selfie-bomb. “Welcome to the Duck Creek Death March,” he said, and got a couple of genuine laughs.

      Backpacks were hoisted, last sips of coffee taken, and with a final shriek from Melinda’s whistle (“Time to move those assets!”), the group funneled onto the trail.

      The first hundred yards were a parade of chaos—bridesmaids shrieking at mud, a groomsman already panting, Melinda barking orders about “toes forward, shoulders up, like you mean it.” Sophie trailed near the front, eyes scanning the trail for snakes or hazards, her steps measured and efficient.

      Leo drifted from the middle to the back, camera always at the ready. He caught candid moments: Tom quietly tying Tam’s shoelace; Melinda demonstrating how to “properly stomp a mud puddle” without losing your balance; Sophie gently pulling a sprig of wild sage and explaining its history to a skeptical groomsman.

      By the first switchback, the group had sorted itself by stamina. The bridesmaids set a brutal pace, powered by spite and electrolytes, while the groomsmen lagged, debating the best hiking playlist and who had the worst blisters. Tam’s energy was nuclear, propelling her up the hill with arms swinging and constant narration: “Look at that view! I can’t even! I want to live here! Do you guys feel the energy?”

      Tom, red-faced but smiling, kept pace. “It’s good energy, babe.”

      Behind them, Leo heard Melinda snort. “Wait ’til you meet the rattlebugs,” she muttered, but Tam didn’t hear.

      After half a mile, the trail leveled onto a narrow ridge with a break in the trees. The canyon yawned below, and the wind brought the scent of water and pine. Leo filmed a panoramic sweep, narrating softly for his audience. “Day one: We’re about to hit the big overlook. According to legend, this is where the Stone People keep watch over Duck Creek. If you’re gonna vanish mysteriously, this is the place.”

      He scanned the group. Sophie was on one knee, showing a bridesmaid how to lace her boots tighter. Tom was adjusting Tam’s backpack straps, murmuring something that made her laugh. Melinda stomped up behind Leo, hands on hips.

      “Kid,” she said, “you gonna keep up, or am I dragging you?”

      He grinned. “I’m immortalizing the experience.”

      She snorted. “Just don’t immortalize anyone face-down in the poison ivy.”

      As they regrouped, Leo noticed one of the groomsmen—Marcus, the one with the neat beard and techy glasses—standing off to the side, staring intently at his phone. Not the normal “pretend to take a photo while scrolling Instagram” kind of stare, but the hunched, thumb-tapping focus of someone watching a live feed or tracking a moving target. Marcus’s phone was strapped to his arm with a band that looked military-grade.

      Curious, Leo drifted closer. “Signal working up here?”

      Marcus didn’t look up. “Barely, but I downloaded the trail data. I’m tracking our pace.”

      “Looks intense,” Leo said. “Is that one of those ultrarunner apps?”

      Marcus glanced up, smiling with a kind of forced sheepishness. “Yeah, I, uh, have a bet with Tom about who can hit more steps. Also, I’m testing a new elevation filter. Part of my startup’s R&D.” He shrugged. “It’s nerd stuff.”

      Leo grinned. “Nerd stuff is the best stuff. Let me know if it works.”

      He moved on, but filed it away. The app’s interface had looked… odd. Not just a pedometer or Strava. More like a mapping tool, with a trail of red dots, and a second window he couldn’t see clearly.

      Before he could puzzle it out, Tam shrieked, “SELFIE TIME!” and summoned the whole group for another photo.

      Sophie gave a half-smile for the camera, then leaned into Leo. “You see the way Marcus keeps checking his phone? What’s he really up to?”

      Leo thought for a second, then shrugged. “Maybe he’s tracking Tam to make sure she doesn’t get lost.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes, but there was a glint of amusement. “That would make him a hero.”

      Leo snapped the group shot, then paused for a second, surveying the ridge, the people, the shimmer of morning light on rock and skin and windbreaker. He felt, for a moment, like they were all characters in a story somebody else was writing.

      As the group funneled back onto the trail, he let them move ahead. The sound of boots, laughter, and Melinda’s whistle echoed up the hill.

      He looked once more at Marcus, who had slowed, letting the others pass. The groomsman squinted at his phone, then at the trail behind, then tucked the device into his pocket and jogged to catch up.

      Leo made a note in his phone: “Marcus = map guy. Watches more than he talks.”

      He shouldered his camera and jogged after the group, the thrill of the story humming in his chest.

      The wedding party wound their way along the canyon, voices fading in and out, weaving through the trees and sunlight and the scent of ancient, waking earth.

      By noon, they’d be at the falls, and the next chapter of weird would start. For now, all Leo had to do was keep the camera steady, keep up with the crowd, and watch for whatever the mountain decided to reveal.
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      The trail narrowed as they gained altitude, the world paring itself down to a tunnel of blue sky, sunlit rock, and the relentless squeak of sneakers on grit. Half the group had stopped talking, saving oxygen for the next hill. Leo picked his way up the switchbacks behind Sophie and Tamantha, watching the choreography of the hike: Tam’s relentless, arms-swinging forward lunge; Sophie’s measured, almost mathematical stride; Melinda somewhere behind, shaming a groomsman into keeping pace.

      It was the classic point of no return—too far from the Zen Nest to turn back, but not close enough to the falls for anyone to know how much was left. And that, Leo figured, was when the real drama would hit.

      It started small: a flash of bright yellow paint on a weathered tree, marking the “official” path. Sophie pointed at it, nodded, and kept on. But Tamantha stopped dead, squinting at something off to the left.

      “Oh my god!” she shrieked, so loud the birds went silent. “Look! There’s a trail there!”

      It was barely a track: a faint, rutted thread vanishing into a jumble of scrub oak and shattered limestone. Maybe an old game trail, or a shortcut used by bored locals.

      Before anyone could stop her, Tam was halfway across the slope, calling, “This is it! This is the secret way to the Stone People! I can feel the energy, you guys!”

      The group hesitated—nobody wanted to be the one to contradict the bride. Tom started after her, face caught between exasperation and affection.

      Sophie caught his sleeve. “Doug from the lodge said not to take side trails. Some of them are closed for restoration.” Her voice wasn’t loud, but it was solid—a grounding wire in a field of static.

      Tamantha turned, eyes wide behind her visor. “But this is, like, my vision! I literally dreamed this exact path. What if this is how we get to the Guardians’ Grove? The internet said some of the formations aren’t even on maps yet. We could find them first!”

      Marcus and another groomsman tried to look interested, but their enthusiasm was paper-thin.

      Sophie squared her stance, feet planted, hands open and relaxed. She glanced at the paint blaze, then at the side trail, and then, quietly, at the rest of the group.

      “Doug said to stick to marked trails for safety,” she said. “And also so the Stone People don’t get trampled. If this is where the formations are, they’ll be on the main overlook, just up ahead. And if there’s a new one, we’ll be the first to see it—together.” Her voice dropped so only Tam could hear: “There’s a spot past the falls where you can see the whole ridge. Nobody goes there. It’s got the best light for photos, too.”

      Leo edged closer, the camera running but held low, trying not to break the spell. He caught the micro-expressions—the flare of frustration on Tam’s face, the way Tom’s shoulders lifted with hope, the subtle way the rest of the group looked to Sophie for an answer.

      For a second, it seemed like Tam might bolt anyway. Her fingers drummed on her phone, and she looked past Sophie, into the tangle of off-limits wilderness. Then, maybe sensing the mutinous energy behind her, she let her shoulders fall and walked back to the group.

      “I just want it to be perfect,” she said, suddenly small, and Leo felt a weird pang in his chest.

      “It will be,” Sophie said. She smiled, genuine. “You just have to get there first.”

      Tom caught up, brushing Tam’s hair off her shoulder and whispering something that made her giggle. Sophie turned, hiding her own relief, and motioned the group onward.

      Melinda clapped her hands. “You heard the Fixer—let’s hustle! There’s wedding cake at the finish line!”

      Everyone laughed, the tension dissolving like frost in the sun.

      As they moved on, Leo hung back to let Sophie set the pace. “That was a master class in crowd control,” he said, not quite joking.

      Sophie shrugged, but there was color in her cheeks. “She just wants it to matter. Who doesn’t?”

      He watched the back of Tam and Tom, their heads bent together, and nodded. “You ever think about what you’d do if you could just go off the map? No rules?”

      She considered it. “I’d probably just find my way back to the right path. I’m not wired for chaos.”

      Leo laughed. “You say that, but you survived working with me for a whole summer.”

      She smiled. “Only because you’re predictable. Like gravity.”

      He grinned, pleased.

      As the trail curved higher, Tom glanced back over his shoulder, caught Sophie’s eye, and gave a small, grateful nod. She returned it with a quick thumbs-up, and he turned back to Tam, who was already plotting her next photo op.

      Leo filmed the last of the group passing through the sunlight, the story now neatly back on its rails.

      But even as he pocketed the camera, he wondered about that side trail, the blank patch on Sam’s map, and the possibility that the Stone People were watching after all, waiting for someone to get truly lost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was nearly noon when the roar of Cascade Falls announced itself—first as a tremor in the ground, then as a wet, shivering thunder that seemed to radiate from the center of the earth. The trees thinned, the air grew colder, and the trail tipped down, down, until the sky opened over a blue chasm and the white plume of the waterfall spat rainbows into the wind.

      Leo was the first to reach the overlook. He raised his camera, taking in the sheer drop, the distant sparkle of the river, and the brutal grace of the falls. The mist carried so far it coated his lips with the taste of glaciers and stone.

      Behind him, the group arrived in ragged, panting bursts. Melinda clapped and did a two-step on the rock slab, pumping her fists like an Olympic torchbearer. Tamantha, vibrating with adrenaline, yanked off her visor and shook out her hair, then practically tackled Tom, who caught her and spun her once, both of them shrieking with laughter.

      Even the bridesmaids, dead-eyed with fatigue half a mile ago, revived at the view. They lined up at the ledge, phones out, shrieking selfies and screaming into the void. Marcus, of course, checked his phone first, then the falls, then his phone again.

      Sophie trailed in with the last of the party, walking slow and steady, like she didn’t want to waste the moment. She scanned the ground for trash, then perched herself on a low, flat rock and just… watched. Not the falls, but the group: how they clustered, which way they leaned, what they didn’t say.

      Leo caught it all in a slow pan, making mental notes for edits: add the sound of the water over the chorus of voices, isolate the way Melinda’s boots squeaked on stone, highlight the glint of mist on Tam’s face as she smiled. For a second, he let the camera rest on Sophie, alone and at peace, her notebook out, just quietly sketching the outline of the falls with a pencil.

      He liked this scene. He wished it would last.

      Then, from somewhere far below, a sound cut through the din.

      Thud.

      It was not the clap of water on rock, not the snap of a branch or the drone of distant engines. It was a deep, physical drumbeat, steady and deliberate—like someone pounding a giant, padded mallet against the canyon floor.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      The group went still, all eyes scanning the edges of the overlook. A bridesmaid laughed, too loud, “It’s like Jurassic Park!” but nobody laughed with her.

      Thud.

      This time, it was closer. Or maybe just louder, amplified by the geometry of the canyon.

      “It’s them!” Tamantha gasped, clutching Tom’s arm. “The Stone People are walking! Do you hear it? Oh my god, they’re real!”

      Tom looked like he wanted to laugh it off, but his mouth was dry and the joke never came. Even Melinda, who’d faced down a swarm of angry Boy Scouts with nothing but a lanyard, stared into the void with wide eyes.

      Leo instinctively raised his camera, shooting a slow sweep of the canyon, the falls, the faces of the group—everybody blinking, bracing, waiting for the next beat.

      Thud.

      The sound seemed to come from everywhere at once, but when Leo turned to Sophie, he saw she wasn’t looking at the canyon at all. She was watching him.

      “You hear it?” she said, quiet but urgent.

      He nodded, lips pressed together. “That’s not… natural. Or at least, not geology.”

      She stood, brushed off her jeans, and stepped beside him at the ledge. “It’s regular. Mechanical, maybe?”

      He considered, listening. “If it’s a machine, it’s huge. And it’s not stopping.” He glanced at the group. “Should we…?”

      But Tamantha, never one to cede center stage to a mystery, grabbed a chunk of wedding party and marched to the tip of the overlook. “Line up, you guys! If we vanish, at least there’s proof we looked cute!”

      Tom, ever the good sport, shepherded the rest into place.

      Melinda called, “Big smiles, everyone!” and somehow, most of them managed it.

      Leo handed his phone to one of the groomsmen, then set up his camera for a timer shot. As the group squeezed together, the sound faded to a distant echo, or maybe just got swallowed by the wind and the rush of the water.

      But Leo couldn’t shake the feeling that it hadn’t gone away. Just that it was waiting.

      He glanced at Sophie, who stood just off-center, a steadying hand on Tamantha’s shoulder.

      He mouthed: “You okay?”

      She nodded, just once, but didn’t look away from the canyon.

      The shutter clicked, the group scattered, and the world snapped back into motion—boots stomping, voices rising, phones already busy uploading the moment.

      But Leo, for once, let his own camera hang. He just stood there, eyes closed, counting the seconds between thuds, and waiting for the mountain to make its next move.
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      Dawn at the Zen Nest always came with a layered silence: first the hush of overnight frost, then the soft tick of the heater, then the distant, barely-there hoot of a canyon owl heading home after its night shift. By seven, a soft riot of light crept through the wall of lodge windows and spilled across the long, polished wood floor of the main room. In this moment, the Eagle cabin could have been an alpine spa or a billionaire’s ski lodge—nothing about it said “crime scene.” Nothing about it even said “mild inconvenience.”

      Leo loved this hour best, when the world felt like an empty theater and he could hear himself breathe. He sat on the edge of the check-in desk, rolling a golf pencil between his fingers, watching Sophie organize the breakfast bar into neat rows of granola bars and organic oatmeal packets.

      She flicked him a look. “Can you not film this? I’m pretty sure the world doesn’t need to see my oatmeal face.”

      He grinned. “You underestimate my audience. Oatmeal face is trending.”

      Before she could retaliate, someone hammered on the door, three sharp cracks that echoed across the lodge like a woodpecker hopped up on Red Bull.

      Sophie froze. “That’s not Becky,” she said, and set her half-built parfait aside.

      The pounding resumed, less urgent but still aggressive, until Leo hopped off the desk and pulled the door open.

      The man on the other side was windblown and undercaffeinated, somewhere in his thirties, with a beard trimmed too carefully for a camping trip. His hiking pants were the color of new asphalt, and his jacket, zipped to the chin, looked like it cost more than Leo’s car. He clutched a backpack to his chest, empty and crumpled, like a life vest at the end of a shipwreck.

      He didn’t wait for an introduction. “Is this where the manager is? I need to talk to someone, it’s—” His eyes darted around, landing on Sophie, then the breakfast bar, then the staircase that wound up to the guest rooms.

      Leo shot a glance at Sophie: were they supposed to call security? Did the Zen Nest even have security? But before either could react, Becky emerged from the staff hallway, hair still damp and smelling like tea tree oil.

      She sized up the hiker instantly. “Paul, right? From the east cabin?”

      He nodded, shoulders unclenching about a centimeter.

      Becky’s voice went soft and neutral, the way she used it on fussy influencers or hungover wedding planners. “Come in. You want coffee?”

      Paul blinked, as if the question was in a language he’d never studied. “Uh, yeah. Yes, thank you.”

      She ushered him into the main lodge, steering him to the battered leather couch beside the fireplace. He perched on the edge, backpack still clamped in his hands, eyes sweeping the room like he expected to see a SWAT team hiding behind the antler chandelier.

      Sophie set a mug on the low table in front of him, along with a paper sleeve of locally roasted beans. “Sugar’s on the left. Oat milk’s in the fridge.”

      Paul nodded, then just stared at the coffee. The silence stretched. Out the window, a breeze shifted the pine boughs and made the canyon sing a low, hollow note.

      Becky settled on the arm of the adjacent chair. “What’s going on, Paul?”

      He licked his lips, looked at Leo and Sophie, then back to Becky. “I was robbed,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “All my gear. Gone. Someone took it while I was at the overlook.”

      Becky’s eyes narrowed—not suspicion, just focus. “Strawberry Point?”

      He nodded, still squeezing the backpack like it might answer questions for him. “I put my pack down for fifteen minutes, not even that, and when I came back, the whole thing was empty. My phone, my GPS, my satellite transponder, everything. I ran back to the trailhead, but nobody was there. I drove straight here.”

      Sophie stepped in, professional but kind. “Did you see anyone on the trail? Any cars in the lot?”

      Paul shook his head. “No. Just a white Subaru, maybe a rental. But it was gone when I got back.”

      Leo fished his phone from his pocket, already opening the notes app. “Was anything else taken? Like food, wallet, car keys?”

      Paul let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “No. They left my car key in the dirt. Even left my peanut butter packets.” He looked at Becky, pleading. “I’m not crazy, am I? This isn’t normal up here, right?”

      She gave him a slow, steady nod. “Not normal, but not unheard of, either. Usually it’s bears. Or pranksters from the college.”

      Paul leaned forward, voice gaining volume. “This wasn’t a bear. Bears don’t know how to work zippers.”

      The fireplace popped in the background, a little exclamation point. Leo had to stop himself from filming—the scene felt staged, like a true-crime podcast come to life.

      Becky pulled out her phone and started typing. “I’ll call Sheriff Adams. He’s out of Cedar City, but he covers up here too. They’ll want a statement.”

      Paul nodded again, deflated. “Thanks.”

      For a few minutes, the lodge returned to its morning routine. Becky poured herself coffee and returned emails on her phone. Paul hunched on the couch, gazing into the fire, probably rehearsing his story for the third time. Leo and Sophie went through the motions at the breakfast bar, but both kept an eye on the scene, as if expecting Paul to pull out a manifesto or start eating the furniture.

      At 7:45 on the dot, the door opened with a decisive click and Sheriff Adams strode in. He looked like every small-town sheriff in every TV show: tan uniform, utility belt full of useful things, hat with just enough dust to prove he spent time outdoors. His boots made small, authoritative sounds on the wood floor.

      “Morning,” he said, tipping his hat. “Somebody got hit by the gear thief?”

      Becky stood to greet him, all business. “Paul here had his stuff taken at Strawberry Point. Phones, GPS, the works.”

      Sheriff Adams sized up Paul, then Sophie, then Leo, as if expecting one of them to break and confess to the whole thing. “You report it to anyone else yet?”

      Paul shook his head. “No. I just wanted to get here. My phone was in the bag.”

      Adams nodded, taking out a tiny spiral notepad. “Alright. Why don’t you walk me through it, start to finish.”

      Paul did, in precise, neurotic detail. He’d parked at the trailhead at 5:40 a.m., started his hike at 6 sharp, reached the overlook by 6:40, set his bag down on a flat rock near the edge, and spent fifteen minutes taking photos for his sponsor. “When I got back to the rock, it was unzipped. Everything valuable was gone. The rest was just scattered around.”

      “Who’s your sponsor?” Adams interrupted.

      Paul flushed. “REI, and a couple of other brands. I have to post every morning.”

      Adams made a noncommittal grunt and wrote something down. “Did you see anyone else on the trail?”

      Paul hesitated. “No, but there was a Subaru parked when I got there. Blue or grey, with a ski rack.”

      Adams flipped back a page in his notebook. “We’ve had two other incidents in the last month. Both times, Subaru. Last time, the suspect left the engine running.”

      Leo watched, fascinated by how quickly the lawman switched from polite to mildly suspicious, then back again. It was like watching a cat play with a bug.

      Adams asked, “Any reason you didn’t carry your phone with you?”

      Paul bristled. “I needed my hands for the camera. The spot’s not safe for balancing gear. Look, I’ve been hiking since I was five—this isn’t my first time in the woods.”

      “Just covering the bases,” Adams said, smiling. “Most folks get tripped up by a raccoon, not a professional thief.”

      Sophie interjected, “Does it happen a lot up here?”

      Adams shrugged. “Most of the time, it’s user error. Leave something shiny on the dash, come back and it’s gone. Once in a while, it’s a local with sticky fingers. But this feels different.”

      He turned back to Paul. “I’ll file the report, but I’ll be straight with you—unless the guy’s dumb enough to pawn your stuff locally, it’s gone. You might get a message from your phone if it pings a tower. Otherwise, it’s insurance time.”

      Paul exhaled, a ragged sigh. “Fine. Can I go?”

      Adams nodded. “I’ll email you the report number. Don’t leave town for the next day or two, in case we get a hit.”

      Paul got up, mumbled his thanks, and shuffled back out onto the porch, where he stood for a minute, staring at the trees and probably re-living every second of the morning.

      Sheriff Adams closed his notebook, then turned to Leo and Sophie, who pretended to be fascinated by a display of local hiking maps.

      “Either of you see anything odd last night? Strangers on the property, cars driving past?”

      They both shook their heads, a little too quickly.

      Adams tipped his hat at them, then squared off with Becky at the front desk for some paperwork. The air inside the lodge felt colder now, like the world outside had found a way in.

      Once the Sheriff was gone, Sophie exhaled slow, like she’d been holding her breath the entire time. “That was… intense,” she said.

      Leo nodded, quietly replaying the scene in his mind. “You think Paul’s telling the truth?”

      Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “I think he believes he is. And I think the Sheriff already has a theory and just wanted to hear if Paul would contradict himself.”

      He looked out the window, where Paul was still frozen on the porch, phone-less and defeated.

      “Maybe he’s just another victim,” Leo said, softer than he meant to.

      Sophie nodded. “Maybe. Or maybe he’s not the first, and won’t be the last.”

      They watched as Paul finally left, steps crunching on the frost-hardened gravel. The sound bounced off the canyon walls and lingered for a long time.

      In the silence that followed, the Zen Nest didn’t feel quite as peaceful as it had that morning.
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      The whole lodge felt different with a lawman inside it—like someone had swapped out the air for something heavier and more official. Sheriff Adams positioned himself at the edge of the big pinewood reception desk, arms folded, and waited for Paul to get through the worst of his jitters.

      It took a while. Paul stood in the entryway, wringing his hands and pacing from the boot mat to the corner bookshelf. When he finally spoke, it came out fast, like he’d rehearsed every word.

      “I set everything down right on that flat rock by the main lookout,” he said, voice just shy of a shout. “You know the one? With the iron bolts in the top from the old survey stand?”

      Adams nodded, though he probably didn’t. “Go on.”

      “I was up there for, maybe, fifteen minutes. It’s on my phone—well, it was on my phone, but you know what I mean. I came back and my pack was empty. My GPS, my sat phone, even my insulated water bottle. And this isn’t cheap stuff, officer, this is⁠—”

      “Sheriff,” Adams corrected gently. “So you left the pack, went to take photos, and came back to find it ransacked?”

      Paul’s eyes bugged out. “Yes! And everything was taken except for a single car key and my Clif bars. Who does that?”

      “Somebody hungry and not in the market for Subaru parts,” the Sheriff said, and wrote a couple of words on his pad. “You see anybody else out there?”

      “I told you, no. It was dead. Not even birds.”

      Sophie sat on the bench by the window, pretending to polish the wood with a microfiber cloth. She watched the way Sheriff Adams’s pen hovered above the paper, barely moving. This was not a man preparing to crack a real case.

      Leo, in his usual spot behind the coffee stand, had his phone propped against a mug, the screen angled so it could catch both faces. He fiddled with the espresso grinder, making busywork, but the camera was rolling. Adams seemed not to notice.

      Paul looked desperate for backup. “Look, I know what you’re going to say, but I didn’t misplace it. I didn’t forget where I left it. This was intentional. Whoever did it knew exactly what they wanted. They even zipped the pockets back up.”

      The Sheriff smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it. “You’d be surprised how many people think they’ve been robbed, when really they just got spooked by a marmot. Or a blue jay.”

      Paul’s face went red, then white. “Are you kidding me?”

      Adams scribbled a line and closed his notepad. “Tell you what, I’ll file the report. But unless you have a witness or a license plate, there’s not much to go on. We’ll check the local pawn shops and keep an eye on the classifieds. Sometimes, this stuff turns up.”

      “That’s it?” Paul said. “You’re just going to⁠—”

      “I’ll keep in touch,” Adams said, already making a move for the door. “But next time, keep your gear on you. The mountain’s beautiful, but she’s full of surprises.”

      With that, he gave a tip of his hat to the group and slipped outside, boots ringing on the porch planks. Paul stood there, mouth open, until the Sheriff’s truck started up and rumbled away.

      Sophie waited until the engine noise faded, then slid off the bench and approached Paul. “Sorry about him,” she said, voice low. “He treats everything out here like it’s an April Fool’s prank.”

      Paul let out a brittle laugh. “I came all this way for this. What a joke.”

      Leo abandoned the coffee grinder and joined them. “Was it the blue one? The Subaru?”

      Paul nodded, then stopped himself. “I think so. It was gone when I got back.”

      Leo tapped out a quick note on his phone, then said, “I’ve got a dash cam on my car. It faces the lot. If you remember what time you were there, I can see if it picked up anything.”

      Paul’s eyes went glassy with hope. “Would you? Please?”

      “Happy to,” Leo said, grinning like this was just another puzzle to solve for the morning. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll check my laptop.”

      He hustled upstairs, eager to start the hunt. Sophie caught Paul’s sleeve as he turned back toward the couch.

      “Try to get some food and rest,” she said. “Becky’s got a stash of protein bars. You don’t need to face-plant before the wedding.”

      Paul managed a smile. “Thanks. I’m just…” He gestured helplessly. “It’s not about the stuff, you know?”

      “I know,” she said, and meant it.

      He sank onto the couch and stared into the fire. Outside, the world was bright and frosted and completely unchanged.

      Sophie stood at the window and watched the line of Sheriff Adams’s tire tracks fade into the pines.

      It felt like they were the only people left who cared what happened next.
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      Once the Sheriff’s truck was gone, the mood in the Eagle cabin changed again—less tense, more like the hush after a good, hard laugh at a funeral. Leo came back down from the loft, his phone plugged into a laptop and the screen flickering through hours of archived dash cam footage at four times speed. Paul was nowhere to be seen, which was a relief to everyone but the state of the leather couch.

      Becky waited until she heard the Subaru’s engine fade before she leaned across the desk and addressed Sophie in a low, don’t-spook-the-wildlife tone. “That’s the third time in a month,” she said, straightening the rack of hiking maps and brochures. “Always the expensive stuff. Always from way out there—never the village, never the campgrounds.”

      Sophie didn’t answer right away. She was holding her small notebook like a prayer book, thumb tracing the edge of the page where she’d sketched the lost-and-found GPS tracker from last week. “Did they all report it?”

      “Every time,” Becky said, and lowered her voice even more. “Sheriff’s got bigger fish to fry, or at least that’s what he says. But these aren’t bored kids looking for a thrill. Someone’s picking the best gear, and they know the trails better than the hikers.”

      “Three times in a month,” Sophie repeated, thinking aloud. “All high-end gear. All solo hikers. All out of sightlines.”

      Leo drifted back into earshot, balancing two mugs of instant cocoa and looking like he’d just finished a marathon. “What’s the scam? Is there a local fence? Underground eBay for bear-proof backpacks?”

      Becky snorted. “If there is, they’re not buying from anyone I know. And don’t even joke about eBay. The last time someone sold a taxidermy trout from Navajo Lake online, half the mountain was in an uproar.”

      Leo set the mugs on the counter. “I can run plate numbers from the dash cam, if you want. See if the Subaru comes back.”

      Becky’s eyes flicked up, respect overtaking the usual mockery. “You’re a city kid, but you learn fast.”

      “Don’t tell my mom,” Leo said. “She still thinks I’m in film school.”

      Sophie tucked her notebook under her arm and joined them. “I keep coming back to that tracker. What if it’s more than a fluke?”

      Becky’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You mean… someone’s bugging the cabins?”

      “Or tracking who’s in and out,” Sophie said. “Like, which hikers are solo, which cabins are empty.”

      Leo made a face. “That’s more Ocean’s Eleven than Duck Creek, but I kind of love it.”

      Across the big lodge window, the world was blue and white and glassy with new light. In the foreground, Paul trudged away across the gravel, head down, his empty backpack swinging from his wrist. He looked more like a ghost than a guest, and for a second, Sophie wondered if he’d even been there at all.

      But what caught her attention next was the echo—sharp, almost electronic, the sound of boots slapping cold air and bouncing back from the other side of the canyon. The mountain was famous for that: the so-called “Canyon Acoustic Mirror,” a trick of wind and stone that could carry a whisper from the Zen Nest porch to the cliff rim a mile away. Sometimes you’d hear your own voice come back, a little delayed and a little more haunting.

      “Listen,” Sophie said, and the three of them fell silent.

      From somewhere distant, Paul’s footsteps replayed in miniature, like a signal sent up and relayed down.

      “That’s going to matter,” Leo said, as if reading her mind.

      Sophie nodded. “Sound travels. So do secrets.”

      Becky smiled, but it was a worried one. “Just watch your own gear, okay?”

      Leo saluted. “We’re always on alert.”

      Becky went back to sorting the mail, humming a country song that sounded like a warning.

      Sophie slid her notebook out and scribbled: Canyon echo = surveillance? Look for patterns.

      Leo glanced over her shoulder. “You think the thief is listening, too?”

      She shrugged, eyes on the page. “Wouldn’t you, if you wanted to know when people leave the cabins?”

      He grinned, the idea lighting him up. “So, stakeout?”

      “Stakeout,” she said, and the word felt like the start of something big.

      They watched the morning crowd for a while: Paul vanishing into the tree line, a couple of new guests wandering toward the spa hut, Becky stacking the day’s mail and muttering about unclaimed packages. In the quiet, the sound of the mountain seemed to close in—every laugh, every door slam, every birdcall refracted through the cold, clean air.

      Leo reached for his camera, but paused. “You ready for this?”

      Sophie looked at him, then out at the canyon, then back at her notebook.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s catch whoever’s out there.”

      They walked out onto the porch, shoulder to shoulder, the sound of their steps echoing just long enough to make them both shiver.

      And somewhere out in the pine-shadowed hills, the next piece of the puzzle waited for them, already listening.
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      Afternoons at Cascade Canyon had a way of making everything look like an oil painting. The sun did its best work around four, drawing sharp angles and blue-black shadows across the valley, picking out every hoodoo and snag of pine on the far wall. From the deck of the Zen Nest’s main lodge, you could see all the way to the next world, or at least to where the clouds got bored and sat down for a rest.

      Sophie preferred the view at this hour—people and scenery equally quiet, the wind just enough to make the lodge boards creak. She’d claimed the leftmost Adirondack chair, the one with the least wobble, and set up her notebook and a thermos of lemon tea on the armrest. Next to her, Leo perched cross-legged, hands always in motion: filming, fidgeting, or trying to bring the invisible into existence by sheer force of will.

      He finished his latest time-lapse, set the phone down, and glanced sideways at Sophie. “You believe in ghosts?”

      She didn’t look up from her notebook. “You mean, like, the ‘Stone People will eat your soul’ kind? Or the kind where old wedding guests come back to haunt the buffet?”

      Leo considered. “Either. But mostly the first.”

      She closed the notebook, slipping the pencil inside as a bookmark. “I believe in evidence,” she said. “Which is why I want to talk about what we heard at the overlook.”

      Leo’s face lit up—half from the sun, half from anticipation. “Yes! The thud. I’ve been dying to get your take.” He spun around in the chair so his knees faced her, almost knocking over the mug that balanced on the deck rail. “Ready for my theory?”

      Sophie mimicked a drumroll on her notebook. “Lay it on me, Agent Mulder.”

      He took a deep breath, as if gathering an entire podcast episode’s worth of energy. “Okay. What if,” he said, and pointed skyward for emphasis, “what we heard wasn’t footsteps. Or at least, not Stone People footsteps.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Think about it,” Leo said, warming to his subject. “You get a super dry summer, the ground turns to concrete, and sound bounces everywhere. Those thuds? They had rhythm. It wasn’t random, like rocks falling, and it wasn’t deep enough to be an animal.”

      Sophie sipped her tea. “So what, then?”

      He leaned in, conspiratorial. “Mountain bikes.”

      She almost laughed, then saw the intensity in his face and decided to play along. “You think there’s a hidden trail we don’t know about?”

      “Not just a trail. A whole system,” he said. “Picture it: Some psycho is using the private access roads, maybe old service trails. The tires hit the hardpack, the suspension bottoms out, and you get this—” He mimed handlebars, bouncing in place, then thumped his palm on the arm of the chair in time. “Thud. Thud. Thud. You don’t even have to see the bike. The canyon does the rest, amplifies it, turns it into a ghost story.”

      She flipped her notebook open to a page labeled “STRANGE SOUNDS – 8 MAY.” She had already underlined “Mechanical? Not animal.” “It would explain the regularity,” she said. “But it doesn’t explain why anyone would mountain bike off-trail up here. It’s banned on most of the overlooks. And the terrain’s a nightmare.”

      Leo grinned, teeth bright as a tourist’s sunscreened nose. “That’s what makes it perfect. Nobody expects it, so nobody looks for it. You can cover a ton of ground, scope the whole canyon in a few hours.”

      She glanced at him sidelong. “You think it’s the thief?”

      He shrugged. “Could be. Or maybe the thief is just using the biker as a cover.” His hands came alive again, sketching a miniature crime web in the air. “What if you had a GPS tracker, like the one you found? You plant it on the guests’ gear, wait until the fancy tech guy—like Marcus, or Tamantha—goes for a hike, then pick the perfect time to rob them blind.”

      Sophie stopped doodling and tapped the edge of her notebook, thinking. “So the thudding is a biker mapping the trails or tracking the targets. The GPS trackers are for timing the thefts.”

      Leo nodded, brimming with approval. “See, I knew you’d be Scully in the best way.”

      She snapped the notebook shut and aimed her pencil at him. “It’s not bad. But if I were stealing from wedding parties, I’d want to know two things: when the guests are away, and how long they’ll be gone. The trackers could be for the cabins, not the people.”

      He picked up her thought. “Like, if you tag a random duffel or an expensive camera bag, you can wait until it’s unattended. You don’t need to watch every cabin—just the right ones.”

      “Which is exactly what happened with Paul’s pack,” she said. “He left it for fifteen minutes. The thief must have been watching.”

      They sat with that for a second, the deck silent except for the faraway snarl of a chainsaw—firewood, probably, or maybe the world’s slowest emergency.

      Sophie loosened the thermos lid, refilled her mug, and nodded at Leo’s phone. “You still have the footage from this morning?”

      He spun his phone in his hands. “Of course. You want to run it back?”

      “Just the audio,” she said. “I want to check something.”

      He thumbed back to the clip, scrolled to the timestamp, and hit play. The canyon filled with voices—Tamantha, shrieking about cosmic energies; Melinda, barking out a line-dance count. Leo scrubbed forward to the segment where the group had quieted at the overlook. Then it came: the distant, hollow thud, spaced every few seconds, regular as a drumline.

      He handed her an earbud. “It’s even creepier the second time.”

      Sophie closed her eyes and counted along with the beat. “Fifteen-second intervals,” she said. “Like a metronome. No way it’s random.”

      Leo was already convinced, but he let her process. She opened her eyes, handed the phone back, and said, “Okay. It’s not a ghost. It’s someone—or something—using the canyon for cover.”

      He set his phone down, all the earlier mockery replaced by a crisp, businesslike focus. “You want to set a trap?”

      She didn’t say yes, but she didn’t say no.

      They watched the sun for a minute, shadows lengthening on the valley floor, the canyon quiet but for the slow tick of wind in the pines.

      Finally, Leo broke the spell. “You know what Becky said about the ‘Canyon Acoustic Mirror’ thing? Supposedly, if you stand in the right spot, you can hear stuff from the other side, even if it’s miles away.”

      Sophie nodded, remembering. “She said it’s how her grandma caught her sneaking out for parties in high school. The sound bounced straight across.”

      He thumped his fist into his palm, not quite able to contain himself. “Let’s test it. We set up on the deck tonight with the walkies, you take the west side, I take the east, and we listen for anything weird. Maybe catch our biker in the act.”

      Sophie almost smiled. “And if we catch him, what then?”

      “We make him famous,” Leo said, as if the answer were obvious. “Or we call Becky, whichever is funnier.”

      She finished her tea, closed her notebook, and stood, stretching her arms above her head. “You’re incorrigible,” she said, but her tone was lighter than usual.

      He hopped off the chair and swept an exaggerated bow. “I prefer ‘dedicated to the craft.’”

      They gathered up their gear, leaving the deck as the last of the sunlight touched the highest peaks. Leo lingered, filming the shadows as they crept over the hoodoos and spilled like ink into the depths of the canyon.

      Sophie waited by the door, her fingers absently tracing the serial number of the tracker she’d written in her notebook.

      As the air turned sharp and blue with the coming night, the two of them stood at the threshold of the lodge, united by the kind of perfect, silent agreement only best friends or old detectives could share.

      It wasn’t about ghosts, or even justice. It was about the mountain, and the secrets that waited for someone to look—and listen—close enough to find them.
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      By the time dusk finished setting over Cascade Canyon, the air had all the color of a forgotten milk carton: thin blue at the horizon, a crust of frost creeping up the wood railings, everything else gone to black and white. The Zen Nest, usually a beacon of twinkling fairy lights and wedding laughter, stood silent and sharp against the sky, like it was bracing itself for something important.

      On the main deck’s east end, Leo propped his elbows on the frozen railing, eyes watering from the cold, radio in hand and a patience he didn’t know he possessed. Across the property, at the farthest west observation point, Sophie waited, boots planted in a hard patch of snow, her own radio clipped to the shoulder of her old rain jacket.

      The silence wasn’t real, not completely. Even at night, the canyon hummed with the weird music of wind, old trees, and the pulsing bass note of the river a mile below. But it felt different now—emptier, like the world was holding its breath to see who would make the first move.

      Leo clicked the walkie-talkie, lowering his voice to a hush. “Check one-two, this is Leo at the lookout. You got me, Scully?”

      A pause. Then Sophie’s voice, tinny but clear: “Loud and clear, Mulder. What’s your status?”

      He grinned, even though nobody could see it. “Currently freezing to death. Otherwise: all systems go.”

      She gave a faint static laugh. “Try not to die before the experiment starts.”

      He panned the night with his phone’s low-light camera, but it just returned a black hole. Still, he felt watched. Somewhere out there, maybe on the next ridge, their thief was gearing up. Or maybe it was just the mountain, waiting to see what the city kids would do next.

      Leo listened for a long time. Ten minutes, then fifteen. The temperature dropped with every breath, and the deck creaked as the cold got into its bones. He thought about the way Sophie had said “fifteen-second intervals” earlier, the way she’d counted the beats on her fingers like she was reading Braille.

      At precisely twenty minutes in, Leo’s ears popped, the night sound dropped a register, and then—there it was.

      A metallic chink, clear as a bell and totally out of place. It repeated, steady as a clock: chink-chink, pause, chink-chink. Sometimes three in a row, then silence.

      He raised the radio, whispering: “Sophie, you picking up a weird mechanical rattle, northwest quadrant?”

      “Affirmative,” she said, all business. “I thought it was a coyote fence gate. But it’s not repeating like that.”

      He crouched low, pressing his ear to the top of the rail. “That’s not a gate,” he said, and felt a little thrill run through him. “That’s a bike chain. I’d bet my last REI dividend on it. Listen to the double-hit pattern—clutch derailleur. Probably 1x12 speed. Something expensive.”

      Static as Sophie pressed the radio: “You’re sure?”

      He nodded, then remembered. “Positive. That sound is my childhood. Whoever it is, they’re moving slow, walking the bike, not riding. Maybe bushwhacking or scouting the line. They’re down in the low drainage near the basin.”

      She came back, voice urgent now: “That’s off trail. There’s no path through there, only service access for the power company.”

      Leo squinted into the dark, tracking the sound as it faded and returned. “That’s the point. Nobody expects you to be there. But if you know the lay of the land⁠—”

      He didn’t finish the thought. The chain rattle vanished, replaced by a soft clatter—metal on stone, as if someone had dropped the bike for a second to check a GPS.

      He raised the radio again. “Sophie, it stopped. They’re maybe a quarter mile west of you, between the two draws. Can you move without losing line of sight?”

      A long pause. “I’d have to take the service road and cross the footbridge. It’ll take five minutes.”

      Leo did a quick mental map. “Do it. If you catch a headlamp or even a silhouette, you’ll have a bearing. I’ll stay here and monitor sound.”

      The night pressed closer as he waited, each second stretching itself out. He thought of all the years he’d spent chasing legends—UFOs, haunted tunnels, the endless “what ifs” of YouTube and grainy local news. Now, for the first time, he was part of the legend. He tried to picture the thief: tall or short, pro or rookie, face a blur behind mirrored sunglasses.

      “Leo?” Sophie’s voice broke in. “Movement at the break in the pines, maybe fifty yards above the creek bed. No lights. I think they’re carrying the bike now.”

      He pressed the radio hard. “They must be close to the power line cut. If you go down to the second turn, you’ll be right above them. But stay hidden—if they’re paranoid, they’ll be looking for lookouts.”

      She didn’t answer right away, but he could hear her boots crunching on the frozen mud, a rhythm that matched his own racing pulse. “I’m at the bend,” she whispered after a minute. “I see a reflective strip. Helmet, maybe.”

      Leo’s turn to whisper: “That’s them. Hold position.”

      He tuned out the wind, the chattering in the eaves, focusing on the faintest sounds. There—another chain rattle, a soft click of shifting gears. It wasn’t far now, just across the draw and climbing up toward the lodge’s lower boundary.

      Leo did the math. “If they keep that heading, they’ll hit the maintenance shed fence in about two minutes. Can you get eyes on the lower gate?”

      Sophie breathed hard into the radio. “On my way.”

      He watched the edge of the Zen Nest property, saw nothing, then—just for a second—a pinpoint of red light. Not a headlamp, but a taillight, bouncing up and down as it moved through the brush.

      He clicked the radio: “Sophie, visual confirmation. Red rear light, high-end commuter style. Target is almost at the gate.”

      This time, Sophie’s voice came clipped, tight with adrenaline: “I’m here. I see the light. He stopped—looks like he’s checking something in his pack.”

      Leo’s whole body vibrated. “Can you get closer? Safely?”

      A pause, and then: “I’ll try.”

      He listened to her footsteps as she inched forward, the sound so faint it barely made it through the walkie-talkie. He could hear his own pulse over the static.

      Suddenly, Sophie gasped—a short, muffled sound.

      Leo froze, pressing the radio: “You okay?”

      She came back, voice shaky but alive. “Fine. He just dropped something. Looks like a small black box—could be a tracker.”

      Leo felt the world tilt in his favor. “Can you grab it?”

      A long, careful pause. “Yes. He’s moving on, didn’t even look back.”

      He let out a breath. “Follow at a distance. I’ll call Becky and have her open the service gate. If we play this right, we can cut him off at the road.”

      For a moment, Leo forgot about the cold, the darkness, everything except the chase. It wasn’t about likes or follows or making content. It was about solving the riddle, together.

      He thumbed the phone, shot off a quick text to Becky (“emergency, open lower gate ASAP, bike thief inbound”), and then returned to the radio.

      “Sophie, I’m moving down the side trail to intercept. Stay safe.”

      He ran, boots scraping the frozen boards, the night air burning his lungs. The whole world felt alive and on edge. In the dark, the mountain seemed to move with him, every sound funneled to his ear as if the canyon wanted them to win.

      He reached the lower gate just as a figure—tall, lean, helmeted—wheeled a black carbon-frame bike onto the gravel. The red light flashed once, then died.

      Leo ducked behind the service shed, heart pounding. The biker paused, listening. For a second, Leo thought he’d been made. Then, from up the road, Sophie’s voice—loud, deliberate—called, “Hey! Trail’s closed for wildlife survey! You need to turn around.”

      The biker turned, startled, saw the yellow vest Sophie had borrowed from Becky’s closet, and for one split second just stood there, calculating. Then he pivoted on his heel, lifted the bike, and sprinted up the embankment.

      Leo burst from cover, snapping a burst of photos with his phone. “Gotcha!” he yelled, not caring if it was smart.

      The biker hesitated—fight or flight, right on the edge—then bolted for the tree line, tires and carbon frame slapping the hard earth, vanishing into the tangle of shadow and pine.

      Sophie hustled down the trail, breathing hard, cradling the black box in one glove. Leo ran up to her, both of them breathless, grinning like idiots.

      “You get it?” he asked, barely above a whisper.

      She held up the tracker, triumphant. “Evidence.”

      Leo let out a whoop, even as his hands shook with leftover adrenaline. “You’re a legend.”

      They stood together, the world still spinning around them, the echoes of the chase bouncing back from the canyon walls. Above, the stars had come out, cold and bright and shockingly close.

      It was the best night of his life.

      They trudged back up to the Zen Nest, footsteps ringing on the frozen gravel, both of them laughing in short bursts. The mountain was listening, and for the first time, it had something good to hear.
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      They hit the deck at a dead run, boots smacking the boards loud enough to wake a wedding ghost. Sophie had the tracker clutched in one gloved hand; Leo’s phone glowed with the blurry, adrenaline-fueled photos he’d snapped during the chase. The plan was to burst into the main lodge, dump the evidence onto Becky’s desk, and finally—finally—be taken seriously.

      Instead, they ran into a wall of mayhem.

      Inside, the lobby was packed. Not with guests—those were mostly in the cabins, blissfully unaware—but with boxes of catering supplies, frantic phone calls, and the distinct, high-pitched wailing of someone who had just learned their gluten-free cupcakes were, in fact, full of wheat. At the eye of the storm, Becky stood with her phone wedged between chin and shoulder, her hands elbow-deep in a tote of flower arrangements, brow furrowed so tight it could have doubled as a parking brake.

      “The vegetarian options were supposed to be here an hour ago,” she hissed into the phone, “and no, I do not consider deli ham a vegetable. Fix it, or I’ll have to call in a favor with the Duck Creek Elks Lodge. Yes, I’m serious.”

      She caught sight of Leo and Sophie, waved at them with her free hand, and pantomimed “Can’t talk!” in the universal language of overworked event managers. Her eyes said, Later, or maybe, Save yourselves.

      Sophie grabbed Leo’s sleeve. “Let’s wait outside.”

      They ducked out into the corridor, which was a little quieter but only because it was briefly uninhabited. As they caught their breath, the back door banged open and “Krazy” Mike—the Trail Stop’s owner, sandwich savant, and local agent of chaos—squeezed through, carrying two cardboard flats stacked high with foil-wrapped subs.

      He saw them and grinned. “Hey, country’s finest. You need a sandwich, or are you on a diet of adventure and danger?”

      Leo blinked. “Both, honestly.”

      Mike set the trays on the check-in desk, leaving a little dusting of flour behind. “Good. Fuel up. You’ll need the energy.”

      Sophie edged closer, holding out the black tracker. “Mike, you ever seen one of these?”

      He took it, rolled it around in his broad palm. “Sure. We use them on rental bikes sometimes, so tourists don’t wander off and pawn them in Vegas. This one’s higher end, though. Looks like a pro model.”

      Leo leaned in. “How would you get it onto someone’s bike without them noticing?”

      Mike shrugged. “Zip tie it under the saddle, or drop it in a water bottle holder. Some of the new ones stick inside the handlebar ends—nobody checks those.”

      He looked at Sophie, who was scribbling notes as fast as her frozen fingers could manage. “You find it on a bike, or…?”

      She glanced at Leo, who explained, “We found a biker—late, off-trail, high-end carbon setup, moving stealth mode. He lost this trying to bushwhack behind the service road. We think he’s tied to the gear thefts.”

      Mike nodded, taking it in like he’d heard the bones of a much stranger story before. “Makes sense. The real pros, they use the canyon like a speaker. If you know where to stand, you can hear a bike from a mile away. And if you’re the one making the noise, you can spot a tail easy.”

      He studied Leo. “You get a look at the bike?”

      “Yeah. Black carbon, maybe a Pivot or Specialized. Electronic shifters, Sram AXS. Light as hell. Rider had a white helmet, no stickers. He carried the bike half the time. Seemed like he knew exactly where to go.”

      Mike whistled. “City slicker. None of the locals can afford a rig like that.”

      Sophie, notebook ready, asked, “You seen anyone riding the area who fits?”

      He grinned. “Buddy, I see everything. Had a guy stop at my place four days ago—looked out of place, clean shoes, lot of questions about the side trails. Ordered a cheesesteak, extra hot peppers. Paid with a hundred, left the change. Next morning, I spotted him riding at the east rim near the Ice Caves. He was back again the next day.”

      Leo’s eyes sparkled with recognition. “Was he fast?”

      “Not the fastest,” Mike said. “But careful. Always stopped to look around before hitting the corners.”

      Sophie jotted a flurry of notes. “Anyone else with him?”

      “Always solo,” Mike said. “And every time, his bike was spotless. Most folks here, we just clean off the worst of the mud and call it good.”

      He looked at the tracker in his hand, then at them, and his face got serious for a moment. “You want my advice? This guy’s doing recon. Next couple of days, he’s going to make a big score. Then he’s gone, and you won’t see him again.”

      Sophie tore the page from her notebook, handed it to Leo, and pointed: “We need to cover the Ice Caves trail at dawn. That’s where he’s comfortable.”

      Mike grinned, all teeth. “Take the sub with you. It’s my best one.”

      He handed over a hefty Philly cheesesteak, then slid the tracker back to Sophie. “You kids are good at this. Maybe too good.”

      Leo stuffed the sandwich in his jacket pocket, then reached out to shake Mike’s hand. “Thanks for the tip.”

      Mike’s handshake was warm and solid. “Any time. Just do me a favor and try not to get killed. I’ve got enough bad Yelp reviews as it is.”

      They stepped out onto the porch again, sandwiches and evidence in hand, the night air sharp enough to slice through their exhaustion.

      Sophie looked at Leo, the outline of her breath hanging between them. “You ready for a stakeout?”

      He grinned, thinking of the camera, the rush, the way the stars seemed to dare them onward. “Always.”

      Behind them, the Zen Nest glowed like a ship at sea, the last bright thing before the world went back to black and white.

      Leo pulled out his phone, double-checked the alarm, and let the adrenaline settle in his bones. The chase was on, and they were already a step ahead.

      Somewhere out past the ridge, their quarry was making plans.

      And for the first time, so were they.
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      At 9:07 AM, Sophie was already on her third mug of coffee, and the spinning wheel of death had replaced her cursor on the Zen Nest’s lodge computer. The Zen Nest had Wi-Fi, technically, but the signal staggered around the main room like an old dog let out after winter. Every few minutes, the page would freeze mid-refresh, pinning Sophie’s hopes of a breakthrough on the mercy of rural internet.

      She glared at the screen, thumb poised on the trackpad. “If I can hack a chainsaw’s control panel, why can’t I get Google Docs to load?”

      From the armchair by the fire, Leo watched her work, feet propped on the coffee table. “Because the universe likes irony?” he offered, voice syrupy with fake sympathy. He had a phone in one hand and a second coffee in the other, making “multitasking” look like an Olympic sport.

      Sophie stabbed the reload button. The screen flickered, then returned to a page full of angry error codes. “I need to check three more resale sites for these serial numbers. If this connection drops again, I’m going to lose my mind.”

      Leo set down his mug and leaned over her shoulder. “Why not just walk over to Ground + Toasted? The Wi-Fi there is, like, Starbucks-level. Also, if I stay here any longer, I’m going to end up as wedding décor.”

      He had a point. Even at this hour, the main lodge was filling with florists, wedding planners, and at least two separate teams of caterers. Everywhere she looked, someone was hauling boxes, taping something to a wall, or arguing about the “correct” shade of rose gold. If she wasn’t careful, Sophie would get hot-glued to a centerpiece.

      She glanced at Leo, then at her blinking cursor. “You’re sure they don’t mind laptop campers?”

      “Please. I’ve spent whole afternoons there live-streaming the duck races,” he said. “Pretty sure they still owe me a loyalty plaque.”

      Sophie exhaled, then snapped her laptop shut. “Alright. You’re buying.”

      The drive from the Zen Nest to Duck Creek Village was short, maybe fifteen minutes at a brisk speed, but Leo stretched it to thirty with his constant detours. The village was half-thawing, half-stuck in a late-spring freeze, which meant every patch of sunlight came with a corresponding puddle or slick of black ice. Leo narrated their journey with running commentary—identifying which wedding guests were already up and roaming (“three of the bridesmaids, orange tracksuits, definitely hungover”), speculating on the true purpose of the “Wedding Shuttle” idling by the corner, and offering loud, completely unsolicited opinions on the best pastry at Ground + Toasted.

      Sophie let him talk, her mind tracking the serial numbers she’d written in her notebook. If she was right—and she usually was—the thief was flipping the stolen gear almost immediately, probably within a day of each reported incident. She just needed a pattern.

      They passed a cluster of wedding guests outside the general store. Tamantha herself was among them, wrapped in a metallic puffer jacket, brandishing a can of nitro cold brew like a baton. She waved at Leo and Sophie, then resumed lecturing her followers on “mountain hydration hacks.” Leo waved back, whispering, “Did you see the boots on the one with the crystals in her hair? Those are limited edition. I’d kill for a pair.”

      Sophie, not listening, was scanning the porch of the hardware shop. The staff inside ducked and wove around each other, prepping displays of camping gear, and Sophie wondered for a second how many GPS trackers were hidden in the avalanche of new arrivals. She made a note to check the store’s inventory next.

      Finally, they reached Ground + Toasted, the only coffee shop in town with both reliable Wi-Fi and an unspoken “bring your own dog” policy. The door jingled as they entered, and the entire place smelled like brown sugar, cinnamon, and enough espresso to keep a bison herd alert through winter.

      Inside, the vibe was “DIY ski lodge meets college dorm.” The counter was painted a cheerful teal, the pastry case crammed with muffins and scones the size of fists. Every table was mismatched—some sturdy wood, some thrifted from the last century—and the walls were plastered with local art: watercolors of the canyon, quirky prints of wildlife, and a surprisingly good oil painting of the Zen Nest at dusk.

      Sophie made for the corner table under the big window, set up her laptop, and scowled when her battery icon went yellow. Leo was already at the counter, ordering a triple shot latte for Sophie (“extra-hot, she’s a maniac”) and a chai for himself. He slipped two sticky buns into the order, “for morale.”

      They were barely seated when the laptop came alive, four bars of Wi-Fi and a blinking login prompt. Sophie went straight to work, eyes flicking from the serial numbers in her notebook to the tabs she’d left open the night before. The first two sites came up empty. On the third, she hit pay dirt: a listing for a barely-used GoPro with a serial number only a digit off from the one Paul had reported stolen at Strawberry Point.

      She nudged Leo’s foot under the table. “Look at this. Listed less than twelve hours after the theft, and the seller’s account is brand new.”

      He scooted his chair closer, eyes bright. “That’s our guy, right? Or at least, the guy’s middleman. What’s the username?”

      Sophie pointed. “They’re using a different handle for each post. But the listings all follow a pattern—high-end gear, priced just low enough to move quick. And they always drop after a theft up here.”

      Leo nodded, tapping the table with his finger. “So they’re running a pipeline. Swipe the gear, post it before the owner even knows it’s missing. No way the locals are moving this fast.”

      Sophie scrolled, cross-referencing times and dates. “They’re based somewhere in southern Utah. But the listings go up at all hours. I’m guessing they have a stash point, maybe in Cedar City or St. George.”

      Leo looked up, surveying the coffee shop. “You think it’s someone in town? Or just a ghost using the Wi-Fi like us?”

      Before Sophie could answer, the door banged open and a gust of cold air followed a trio of hikers inside. They were dusty, cheerful, and already debating their next route. One of them, an older woman in a battered sun hat, made a beeline for the community trail map by the door.

      The coffee shop was half-full: a couple of locals nursing mugs and gossiping about the road conditions, two tourists with matching guidebooks, and, by the window, a man and woman in matching fleece vests. Sophie clocked them immediately—mid-forties, perfect teeth, the kind of couple who could assemble a tent in ten seconds flat but hired someone to clean their gutters. The man had a voice that carried, and Sophie could hear him even over the hiss of the milk steamer.

      “…I’m telling you, the market is untapped. If we can get exclusive access to the winter trails, we can double the return on the cabins. Think of it as a mountain lifestyle package, not just a rental.”

      The woman, sleek ponytail and zero body fat, scribbled something in a leather-bound planner. “We need the right influencer. Someone with a following in the adventure space, but clean.”

      Sophie jotted down a note: “Watch the couple at the window.”

      Leo followed her gaze, then grinned. “They look like they’re about to buy half the mountain.”

      He lowered his voice. “You think they’re related to the gear theft?”

      Sophie didn’t answer right away, but she did start a new page in her notebook, titling it, “Persons of Interest.”

      The man at the window raised his mug, taking in the whole room like he was buying it at auction. He caught Sophie’s eye for a second, then smiled—a perfect, sales-brochure smile—and went back to his pitch.

      Sophie shivered, but not from the cold. “Let’s see what else we can dig up before noon.”

      They huddled closer, coffee steaming, and dove back into the search.

      The town outside was waking up, the road now busy with delivery trucks, wedding shuttles, and the occasional quad runner roaring past. But inside the café, it was all warmth and energy and the promise of a breakthrough.

      Sophie refreshed the page, and this time, the results were instant.
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      The latte arrived with three shots and a thick, leafy foam on top. Leo set it beside Sophie’s elbow like he was presenting a trophy. “Extra shot, extra hot, and extra morale,” he said. “You’re welcome.”

      Sophie barely glanced up from the screen. “If this works, I’ll buy you a dozen muffins,” she mumbled, fingers blurring on the keyboard.

      The fresh Wi-Fi wasn’t just fast—it was predatory. Pages loaded before she finished blinking. In less than a minute, Sophie had three outdoor resale sites open, two adventure-gear forums, and a spreadsheet mapping every serial number she’d found in the reports.

      She set up an alert and almost instantly got a hit: a listing for an “almost-new” Garmin GPS, same model and year as one from a theft last week. The post was slick, the kind that used stock photos and the phrase “moving, must sell!” The account was “wild_utah_gear,” registered to a burner email.

      Sophie’s pulse picked up. “There,” she said, jabbing the screen. “Look at the time. Listed six hours after the theft report.”

      Leo pulled up his chair, peering at the monitor. “They’re flipping it same day. That’s ballsy.”

      Sophie hit refresh, just in case. Another ping: this time, a GoPro, barely used, posted on a specialty auction site for backpackers. Different username—“nomad_tools”—but the same copy-pasted listing description, down to the typo in “like-new.”

      “Same seller,” Sophie said, eyes darting between windows. “They make new accounts for each piece, but the pattern’s identical. They even use the same photo background—a wood table, probably in a cabin.”

      She cross-referenced the timestamps against her spreadsheet. Every new listing landed within twelve hours of a reported theft, always at night, always while the town was asleep.

      Leo whistled. “That’s professional. They’re probably dropping the gear at a stash and listing from a safe spot. No direct meets, no local pickup.”

      “Right. They mail it out,” Sophie replied. “And with no returns, no paper trail.” She leaned back, the glow of the laptop painting her face in triumph. “We have to show this to Becky and Sam. If we can prove it’s local, the sheriff has to care.”

      Leo grabbed his phone and started snapping pictures of the screen. “You want me to upload this for your case file? Or do you want the influencer treatment?”

      Sophie rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop grinning. “Just save the screenshots, genius. And don’t post it yet. Last thing we need is the thief going dark.”

      He saluted, already making a folder for the images. “Yes, Detective Fixer.”

      Their heads were close, the rest of the world shrinking to a circle of caffeine and digital breadcrumbs. Sophie felt a little rush—not just from the latte, but from being two steps ahead for once.

      “Do you think we should bait them?” Leo said suddenly, voice low. “List something ourselves, see if they bite? Or, like, track the shipping address?”

      Sophie considered it. “Too risky. We can’t fake the right gear, and if they’re pros, they’ll spot it. But I do want to know who picks up the packages on their end. If we can get Sam to monitor the store’s mailing records, maybe we can catch a repeat buyer.”

      She started writing a list of everything they’d need: dates, usernames, maybe even a burner account of their own to make contact.

      At that moment, a shadow passed over their table, and a familiar, rolling voice came from the next booth. “I swear, the only thing worse than a mountain full of influencers is a wedding full of them.”

      Sophie’s hand froze on the keyboard. Leo looked up, mouth open.

      Through the half-wall, Wade Garrison’s voice was unmistakable—smug, amused, just a little too loud for the café. Beside him, Sloane murmured in response, her tone cool and precise. “You’d be surprised how much you can get from these weekends. More than a summer’s worth of content, easy.”

      Sophie shot Leo a look. He mouthed, “Keep listening.”

      She angled her chair to catch more of the conversation, fingers still moving on the laptop as cover.

      Wade: “You know the best part? They want to be part of the brand. You just give them the right hashtag and they do the rest.”

      Sloane: “It helps when you have a captive audience. Half those people would buy a used toothbrush if you called it eco.”

      Wade: “Or if you told them it was once owned by a Stone Person.” They both laughed, sharp and flat.

      Sophie stilled, a sudden pulse of dread in her chest. The Garrisons—professional scam artists, according to Sam—were right here, at the next table, talking about the wedding party like they were merchandise.

      She typed a note into her spreadsheet: “Garrisonssuspect—possible link to gear flips. Watch closely.”

      Leo pressed his knee against hers, steadying her. He whispered, “You think they’re behind it?”

      Sophie nodded, eyes never leaving the screen. “If they’re not, they’re next in line to buy from whoever is. And I want to see what they do when the wedding goes live tomorrow.”

      She took a long sip of her latte, barely tasting it, her mind running ahead to the next move.

      A few feet away, the Garrisons had shifted from gossip to planning, talking about shuttle logistics and the best time to “secure” the overlook for their “VIP clients.”

      Sophie copied the usernames from the resale posts, created a new folder in the case file, and waited.

      In her experience, the trick wasn’t to catch the thief in the act—it was to make them think you were one step behind, until they tripped over you.

      And now, she and Leo were closer than ever.
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      The Garrisons had chosen their table with military precision—half shielded from view, close to the window, but with a direct line of sight to the counter and the exit. Sloane’s sleek ponytail and tailored fleece made her look like she’d just stepped out of an REI catalog, while Wade’s gear was more “tech billionaire on a vision quest.” Sophie and Leo kept their heads down, but the conversation was impossible to miss.

      Wade was in full pitch mode. “I’m telling you, it’s all about the story. People want to come out here and feel like they’re discovering something—like it’s their own secret, not just a photo op.”

      Sloane scribbled in her planner, her handwriting aggressive. “You think the wedding party has potential? They’re not the usual influencer crowd.”

      Wade’s eyes flicked to Sophie and Leo, then back to his partner. “There’s money. Old money, from what I hear. You get them on board, you open up the whole east coast market. I’ve already made a list of the key people. The event planner, the bride, that lady with the hair—what’s her name?”

      Sloane checked her phone. “Tamantha. She’s obnoxious, but she moves product. She’s already posted four times about the Zen Nest.”

      Wade grinned, showing too many teeth. “You see? We only need one of them to start the ripple. Get a few exclusive shots at the ‘hidden hoodoo grove,’ and the rest will beg for access.”

      Sophie’s jaw tensed. She nudged her foot against Leo’s under the table.

      He leaned in, dropping his voice. “They’re using the wedding to mine contacts. Classic Garrison move.”

      Sophie whispered, “Sam at the Country Store said the Garrisons used to run gold mining scams. The kind where you ‘discover’ a rich vein, sell shares, then disappear before anyone gets a look.”

      Leo nodded, not taking his eyes off the couple. “I heard about that. And I bet you anything their gear is just for show. Look at those boots—no dirt, no scuffs.”

      Sloane’s voice dropped to a hiss. “We need to get in tight with the party tonight. One or two of the groomsmen have real potential. There’s a hedge fund guy, and a runner with a major social following.”

      Wade snorted. “Saw the runner at breakfast. He was already uploading Strava posts. Easy mark.”

      They paused as the server brought over a pair of cappuccinos and a cinnamon roll. Wade inspected the roll, then delicately cut it in half with a pocketknife that looked more decorative than functional.

      Sloane said, “We’ll host a ‘midnight micro-adventure.’ Take them up to the ridge, tell them it’s off-limits. Half of them will pay just for the exclusivity.”

      Wade chewed, then said, “We can charge double if we throw in a ‘sacred fire’ or something. These people eat up ancient rituals.”

      Sophie’s stomach turned. “They’re not just flipping gear,” she muttered to Leo. “They’re packaging the experience. Turning the Stone People into a product.”

      He made a disgusted face. “It’s all a hustle to them. We have to warn the bride, at least. Or Becky.”

      Sophie tapped her notebook. “First we finish our search. The Garrisons are slippery—if we go at them too soon, they’ll vanish.”

      Leo glanced at the couple again. “Can you get a shot of their planner?”

      She angled her phone and snapped a covert photo as Sloane turned a page. “Got it,” Sophie whispered.

      On the planner, underlined twice, was the phrase: “Secure the Grove—night before wedding. Only show select guests.” Next to it, a list of initials and nicknames: “T. (bride), M. (runner), Groomsman X (ask about ‘white-label retreat’).” At the bottom: “S. from Cedar Mountain Country Store—possible ally? Knows trails.”

      Sophie nearly kicked Leo’s shin. “Did you see that?” she whispered. “They’re working Sam, too.”

      He nodded. “Not our Sam. The new kid. Must be Sophie the Fixer. That’s you.”

      She froze, her name echoing in her ears. They must have heard about her from someone—maybe Tamantha, maybe a tourist, maybe Sam himself.

      Leo murmured, “If they approach you, play along. You can get more intel that way.”

      Across the room, the Garrisons had lowered their voices, but not quite enough.

      Wade: “If it comes to it, I can do the accent. These people love a British guide. Just need the right hat.”

      Sloane: “You’re not wearing a hat. You’ll look like a Bond villain.”

      Wade: “I am a Bond villain.”

      They laughed in perfect sync.

      The rest of the café was too absorbed in their own screens to notice. Hikers at the next table argued over the best route to Cascade Falls, while the man behind the counter tuned a battered radio to the local station.

      Sophie watched the Garrisons’ hands—how they never stopped moving, how Sloane typed with her left and drank with her right, how Wade spun the coffee spoon like a fidget toy.

      “I don’t get it,” Leo whispered. “They’re not even subtle. Why do people fall for this?”

      Sophie answered without looking away. “Because they sell the thing people want most: belonging. The idea that you’re special, part of the in-crowd. They dangle the secret, and everyone else chases.”

      He nodded, sobered.

      After finishing their coffee, the Garrisons packed up with a fluid grace. Wade wiped the table with a napkin, then left a tip—too large to be casual, but just enough to be remembered. Sloane tucked her planner into a slim, waterproof bag and shouldered a backpack that looked pristine. No mud, no scratches, not even a loose thread.

      On their way out, Wade paused to adjust his jacket. For a second, his eyes locked on Sophie and Leo’s table. He gave a curt, acknowledging nod, then disappeared into the cold.

      Sophie and Leo sat frozen, watching the door swing shut behind them.

      “That was—” Leo started.

      “—something,” Sophie finished.

      They stared at each other, thinking the same thing: the Garrisons were dangerous, and whatever they were planning, it was bigger than a few stolen gadgets.

      Sophie closed her laptop, carefully, and leaned in so only Leo could hear.

      “We can’t go to the cops with just this,” she said. “We need proof. Real proof.”

      Leo checked the photos on his phone. “So what’s the play?”

      “We let them set the trap,” Sophie said. “But we’re the ones who walk into it.”

      She stood, gathered her things, and put on her best “just another customer” face. Leo followed, stuffing his phone into his pocket.

      They headed for the door, the taste of cinnamon still clinging to the air and the electric current of the Garrisons’ plot humming at their backs.

      The rest of the morning was a blur: a quick stop at the general store for supplies, a fast walk back to the Zen Nest, and a shared sense that everything was about to shift.

      Sophie knew one thing for sure: tonight, the Garrisons would make their move. And for once, she and Leo would be waiting.
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      The café had emptied out for the afternoon lull, the last hikers gone to chase trails before the day got too hot and the locals retreating to their errands. Only the Garrisons and a few stray laptops remained. Leo was about to suggest they relocate when the door opened with a burst of chimes and a tidal wave of sound.

      Tamantha swept in, trailed by two bridesmaids and the unmistakable scent of vanilla body spray. She wore a sweatsuit so bright it could be seen from orbit, and her eyes scanned the room with radar intensity. Spotting Wade and Sloane, she made a beeline for their table, leaving a vapor trail of excitement in her wake.

      The bridesmaids peeled off for the pastry case, already critiquing the muffin selection. Tamantha, meanwhile, slid into the seat opposite the Garrisons without so much as a “May I?” She had her phone out and recording before anyone else could blink.

      “Hi! Tamantha Winters, future Stone Bride,” she declared, flipping the camera to selfie mode. “I’m here with, uh… the Garrison Team? Are you, like, the event specialists for the Zen Nest?”

      Sloane leaned in, expression pure warmth. “We consult for premium events. Wade here is an expert in unique experiences—especially the kind you can’t find on Google.”

      Wade beamed, turning his full focus on Tamantha. “We’re so glad to meet you. I’ve heard your wedding is going to be legendary.”

      Tamantha clapped her hands. “Ugh, I hope so. But honestly? The venue’s great, but I need it to have… I don’t know, ancient vibes. Like, mystical but not cheesy. Do you know what I mean?”

      Wade nodded, empathy dialed up to eleven. “Absolutely. And you deserve something truly one-of-a-kind. There’s a location just off the main canyon, very few people know about it. I could show you, and guarantee it’s exactly the aesthetic you’re looking for.”

      Tamantha’s mouth dropped open. “Shut up. For real? Can I get married there?”

      Sloane smiled, already jotting notes. “It’s off the usual path, but we specialize in ‘elevated adventures’ for clients who want the real thing. We could even arrange a sunrise ceremony, if you’re open to something… transformative.”

      Tamantha was transfixed, her phone now forgotten on the table. “Yes, yes, a thousand times yes! What do we need to do?”

      Wade’s tone shifted, just a hair more businesslike. “There’s a consultation fee, but it’s fully refundable if you’re not satisfied. And of course, all details are handled by us—permits, access, safety, everything.”

      Tamantha didn’t blink. “Name your price. I just want it to be special. Do you do, like, ancient rituals? Or Stone People stuff?”

      Sloane fielded this with the smoothness of a TED Talk host. “We can bring in a local guide, someone versed in the history and traditions. It’ll be authentic—nothing staged.”

      “Perfect!” Tamantha chirped. “Let’s set it up ASAP. I want to surprise Tom with it tonight.”

      Wade raised his cup in a toast. “To making history.”

      They all touched glasses. The transaction was complete in less than five minutes.

      From their corner, Sophie and Leo watched the exchange, neither daring to speak until Tamantha bounced out of the café, already texting the news to her entire contact list.

      Sophie shook her head. “They got her. She bought every word.”

      Leo said, “You think they’re setting her up for something worse than an overpriced sunrise? Maybe a heist?”

      “Or both,” Sophie replied. “If Tamantha ropes in the whole party, the Garrisons have a perfect cover to move in on their stuff—especially anything left behind for a ‘ritual’ or ‘special ceremony.’”

      Leo scrolled through his phone, checking the Garrisons’ web footprint. “They’re all over event boards, but it’s always a different company. They move fast, never stick around long.”

      Sophie’s eyes narrowed, and she started a new note. “They could lead her straight to a dangerous spot, charge a fortune for the privilege, then vanish before anyone files a complaint. And if something goes wrong, they blame the guest.”

      Leo’s jaw tightened. “That’s what Sam was afraid of. They’re not just scammers—they’re playing with people’s safety.”

      They watched the Garrisons for another minute. Sloane packed up her planner, Wade made a show of checking the time, and both of them walked out with the smooth, unhurried confidence of seasoned predators. The Garrisons didn’t look back once.

      Sophie and Leo finished their drinks in silence. When they left, the world outside had tilted slightly—colors brighter, sounds sharper, everything primed for the next big move.

      Back at the Zen Nest, the main lodge was a controlled explosion of wedding prep: florists wiring together arches of wildflowers, Tamantha’s friends already plotting outfit changes for the “secret” ceremony, and the lodge manager trying to keep everything from devolving into chaos.

      Sophie pulled Leo aside, out of the main current of traffic. “Tonight, we follow them. If the Garrisons take Tamantha out for a scouting mission, we have to be there. I’m not letting her become a headline.”

      Leo’s eyes sparkled with adrenaline. “You think we should bring backup? Like, actual authorities?”

      Sophie shook her head. “Not yet. We don’t have enough to make it stick, and if we tip them off too soon, they’ll disappear. We need proof—pictures, video, whatever we can get.”

      He grinned. “Then we do it Fixer style. I’ll charge the drone.”

      She smiled, grateful. “Let’s go.”

      As the sun set over Cascade Canyon, Leo and Sophie watched from the lodge deck, eyes scanning the trailheads and back roads, waiting for the Garrisons to make their move.

      When the time came, they’d be ready.

      And if the Garrisons wanted a secret show, they were about to get an audience.
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      The Zen Nest kitchen always hit its absolute peak two hours before an event, when every surface and every staff member vibrated with a mixture of caffeine, adrenaline, and impending disaster. Tonight, the rehearsal dinner for the Stone Bride was in full pre-launch chaos. Leo, drafted as “decor lead” for the evening by Becky after he lost a bet about who could fillet a trout faster, found himself surrounded by towers of mismatched stemware, mason jars filled with wildflowers, and bridesmaids who migrated in packs and never stopped talking.

      He’d started by lining up the place settings in perfect Instagram order—gold charger, blush dinner plate, lemon-zest napkin, borrowed silverware so shiny it almost looked new—but the moment he tried folding the napkins into “cranes of luck,” his favorite origami hack, they mostly came out looking like beached ducks. He briefly considered running with it, then, out of the corner of his eye, noticed one of the duck-cranes seemed to be hemorrhaging a slip of brown paper. He plucked it free, expecting a passive-aggressive note from Becky, but it was a folded rectangle, heavy and weirdly oily to the touch.

      He flipped it open and found a map.

      Not a tourist map, but a real one, patched together from what looked like half a dozen ranger handouts and annotated in ink so fine it looked like spider web. Leo scanned the lines—Duck Creek, Virgin River Rim, Strawberry Point—then blinked at the tight clusters of circles and arrows, each labeled with times and sometimes just a date. The whole right margin was a column of tiny, meticulous handwriting.

      The map didn’t look like something a wedding planner would use to stage a photo op. It looked like someone planning a heist.

      A hush fell in the kitchen as Becky swept in with a tray of “canyon-themed” appetizers (essentially little hunks of smoked cheese on rocks). Leo slid the map behind his back just as two of the bridesmaids, already a drink ahead of schedule, made a grab for the “cheese cairns.”

      “Leo, can you check the seating chart?” Becky called, voice a whip-crack above the clatter. “The bride says Tom’s parents cannot be seated within ‘psychic aura distance’ of her Aunt Gina.”

      Leo nodded, barely listening. He made a quick circuit of the room and then bee-lined for the table where Sophie was sorting hand-lettered place cards into tiny tents of cardstock.

      He dropped into the chair next to her and slipped the map under her nose.

      Sophie didn’t look up at first. “Is this the part where you ask me to alphabetize the guests again? Because my answer is still no.”

      Leo tapped the map. “Found this in the napkins. Tell me what you see.”

      Sophie set down the place card (“Cousin Brayden, vegan, do not serve jello”) and stared at the map, her eyes switching instantly from “off duty” to “laser mode.” She scanned the page, lips pressed tight, fingers tracing the main trails. She pointed at the column of writing. “Those are dates,” she said. “Yesterday, last week, today… and look, there’s tomorrow. With a question mark.”

      Leo pointed at the cluster of circles near Strawberry Point. “That’s where Paul got hit, right? And the backpacker two weeks ago.”

      Sophie nodded, her pulse picking up. “And here, and here.” She jabbed two more points—one near Cascade Falls, another on the far side of the canyon, above the old service road. “That’s exactly where the sheriff said the Subaru was seen.”

      From the kitchen, the sound of cutlery hitting the floor. Leo ducked lower and whispered, “I think we found the thief’s playbook.”

      Sophie’s face shifted through three emotions in three seconds—skepticism, excitement, then outright worry. “Do you think they’re planning something tomorrow?”

      Leo grinned, the thrill of the chase making him giddy. “If they are, we’ll catch them in the act.”

      They kept their heads together, the din of the kitchen fading around them. Sophie turned the map so it caught the light, then tapped the margin. “See this? ‘SP Base, 7:10 a.m., weather permit.’ SP has to mean Strawberry Point. And there’s another mark near Virgin River Rim Trail, just after sunrise.”

      Leo’s mind raced. “We could hit both before breakfast. Get evidence. Maybe even a face.”

      Sophie bit her lip, then nodded. “But we have to be careful. If they know we’re onto them, they’ll bail. Or worse, mess with the wedding.”

      Leo’s grin dimmed a notch. “Should we call the sheriff?”

      Sophie considered it. “Not yet. We need something concrete before we go to Adams. You know how he is about ‘tourist paranoia.’” Her voice dropped half an octave, perfectly mimicking the sheriff’s gruff cadence: “Until there’s a body, it’s not a crime—just dumb luck and bad shoes.”

      They both snickered, then sobered. Leo said, “So we split up? You take the Rim Trail, I cover Strawberry Point?”

      She shook her head. “Better if we go together. If this is connected to the tracker and the moving hoodoos, I want backup. And I want to see it myself.”

      Leo bumped her shoulder. “Deal. Meet in the kitchen at six? You bring the evidence baggies, I’ll bring the croissants.”

      Sophie smiled, the first real one all day. “Deal.”

      Before they could say more, a shriek echoed from the prep area. “Where’s my Stone Cake Topper?! It was right here!”

      Leo palmed the map and tucked it into his apron. “Back to work,” he said, winking at Sophie. “If you see Becky, tell her the napkins are sorted. Just maybe don’t let anyone else near the folding.”

      Sophie nodded, then pulled a blank notecard from her stack and wrote “6AM” in block letters. She slid it across the table to Leo, then tucked her hair behind her ear and went back to her cards, but her eyes kept darting to the kitchen clock.

      The kitchen’s chaos dialed back up to a simmer. The next hour blurred by in waves of laughter, urgent whispers, and the faint aroma of lemon zest and cheese. Leo set out the rest of the tableware, but every time he brushed a napkin into place, he thought about the map in his pocket and the promise of the morning ahead.
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      By ten o’clock, the rehearsal dinner was winding down and the dining room glowed with the kind of soft, golden light you only got from a thousand tea candles and one blown circuit on the main chandelier. The guests filed out in drifts, pausing on the porch to look at the stars, leaving the kitchen staff to scurry around and reset for the next round.

      Leo met Sophie in the shadowed hallway behind the bar. She held out a battered Ziploc filled with rubber gloves and evidence envelopes. “You ready for this?” she whispered.

      He nodded, feeling the old pre-adventure jitters. “Always.”

      As they ducked out the side door, the sounds of the wedding party faded behind them, replaced by the hush of cold air and the crisp snap of pine needles underfoot. Leo glanced back at the lit windows and felt a sudden, wild hope that tomorrow would bring answers—or at least, a good story to tell.

      The mountain was waiting. So were the Stone People, if you believed the legends.

      But for now, all that mattered was the map, the promise of first light, and the knowledge that, whatever happened, he and Sophie would be the first to see it.
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      In the Zen Nest’s main lodge, the early morning energy was caffeinated chaos. The big A-frame windows let in a spill of gold so bright it felt like the sun was showing off. The kitchen ran a steady background hum: batter being poured onto a griddle, eggs scrambling, someone grinding beans with a noise like a tiny construction site. By the fireplace, a cluster of bridesmaids compared bruises from yesterday’s hike; in the corner, Tom was on his phone, probably troubleshooting the Wi-Fi for the hundredth time.

      Leo and Sophie had claimed a corner table just out of the main traffic flow. The map was spread between them, half shielded by Leo’s arm and a stack of pancakes. Sophie hovered a pencil tip over the most recent date on the margin. “Seven-ten,” she said. “The timing lines up with that weird lull before breakfast rush. If we leave now, we can beat the thief to the stash.”

      “Assuming the thief is even human,” Leo muttered, eyes still stinging from last night’s stakeout. “What if it’s one of the Stone People? What if it’s, like, a golem in a trucker hat?”

      Sophie gave him a look—half amusement, half please-focus. “If you see a golem, film it. Otherwise, just keep your eyes open.”

      Before Leo could retort, the door burst open and Tamantha swept into the room in a cloud of citrus perfume and silk scarf. She made straight for their table, her entire face radiating the kind of drama that only happened in movies and bridal emergencies.

      “Guys, GUYS,” she stage-whispered, sliding into the booth next to Leo and nearly launching his pancakes into orbit. “You will not BELIEVE what just happened to me.”

      Sophie, quick as a reflex, folded the map in half and slipped it under a napkin. “Morning, Tam. You seem… electrified.”

      Tamantha made a show of fanning herself, then leaned in, lowering her voice to “National Secret” level. “I went for a sunrise walk. You know, ‘center myself’ before the big day, blah blah. I was up at the overlook by the old bench, and—listen to this—the giant hoodoo, the one that’s shaped like a question mark? It’s moved. I swear to god, it’s shifted, like, three feet to the east.”

      Leo shot a glance at Sophie, who was already processing ten possibilities a second. “How do you know?” Sophie asked, tone carefully neutral.

      Tamantha whipped out her phone and began scrolling. “I have PROOF. I took a picture last time we visited. Look—here’s from February, and here’s from this morning.” She held out her phone, tilting the screen so both of them could see.

      The images weren’t identical, but they were close enough to make the difference jump out. The hoodoo, a pillar of honey-colored rock, was definitely not in the same position. In the old photo, it stood directly behind a bent pine; in the new one, the hoodoo hovered clear of the tree, the sky a clean backdrop behind it.

      Sophie felt the bottom drop out of her stomach. She tried to brush it off. “Could be the angle, or the snowpack, or⁠—”

      “No way,” Tamantha cut in. “I lined up the shot. I’m, like, obsessive about that stuff. Ask Tom. He says my camera roll is 90% duplicates.” She beamed, as if being compulsive about photos was a point of pride.

      Leo couldn’t help himself. “Are you saying the hoodoo walked overnight?”

      Tamantha thumped the table. “YES! Or something. Isn’t that wild? The Stone People are real, and they’re totally invested in my wedding.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice to a dramatic whisper. “This is a sign. I think they’re, like, blessing us. Or warning us? Either way, I’m into it.”

      Sophie forced a smile. “That’s… amazing.”

      Tam wasn’t finished. “We need to film this. It needs to be in the ceremony video. Leo, you’re creative. Can you help me narrate it? Like, make it into a storybook moment? Maybe get some drone shots, with me standing next to the ‘Miracle Hoodoo?’” She gestured, like the whole mountain was her personal set.

      Leo faked a yawn, buying time while he pieced together what he’d just seen. “Sure, we can work up something. But, uh, are you sure you want to invoke the Stone People? I hear they can be… capricious.”

      Tamantha’s eyes shone with a cocktail of mysticism and pure social ambition. “It’s perfect. We’ll do a whole Legend of the Hoodoo for the reception. I’ll do the intro in costume. Sophie, can you research the mythos? Like, actual facts, but make it sound spooky?”

      “On it,” Sophie said, pocketing the napkin-wrapped map with ninja subtlety. “But let’s keep this low-key for now, okay? Don’t want to freak out your guests.”

      Tam made a “zip lips” gesture, then immediately turned and shouted to the kitchen, “Tom! You have to see this! The hoodoo MOVED!”

      Tom, ever patient, gave a thumbs up and kept stirring his coffee.

      Tamantha, apparently satisfied, bounced up from the booth. “I have to go update my story! You two are the best.” She drifted off, scarf trailing, leaving a palpable vacuum of energy in her wake.

      Leo watched her go, then slumped back into the bench. “She’s going to end up leading a Stone People cult by noon.”

      Sophie didn’t answer. She pulled her phone from her pocket, navigated to her photo folder, and compared Tam’s before-and-after with the satellite images she’d saved during last night’s map research. “It’s not just a trick of the camera,” she said, voice low. “Something moved that hoodoo.”

      They sat in silence for a minute, the comforting scents of cinnamon and maple syrup almost, but not quite, enough to distract from the weirdness settling over the table.

      “So,” Leo said finally, “do we think the thief is hiding stuff inside the hoodoo? Like, maybe there’s a cavern or crack in the base?”

      Sophie thought about it. “If I wanted to stash gear and keep it out of sight, I’d use something nobody questioned. If the formation is unstable, maybe the thief is using it to cover tracks. Or maybe,” she glanced at the wedding crowd, “they want people to believe in the Stone People, so nobody looks for a rational explanation.”

      Leo’s brain raced. “You think Tam’s been set up? Like, someone wanted her to find it, get the word out, make it the talk of the weekend?”

      “It’s possible,” Sophie said. “Or it’s just a happy accident for the thief. Either way, if we want to find the next cache, we need to check the ‘Miracle Hoodoo’ before anyone else does.”

      From the buffet, Becky caught their eye and gave the universal “you better not be slacking off” glare. Leo stood up, stacking his empty plates. “I’ll meet you out front in five. I need to swap SD cards and grab the big lens.”

      Sophie nodded, already rising. “I’ll get my notebook. And the gloves.”

      They parted ways, each making a show of casual movement through the sea of wedding guests. The lodge’s warmth, so welcoming and communal, felt for the first time like a cover—something for the real action to hide behind.

      In the hallway, Sophie paused near the coat rack and watched Tamantha’s phone screen glow as she recorded a breathless monologue about “ancient blessings” and “cosmic energy.” The Stone People had a new evangelist, whether they liked it or not.

      By the Jeep, Leo found Sophie already waiting, her notebook tucked under one arm and a thermos in hand. “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Ready. But Leo—if the hoodoo really moved, and it wasn’t natural, what are we even up against?”

      He looked at her, for once without a quip, and shrugged. “If it’s not Stone People, it’s someone with a serious talent for moving rocks. Either way, it’s gonna make a killer story.”

      They set off down the service road, the rising sun burning off the last of the morning haze. Behind them, the lodge hummed with the sound of breakfast and wedding prep and legends growing by the minute.

      The trail ahead was cold, and probably full of danger. But it was also theirs to follow, and maybe—just maybe—solve before the whole thing turned into another entry in the Duck Creek X-Files.
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      The hike to the overlook was all crisp air and early-morning adrenaline. Every sound—the snap of twigs, the echo of their boots on frost—felt loaded with meaning. Sophie led the way, pace brisk, notebook in hand and eyes scanning for anything out of place. Leo followed, alternating between steadying the camera and checking the GPS on his phone.

      They didn’t talk much, but the silence wasn’t awkward. It was charged—like the world was one good clue away from revealing its secrets.

      As they crested the last rise, the hoodoo came into view. Even from fifty yards, it looked weirdly… new. The base was dusted with fresh dirt, and the rock’s position made the earlier photo impossible: it had moved. Leo nearly tripped over his own feet.

      Sophie broke the silence. “This wasn’t done with machinery. No tire marks, no scrape trails. If someone did this, they did it by hand. Or with a lever, maybe.”

      Leo edged closer, camera rolling. “Maybe the Stone People are just CrossFit enthusiasts.”

      She shot him a look, but he could tell she was grateful for the tension-breaker.

      At the base of the hoodoo, Sophie crouched and pulled on the gloves. There, wedged in a crevice freshly exposed by the shift, was a sliver of something plastic—matte black, with a single blinking red dot.

      She worked it free, revealing a box about the size of a deck of cards.

      Leo whistled. “Another tracker?”

      Sophie turned it over. “No. This is a relay. Probably for a GPS net or remote camera. Someone’s watching this spot.”

      Leo scanned the horizon, half expecting to see a drone or a pair of binoculars in the trees. “Should we destroy it? Or leave it for bait?”

      Sophie tucked the relay into an evidence bag. “We’ll take it with us. If the thief checks in, they’ll know something’s up. But I want to get it to Sam—he can probably figure out the signal.”

      They did a full sweep of the area, found no other evidence, and took a careful set of before-and-after photos to document the hoodoo’s position. As they headed back, Sophie scribbled a note: “Miracle Hoodoo—relay found, base unstable, check for repeat visits.”

      They returned to the lodge just in time to catch Tamantha rallying the wedding party for her “Legendary Blessing Ceremony.” She spotted Leo and Sophie, then motioned them over.

      “Did you see it?” Tam asked, breathless. “The hoodoo is even more impressive in person! I feel like it’s looking right at me.”

      Sophie managed a smile. “You’re probably its favorite.”

      Leo added, “We took some great shots. You’ll be the talk of the internet.”

      Tamantha grinned, then hurried off to gather her flock.

      Left alone, Sophie and Leo traded a look—a silent agreement that the chase wasn’t over. Not even close.

      But for now, they would watch, and wait, and hope that their next step would finally trip up the Stone People—real or otherwise.

      Back inside, the kitchen was already alive with the promise of brunch, and the air was thick with the sweet, dangerous energy of a story about to break wide open.
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      The Virgin River Rim Trail at dawn felt like the first page of a field manual: cool, crisp, and bracingly empty. The air nipped at Sophie’s cheeks as she locked the car, then caught a lungful of pinyon pine and sage. Off to the east, a wedge of sunrise sent light skittering across the red-rock escarpments, throwing the world into sharp-edged relief. At this hour, nothing moved except the wind and—if you listened hard enough—the slow exhale of the mountain, settling into its new day.

      Leo, already out of the car, slung his camera bag over one shoulder and pointed his phone at the trailhead sign, muttering, “For the record.” He did a slow panorama, taking in the empty parking lot, the battered trail kiosk, and the slice of trail winding up through clumps of bitterbrush.

      “Got your baggies?” he asked, voice low. “Or did we sacrifice them to yesterday’s evidence bonanza?”

      Sophie patted her backpack. “Triple-stuffed. And I brought gloves for you this time.” She turned up the collar on her rain jacket, shivering a little despite the layers. The wind on the rim carried a bite—clean, invigorating, and merciless.

      The map they’d found in the kitchen last night was folded to the corner marked “VR Rim, E. Crest, 7:10 am.” Leo had copied the coordinates into his phone, but Sophie preferred the map itself: the margin notes, the delicate pen work, the tiny arrows in ink. Whoever made it cared about the details, and Sophie always trusted a detail person.

      The trail started with an easy grade, the sand packed hard from the last week’s cold snaps. Only a few other footprints marked the surface—old, half-erased. At first, the walk was just a walk: boots scuffing over frost, breath fogging, a single raven somewhere far above, slicing the silence with a rude, pre-coffee croak.

      Leo fell in beside her, humming under his breath as he checked the GPS. “If I ever go missing, this is how I want it to happen. Quiet, no drama, just a clean fade into the wild.”

      Sophie side-eyed him. “You’re not allowed to go missing. Your mother would find me and dismember me with a cheese grater.”

      He grinned, teeth bright against the cold. “True. She’s still mad about the time I missed my own birthday party. Senior year.”

      They fell into their usual pace, quiet but companionable, the trail stretching ahead like a promise.

      After about a half-mile, the landscape shifted. The flat, sandy bench gave way to a scatter of volcanic boulders, hunks of basalt erupting at odd intervals. The pinyon and juniper grew stubbier here, almost bonsai in their stubbornness. The world narrowed to the next twenty yards, the next curve of trail, the hush between footfalls.

      Sophie’s phone vibrated: 7:09 AM. She pointed up the slope, where the sun had just crested the ridgeline. “The mark on the map is up there. Past those rocks.”

      Leo made a game-show gesture. “Lead the way, Fixer.”

      They moved off-trail, careful not to crush the fragile cryptobiotic soil that Becky had once described as “the mountain’s secret superhero.” The ground sloped up, loose with scree and old snowmelt. It was the kind of terrain you could cross in sneakers if you didn’t mind a twisted ankle, but Sophie took it slow, picking her steps.

      Three things hit her at once: a sudden sharpness in the air, like pepper or ozone; a patch of ground trampled and torn; and, beside it, a set of tire tracks so fresh they glistened with moisture.

      She crouched, fingers itching for the gloves. “Leo, come look.”

      He dropped beside her, all knees and elbows. “Whoa. That’s a… Maxxis tire, probably two-point-four. Aggressive tread. And look—there’s a second set, smaller. Maybe a gravel bike?”

      Sophie snapped photos, then measured the tread with a mini tape she kept on her keychain. “No shoeprints on top of the tire marks. Whoever rode this, they didn’t stop walking around. Just… looped here, circled twice, and took off again.”

      She followed the tracks with her eyes. They led to a pile of rocks, the kind hikers used as waypoints, but bigger—waist-high, perfectly balanced, with a flat capstone that looked heavy even by local standards.

      Leo’s breath steamed in the chill. “That’s new, right? The cairn?”

      Sophie pulled out her own phone, opening the album she kept of weird local geology. “Last year, it was two stones, not five. Look—this is from your ‘sunset at Rim’ set.”

      He scrolled through the shots. “Yeah. This one here—it’s missing the big one on top.”

      Sophie circled the cairn, careful not to touch it. There, on the lee side, the soil had been dug out. Not much, just a few scoops, but enough to leave a small depression and expose the roots of the nearest sage.

      Leo squatted next to her. “Something was here.”

      Sophie knelt, eyes level with the hollow. At the base of the cairn, a faint, powdery smudge—pale blue, almost like chalk—dusted the soil.

      She pointed. “That’s not from around here. Could be marker pigment, or maybe paint. It’s not natural.”

      Leo dug a gloved finger into the dirt, careful as a bomb tech. He pulled up a sliver of something plastic, barely wider than a fingernail.

      “ID tag?” he wondered aloud, rotating it under the light. “Or a piece of gear? Feels too thin.”

      Sophie bagged the fragment and took another photo. She looked up at the cairn again, this time tracing the shadows the morning made on its face. The big top stone leaned east, just a little, but enough that the balance looked precarious.

      “Did they move it?” she said. “Like the hoodoo?”

      Leo shrugged. “Not unless they brought a friend. That thing’s at least a hundred pounds.”

      They stood, surveying the scene: the trampled ground, the odd cairn, the blue powder. The wind carried a sharp scent—metal, or ozone again, but stronger.

      Sophie stepped back, eyes scanning the ridge above. “Whoever did this wanted it to be seen. Or maybe to find a signal.”

      She checked the time again: 7:14. Her pulse ticked up, a thread of nerves winding through her calm.

      “Let’s get some altitude,” she said. “If it’s a relay, it needs line of sight.”

      They climbed, boots scrabbling on the loose rock. Twenty yards up, the rim opened into a flat shelf, all red soil and clutching manzanita. The view stretched for miles, the Virgin River a silver hairline at the bottom of the world.

      Leo pointed. “Look there. At the edge.”

      Another boulder, this one upright and thinner, stood like a signpost. Around it, the soil was torn up—drag marks, as if something heavy had been rolled and set in place.

      Sophie felt her mouth go dry. “That’s not a boulder. That’s a cover.”

      Leo glanced at her, recognition lighting his face. “Like the one at the hoodoo.”

      She nodded. “But bigger. And if I’m right, it’s hollow.”

      They moved closer, staying low. The boulder’s surface was dusted with the same blue pigment, only now it streaked the stone like veins. At the base, a small pile of discarded latex gloves, crumpled and weighted with a rock.

      Leo raised an eyebrow. “Careless.”

      Sophie looked at the gloves, then the boulder. “Or deliberate.”

      She touched the surface, expecting cold stone, but it was slightly warmer, as if it had been in the sun longer than everything around it. She looked for seams, hairline cracks, anything to give away a compartment.

      Leo knelt, using a twig to prod the ground at the base. “Here. Something’s embedded.”

      Sophie joined him, and together they brushed away the dirt. There, barely visible, was a sliver of black plastic—an access panel, pressed flush against the false stone.

      She traced the seam, found the catch, and popped it open.

      Inside, a cavity lined with foam. Empty, except for a handful of dust and the faintest whiff of battery acid.

      “Whatever was here,” Sophie said, “is gone now.”

      Leo snapped a picture, then peered inside. “No notes. No sign of what it was.”

      Sophie sealed the panel and stood, her brain running at full speed.

      “Maybe it’s a drop,” she said. “Somewhere to stash gear until the next pickup.”

      Leo nodded. “That makes sense. Thief grabs the goods, stashes them here, comes back when it’s safe.”

      Sophie felt the wind shift, a prickle on the back of her neck. “Or someone comes to retrieve it for them.”

      They both turned, scanning the ridge and the trail below.

      Nothing moved, but the feeling of being watched was hard to shake.

      After a long minute, Leo broke the silence. “We should mark the spot. GPS it, then check for cameras.”

      Sophie agreed. “Then we get out before we leave our own trail.”

      They did a careful sweep of the area, found nothing obvious. Leo photographed the cairn and the boulder, then dropped a pin on his phone. Sophie walked a slow spiral, checking for footprints, wrappers, any trace of the person who’d been here last.

      At the edge of the shelf, she found a single, perfectly round depression in the dust. A bike cleat, sharp and defined.

      She knelt, examining it. The tread was clean—almost too clean.

      Leo stepped up behind her. “You think he’s coming back?”

      Sophie considered. “If it’s a pro, probably not. But if it’s a local, or someone who knows the area, they might. Especially if they don’t know we’re onto them.”

      They headed back to the trail, careful to retrace their steps.

      At the car, Leo checked the time: 8:01. He leaned against the trunk, catching his breath, eyes fixed on the empty parking lot.

      Sophie loaded the baggies into her pack. “We need to compare this to the map,” she said. “See if the pattern matches up.”

      He nodded. “And maybe check in with Sam. If anyone knows about weird cairns, it’s the Archivist.”

      Sophie smiled, the tension in her shoulders unwinding a little. “Let’s get coffee first. My hands are numb.”

      They drove back down the mountain, the morning light now full and warm across the road.

      Behind them, on the rim, the wind erased their footprints, and the mountain returned to silence.

      But Sophie’s mind replayed the scene: the paint, the tire tracks, the fake boulder. Something was happening up here—something bigger than a petty theft ring, and smarter than any random tourist.

      She tapped the dash with her finger, thinking.

      “Hey, Leo?”

      He glanced over.

      She said, “Next time, let’s bring binoculars. And maybe a decoy.”

      He grinned, adrenaline leaking out in a rush. “I’ll bring my best golem costume.”

      She laughed, and for a moment the world was only the sun, the road, and the promise that the next step would bring them closer to the truth.

      At the base of the canyon, she looked back once, just in time to see a black speck crest the ridge on a bike, pausing at the cairn, then vanishing again.

      There was always someone watching. But this time, it was a fair fight.
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      The plan was to hit the Country Store for caffeine and regroup, but they never made it past the first turn off the main trail. Not ten minutes from the overlook, Leo and Sophie found themselves face-to-face with Wade Garrison, standing in the trail’s curve as if he’d been waiting for them all morning.

      He looked different than he did in the coffee shop—less casual, more curated. His jacket was an alpine blue that managed to clash and blend with the scenery at the same time. His boots were pristine, laced up with the kind of care only a YouTube tutorial could teach. He held a stainless steel thermos in one hand and a set of digital binoculars in the other.

      “Early birds!” he called, voice warm and bouncy as a cartoon ad. “Didn’t think I’d run into you so far from civilization.”

      Sophie froze mid-stride, brain sprinting through every possible reason why Wade was here at exactly this hour, in exactly this spot.

      Leo played it cool. “Wedding planning takes stamina. Didn’t figure you for a hiker, Mr. Garrison.”

      Wade flashed a practiced, teeth-forward smile. “Call me Wade. The wedding party’s getting a ‘secret sunrise adventure’ tomorrow, so I wanted to check the conditions. You know how brides get when they break a nail.”

      He angled the binoculars up and swept the ridgeline, never quite taking his eyes off them. “You two are the local experts, right?”

      Sophie shrugged. “We just follow the maps.” She held up the crumpled printout, hoping it looked innocuous and not like a smoking gun.

      Wade’s gaze locked on the sheet. “Mind if I see that?”

      Leo hesitated, but Sophie handed it over, pulse rabbiting in her wrist.

      Wade gave the map a long, deliberate look, tracing the margin notes and the circle marking the exact spot they’d just come from.

      “This isn’t an official trail map,” he said. The smile was still there, but the temperature had dropped ten degrees.

      Sophie forced a laugh. “We got it from Doug, at the Country Store. He makes his own sometimes. He’s, like, a super fan of the Rim trails.”

      Wade nodded slowly. “Right. Doug.” He folded the map in half and handed it back, but his eyes didn’t leave Sophie’s face.

      “Curious,” he said, almost to himself. “I talked to Doug just yesterday. He didn’t mention making new maps.”

      Leo stepped a little in front of Sophie, not enough to be weird, just enough to let Wade know she wasn’t alone.

      “We’re not experts,” Leo said, voice friendly but edged. “We’re just trying to keep the bride from falling off the canyon before the rehearsal dinner. You know how it is.”

      Wade smiled again, but this time it didn’t reach his eyes. “Absolutely. Safety first.” He looked back up at the rim, scanning the rocks as if they were a code to be broken.

      Sophie swallowed. Her mouth felt dry as old paper. “Did you want us to show you the trail? Some of the cairns are new. Could be confusing for out-of-towners.”

      Wade tilted his head. “Maybe later. Right now, I’m more interested in the logistics. Crowd control. Timing. Who goes first, who sets the pace.” He looked pointedly at Leo. “People have a tendency to get lost up here.”

      Before Leo could reply, a third set of boots crunched on the trail behind them. It was a woman, mid-forties, decked out in last year’s REI closeout and clutching a to-go cup from Ground + Toasted. She passed with a polite nod, then stopped a few feet beyond and turned to Wade.

      “Hey, aren’t you the guy from the coffee shop? My husband follows your videos. You do the ski reviews, right?”

      Wade lit up, all charm again. “That’s me. Tell him thanks for watching!”

      The woman smiled, then hustled on, leaving a ribbon of hazelnut steam in her wake.

      As soon as she was gone, Wade leaned in, voice low. “Next time you bring maps on the trail, maybe don’t use the version with the margin notes.” He glanced at Sophie, then at Leo, then straight back at Sophie. “We’ll talk more about this later. Maybe over coffee.”

      He turned and walked off, boots silent on the hardpack, leaving the trail empty but for the echo of his threat.

      Sophie exhaled. Only now did she realize her fists were balled up in the sleeves of her jacket.

      Leo let his shoulders relax. “That was... pointed,” he said.

      She nodded. “He knows.”

      “But he doesn’t know everything,” Leo added, watching Wade’s figure disappear around the next bend.

      They stood there for a while, neither ready to move, both bracing for the next move on the board.

      The sun inched higher, catching the cold rim of the canyon and flooding the trail with gold. In that light, everything looked safer than it felt.

      When Sophie finally spoke, her voice was quiet but certain. “He’s scared,” she said.

      Leo looked at her. “You think?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “People who aren’t scared don’t threaten you with coffee dates. They just call the cops.”

      He grinned, the tension easing from his posture. “Then maybe we have a shot.”

      They headed down the trail, side by side, the map refolded and buried deep in Sophie’s backpack. Above them, the boulders watched in silence, and the mountain kept its secrets, for now.

      But with every step, Sophie felt the balance shift—just a little, but enough to matter.

      They weren’t the only ones in the game. But they were still in it.
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      It took twenty minutes of careful waiting before Leo and Sophie trusted the trail enough to backtrack to the rim. The world above had shifted from blue shadow to the hard gold of midmorning, sun beaming off the rocks and bouncing in bright puddles between the stunted pines. The wind came up, sharp and restless, carrying with it the faint scent of exhaust, sweat, and something almost medicinal.

      They moved fast, covering the last two hundred yards to the boulder in a kind of practiced silence. Leo stopped at the cairn to double-check for footprints, but there were none—just the faint scuff from his own shoe, still damp and outlined in the fresh dust. Sophie went straight for the upended slab, eyes locked on the edge where the morning light caught and refracted into a ghost of a rainbow.

      She crouched, tracing the irregular seam with a gloved finger. “It’s here,” she said, not bothering to keep her voice down. “Look. Natural rock doesn’t split like this.”

      Leo knelt beside her, camera up but lens capped; some moments, you needed your own eyes. “Let me,” he whispered, nudging her gently aside. He pressed a palm flat against the surface. “Feel that?”

      It was barely more than a degree’s difference, but the surface just above the seam was warmer—just enough to betray the insulation, or maybe the electronics, inside.

      Sophie poked at the edge with a pocket multitool. “I think it’s painted over. There’s metal underneath.”

      Leo’s pulse hammered in his throat. He twisted the tool into the seam, felt the tiniest give, and with a soft pop, a wedge of fake stone swung open on a hidden hinge. The cavity inside was black as a locked closet, lined with the same kind of gray foam you found in camera cases or gun safes. It was empty except for a single, glossy business card—face down.

      He pulled it out, turning it over. A logo, unfamiliar but slick: a cartoon mountain in teal and orange, the name “Summit Syndicate” in bold white overlaid across the peak. No address, just a QR code.

      Leo didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Summit Syndicate. Are you kidding me?”

      Sophie snapped a photo of the card, then took the tool and probed the cavity. At the very back, there was a thumb-sized USB drive, black and unmarked except for a strip of neon green tape on one side.

      She held it up. “Bet you ten bucks this has a manifest. Or a list of drop points.”

      Leo was about to answer when he heard it: the faint, unmistakable click and whir of a mountain bike coming down the service road above them. Not casual, not even at a steady pace—this was the controlled, staccato descent of someone who rode for keeps.

      He dropped the card back in the hole, sealed the panel, and pointed toward the nearest pile of real rocks. “Hide. Now.”

      Sophie didn’t argue. She scrambled over the rim, dropped into a squat, and yanked Leo down beside her. They pressed against the cold stone, hearts beating in sync, eyes on the path.

      The cyclist appeared with almost comical suddenness—one moment the trail was empty, the next there he was, a streak of matte-black gear, helmet, and mirrored sunglasses. Even his gloves were unbranded, the kind they sold at pro shops but never in retail. The bike was top-tier: full suspension, carbon fiber, and a stealthy, paintless finish.

      He skidded to a controlled stop at the boulder, kicked the rear wheel into the dust, and stepped off without looking around. It was pure confidence, or maybe arrogance. The rider moved straight for the stone, tapped three times at the seam, then knelt to open the panel.

      From their hiding spot, Leo could see the man’s hands—bony, quick, a ragged scar on the left knuckle. He pulled out a thin, padded envelope from his backpack, slid it into the cavity, and pressed the panel closed. The whole operation took less than thirty seconds.

      The biker stood, paused, then glanced over his shoulder. For a second, Sophie was sure he’d seen them. But he just adjusted his helmet, wiped his nose on his sleeve, and mounted the bike. In a flash, he was gone—down the side path, tires biting into the loose sand, dust hanging in the air where he’d been.

      Sophie waited a full minute, counting the beats of her heart, before standing. Leo exhaled, slow and shaky. “Holy crap. That was⁠—”

      “A drop,” she said. “Textbook.”

      They hurried to the boulder. Leo popped the panel, and Sophie reached inside, fishing out the envelope. It was heavier than it looked, and sealed with a strip of security tape.

      She held it up to the light, but couldn’t see through.

      “Don’t open it here,” Leo said, voice low. “If he’s watching, he’ll know we’re onto him.”

      Sophie nodded, tucking the envelope into an evidence bag. She scanned the ridge, every sense on alert.

      “Let’s get out before someone else shows up,” she said.

      They retraced their steps, adrenaline numbing the cold, the envelope a solid, thrilling weight in Sophie’s pack.

      At the car, they finally let themselves breathe.

      Leo leaned against the hood, blowing air through his hands. “You get a look at his face?”

      “Not a chance,” Sophie replied. “But I got a shot of his bike. Frame, tires, the whole build.”

      He grinned, eyes bright. “That’s enough to go on. Sam can run it through the local shops, maybe even the police. There can’t be more than three bikes like that in all of Utah.”

      She looked at the envelope, then at the line of the trail disappearing into the next valley. “He’ll be back,” she said. “He thinks nobody saw him.”

      Leo pushed off the car, looked her in the eye. “So do we come back tonight?”

      Sophie smiled, the whole arc of the morning reflected in her posture. “I think we do one better. We leave the envelope, but put something else in the drop. A note. See what happens.”

      He liked the plan instantly. “And maybe set up a camera. Old school—GoPro with motion detection.”

      They stood there, cold and tired and wired, watching the trail as the wind tugged at the trees and erased the last trace of their own footprints.

      In the space between heartbeats, Sophie knew: this was bigger than stolen gadgets and fake boulders. This was a game, and someone out there was playing for keeps.

      But for the first time, she and Leo had a move to make.

      She closed the hatch on the envelope, then turned to him, grinning despite herself.

      “Ready to get weird?” she asked.

      Leo’s face split in a smile. “Always.”

      The mountain waited, silent as ever.

      But now, it was listening.
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      The Zen Nest’s main lodge looked nothing like the place Leo remembered from the early morning, when it was all dew and shadows and the brittle quiet of a new day. By dusk, every inch had been spun into a dream of mountain hospitality: gauzy string lights dipped from the timber beams, every wooden table bore a clutch of wildflowers and wax-dripping votives, and the evening sun spilled gold through the wide open windows, pushing out the last of the chill. There was a current in the air, a low thrum of wedding energy that made even the dog-tired staffers move with a little extra snap.

      The clear space in the center, usually reserved for yoga or awkward pre-coffee stretching, had been commandeered by Melinda Walters—the line-dance instructor and, according to her own business card, “Chief Boot Stomper.” Melinda stood five-foot-nothing in her custom boots, braid whipping her back as she counted out loud, “Left, right, STOMP, turn, and—line!” Her voice carried over the growing crowd, and not a soul doubted she could have wrangled cattle or hungover groomsmen with the same ease.

      Leo, by force of personality and Becky’s encouragement, had found himself in the front row of the Duck Creek Shuffle’s inaugural run, wedged between two groomsmen who looked like they’d never danced without a PlayStation controller. The lodge floor was a map of motion: boots in motion, arms swinging, laughter surging up as Melinda barked corrections and made small, exacting adjustments. “No, hon, your other left—watch your heels or you’ll end up in the canyon,” she crowed, and everyone laughed, because everyone had at least considered it.

      Sophie lingered at the edge, notebook in hand, her gaze taking in every face and every movement with her signature quiet focus. She rarely joined in on “group activities,” unless you counted impromptu gear repairs or crime scene recon, but her smile was genuine as she watched Leo try to master the grapevine with his feet and film the moment for posterity at the same time.

      Somewhere behind her, the kitchen worked at full tilt, sending up little thermal ghosts of barbecue and honeyed cornbread. Glasses clinked, the soundtrack was a mix of country pop and whatever Melinda thought would move butts faster, and the mountain breeze kept everything lively—occasionally swirling napkins and table cards into the air, confetti style.

      Leo kicked, turned, and managed not to collide with the groomsman beside him, who muttered, “How do you even know the steps?” “You don’t,” Leo whispered back, “you just fake it until Melinda yells at you personally.” Melinda, naturally, heard this from three lines over and barked, “Faking is fine, but stomp with conviction, son!”

      The line snaked toward the edge of the cleared space, and Leo caught a glimpse of Marcus Reeves at the drink station, a little out of place in his pressed jeans and the hat that, rumor had it, cost more than some of the wedding rings in the room. Marcus nursed a local lager and watched the scene with the detached curiosity of a wildlife researcher—every now and then, jotting something on his phone, probably tracking “line dance error rate by guest sobriety.”

      As the dance approached its crescendo—Melinda cranking the volume, the beat picking up, every boot in the room now more or less in sync—a sudden gust ripped through the lodge, gathering force as it funneled between the open doors. For a heartbeat, the whole scene froze. On the final turn, Marcus’s hat lifted off his head like a flying saucer and sailed into the evening, out over the porch, tumbling toward the canyon beyond.

      What happened next was pure reflex. Leo, already in forward motion, broke from the line and sprinted across the floor, his boots striking sharp on the wood. “Hat!” someone yelled. “Oh, no!” shrieked a bridesmaid. Sophie, without missing a beat, was already moving to the nearest exit, eyes tracking the hat’s arc.

      Leo hit the porch, saw the hat spinning at the edge of the deck. He lunged, grabbing the brim just as it toppled over the rail—snatching it from thin air with a twist that left him sprawled half-over the railing, the hat clutched in both hands. The guests roared, half in applause and half in horror that the “videographer” had nearly been lost to the ravine.

      Melinda, never one to miss a beat, called, “Give that man a medal—and maybe a bandage!” as Leo staggered back, hat held high, face flushed and grinning. He made a show of dusting off the brim, then bowed, returning the trophy to Marcus with the flourish of a seasoned maître d’.

      Marcus took the hat with a look of genuine gratitude, clapped Leo on the shoulder, and said, “You saved my dignity and my credit score. Thank you.” The line-dance instructor winked, gave Leo a thumbs-up, and reset her boots for the next round.

      The party took on a new voltage after that—guests drifting to the open windows to tell and retell the story, the bride’s family making a toast to “the courage of heroes and the power of hats,” even the bartender slinging free shots for a while in Leo’s honor. It was as if the moment had given everyone permission to loosen up, to laugh a little louder and talk a little more openly.

      On the edge of the action, Sophie leaned against a support beam, watching the room. She flipped open her notebook, wrote something in shorthand, then looked at Leo, who was already retelling the “hat rescue” to a trio of giddy bridesmaids. He mimed the leap, the wind, the slow-motion grab. He made it look easy, but she could see the scrape on his knuckles and the energy still humming through him.

      She caught his eye, raised an eyebrow in silent amusement. He shrugged, still grinning, and wandered over.

      “You okay?” she asked, her tone light.

      “I’ll live,” Leo said, examining his scraped hand. “It was almost worth it for the applause. Did you see Marcus? I think I broke through the data-nerd shell.”

      Sophie nodded, then gestured at the lodge’s center, where Melinda had started up the dance again—now with twice as many volunteers, and several guests in sock feet because their shoes had been declared “a public hazard.” “You going back in?” she asked.

      “Are you?” Leo shot back.

      Sophie grinned. “Only if you want to see me stomp a hole in the floor.”

      They stood side-by-side for a moment, soaking in the noise and warmth, the glow of the candles, the feel of the mountain all around them. The last rays of sunlight caught in the glassware and made rainbows on the ceiling.

      “I like it here,” Leo said, soft and sincere.

      Sophie nodded. “Me too. Even the chaos feels safe.”

      A beat passed, and then Melinda’s voice cut through: “Second set! All partners—new or otherwise—front and center!”

      Leo gave a theatrical bow and offered his arm. “Would you do me the honor?”

      Sophie laughed, snapped her notebook shut, and took it.

      The room blurred into a whirl of motion, boots and laughter and the synchronized slap of feet on wood. The mountain outside was darkening, the world turning silver and blue. But inside the lodge, it was all light, all life, all the wild and stubborn hope of people coming together for no better reason than joy.

      And that, Leo thought, was worth every scrape and every sore muscle he’d have tomorrow.

      Even if Sophie did, in fact, stomp a hole in the floor.
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      The Duck Creek Shuffle left its mark—both on the soles of Leo’s boots and on the mood of the room, which had shed its last bit of pre-wedding tension. The guests drifted into loose knots around the long wooden tables, pouring drinks and dissecting the performance with the air of survivors retelling a near-miss. Melinda, gleaming with pride and a thin sheen of sweat, commandeered a folding chair and immediately began critiquing the “flair per step” of each participant.

      Leo found himself at the edge of the crowd, debating between another mug of root beer or one of the pale ales chilling in the communal ice tub, when Marcus sidled up beside him. The former had exchanged his heroically rescued hat for a more defensible position next to the drinks table, and he kept one wary eye on the open doors in case round two of the wind made another play for his dignity.

      “Nice catch,” Marcus said, his voice more gravel than usual, either from gratitude or from the two-finger pour in his glass. “I owe you one.”

      Leo shrugged. “All part of the service. If you ever need to recover a hat from a volcano, I’m your guy.”

      Marcus offered a ghost of a smile, then dropped his voice. “Listen, this is going to sound nuts, but…” He hesitated, scanning the room. “Have you ever had your fitness tracker go rogue?”

      Leo grinned, assuming a joke. “Only when it shames me for ‘inactive hours.’ Why?”

      Marcus leaned in. “Mine glitched out this afternoon. Thought I was on the other side of the lodge, but I was literally in the shower. Then, for a minute, it started logging someone else’s heart rate. Spiked, dropped, spiked again, like it was tracking two people at once.”

      He checked Leo’s face for a reaction. Leo, remembering the cache of trackers, the blue pigment at the boulder, and Sophie’s relentless notetaking, suddenly wasn’t sure this was funny at all.

      “Could be a Bluetooth thing?” Leo offered, a little too brightly. “Maybe one of the wedding guests is on your wavelength.”

      Marcus shook his head. “It pinged an unfamiliar device. Called itself ‘Ghost Runner.’ Then it stopped, right before the dance. Just—gone.”

      Leo’s brain raced. “Did you keep the logs?”

      “Yeah,” Marcus said, fishing out his phone. “If you want, I can show you the transfer. It’s all timestamps and junk, but maybe you’re into that sort of thing.”

      Leo tried to act casual, but his pulse was picking up speed. “I’ll look at it later. Sophie’s the data whisperer. She can probably spot something.”

      Marcus nodded, taking a deep pull from his glass. “It’s probably nothing. Just weirded me out, you know?”

      Before Leo could say more, Sophie appeared at his side, two glasses in hand and a look on her face that said she’d already replayed the entire conversation from across the room.

      She handed Leo the ale and, with a practiced smile, said, “Hey, Marcus. You survived the dance?”

      “Barely,” Marcus replied. “I’m more at home with spreadsheets than shuffles.”

      “Me too,” Sophie said, clinking glasses with him. “But I think Leo’s got the bug now.”

      Marcus excused himself with a polite nod and drifted off, leaving them at the edge of the candlelight.

      Sophie waited until he was out of earshot. “You heard about the tracker, right?” she said, voice pitched for privacy.

      Leo nodded. “You’re thinking what I’m thinking?”

      She didn’t answer immediately, just tugged him a step farther from the crowd, into the dark paneled hallway between the kitchen and the restrooms. The noise of the party fell away, replaced by the faint clatter of plates and the hum of the walk-in cooler.

      Sophie glanced around, then leaned in. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence. The GPS tracker, the fake boulders, the bike drops—they’re using the trackers to follow guests. Maybe even to predict when rooms are empty.”

      Leo’s mouth went dry. “So you think the fitness app is a vector? That the thief is spoofing data to see who’s where?”

      Sophie nodded, eyes sharp in the low light. “Yes. And they’re getting smarter. If Marcus’s tracker picked up a device named ‘Ghost Runner,’ it means someone was close, maybe even inside the lodge.”

      He tried to process it all. “That explains why the gear thief always strikes when people are out, never when they’re around. They’re using the trackers as a net.”

      “And,” Sophie said, flipping open her notebook, “they’re piggybacking on the wedding’s own schedule. Every event, every hike, every dance—it’s all listed on the public calendar. All they need to do is sync up the movements.”

      Leo whistled, low and admiring. “That’s cold.”

      She grinned, even as her jaw set in determination. “So is the mountain. But we can be colder.”

      They stood close for a moment, the weight of the conspiracy buzzing between them.

      “What do we do?” Leo asked.

      Sophie closed her notebook with a snap. “We catch them in the act. And we use the wedding’s biggest event—tomorrow’s sunrise walk—to set a trap.”

      Leo grinned, the old adventure spark reigniting. “You want to fake a tracker? Lead them on a wild goose chase?”

      “Exactly,” Sophie said, her eyes glinting. “We’ll use Marcus’s logs as bait. If they’re watching, they’ll bite.”

      They sealed the plan with a quiet clink of glasses.

      Just then, a cheer went up from the main lodge. Tamantha, flushed and radiant, had clambered onto a bench and was calling for attention—no easy feat with this crowd.

      Sophie squeezed Leo’s arm. “Showtime,” she whispered.

      They slipped back into the lodge, joining the swirl of guests, ready for the next act.

      But this time, Leo thought, they knew the dance.
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      The crowd thickened as the night rolled in, drawing the wedding party closer together in the honeyed light of the main lodge. By the time Tamantha climbed onto a bench in the center of the room, a hush had already settled—a pause that was half anticipation, half reverence, as if everyone sensed this was the moment all the spectacle and weirdness had been building toward.

      She wore a crown of quartz and wildflower, the petals catching the candlelight as she raised her glass. “Everyone!” Tamantha’s voice, trained by a lifetime of drama camp and influencer reels, needed no help from the room’s acoustics. “Before we eat, before we toast, I just want to share how much this means to me. To us.”

      The room answered with a rustle of anticipation, glasses lifted, the kitchen pausing even the clang of pans.

      Tamantha drew a breath and let it out slow. “Some of you know I’m not exactly… traditional. But from the moment Tom and I set foot in Duck Creek, I felt it—like something ancient and huge was looking out for us. When I read about the Stone People, I just knew they were blessing our wedding. I felt them, you guys. This place, these rocks, this whole ridiculous, beautiful mountain—” her hand swept the room, her audience caught in the palm of it, “—it’s all part of the story. And I can’t imagine a better group to share it with.”

      She paused, eyes glossy but bright. “So if you see me out at dawn tomorrow, talking to the hoodoos, don’t call the police. Just know I’m trying to soak up every bit of love this canyon has to give. You are all part of that love. Thank you for being here. Thank you for believing in the weird.”

      A shimmer of applause, warm and genuine, circled the lodge. Tom, clearly caught off-guard by the emotion, lifted his glass with both hands and blinked back a smile that didn’t know how to hide itself.

      As Tamantha hopped down—narrowly missing a stray beer bottle—Sophie hung back, letting the room’s mood wash over her. She was not immune to sentiment, but she was also not immune to the undercurrent: the way the Garrisons had drifted through the crowd during the speech, touching shoulders, whispering into ears, leaving behind a paper trail of their business cards.

      Wade and Sloane moved like seasoned ballroom dancers, each “chance” encounter with a guest perfectly timed, their bright faces and tailored fleeces an advertisement for adventure. Sophie watched as they closed in on a table of out-of-towners, their voices low and hypnotic. In the space of a minute, Sloane had one woman’s hand in hers, promising “a sunrise you’ll never forget” and “off-the-map access nobody else in Utah can get you.” The next moment, Wade was confiding in a pair of realtors about a “new venture, totally hush-hush, but with ROI through the roof.” Cards passed, emails got punched into phones, and by the time Tom’s best man started the toast, the Garrisons had already secured half a dozen follow-ups.

      Sophie edged closer, hovering just outside the circle. She tried to look casual—cup of tea in one hand, notebook in the other, as if she were sketching the layout for tomorrow’s brunch. But she was close enough to hear Sloane switch tactics, voice going low and intimate as she leaned in to a pair of groomsmen.

      “Do you hike?” Sloane asked, eyes bright with the promise of secret knowledge.

      “Not much,” said the taller of the two, “but I like running.”

      She nodded. “We’ve got a hidden trail, barely marked on the maps, but the views are insane. It’s a little risky, but if you’re up for it…” She trailed off, letting the challenge hang.

      Sophie scribbled in her notebook: Sloane—scouting solo hikers? Targeting for AM? Watch for shift change.

      She moved to the fireplace, where the bride’s parents were holding court. Wade had already reached them, all smiles and humility, listening rapt as Tamantha’s mother recounted the family’s history with the canyon. Sophie watched as he pocketed a business card from the bride’s father, then quickly handed one back—sleight of hand smooth enough that, if she hadn’t been watching for it, she would’ve missed it entirely.

      Back at the drink station, Leo caught her gaze and tilted his head in the universal “get over here” gesture.

      She obliged, tucking herself into the narrow space between Leo and the window, the mountain outside gone black except for the faint silver of moonlight on snow.

      “You see what I see?” Leo whispered.

      She tapped her notebook. “Sloane’s mapping the guests. She wants to know who’ll be out tomorrow, and when.”

      He grinned, already on her wavelength. “Wade’s doing the same, but with the parents. Getting in good with the money.”

      Sophie thought for a moment. “They’re planning a move, but it’s not just theft. They want something bigger.”

      Leo’s eyes flicked to the Garrisons, now circulating toward the kitchen for dessert. “We need to get ahead of them.”

      “We will,” Sophie promised. “But tonight, we watch. We gather.”

      He nodded, and for a second, their reflection in the dark window looked like two detectives in a noir film—one with a notebook, one with a camera, both with secrets to burn.

      As Tamantha started the next round of speeches, the air grew thick with stories and hope and a little too much boxed wine. The windows steamed up with laughter. The night, for all its strangeness, felt almost holy.

      But the mountain was still listening.

      And somewhere out there, so was their quarry.
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      The candles burned low. The Garrisons made their exit, arm in arm, leaving a wake of intrigued guests and unanswered questions. Tom and Tamantha disappeared into the night, trailed by friends and the sweet, feral yip of someone’s borrowed husky. Only the oldest parents and the staff remained, tidying and refilling and sweeping up the day.

      At a side table, Sophie and Leo compared notes—pages and photos, memories and hunches. They talked in low voices, calibrating the plan for the morning: decoy trackers, fake schedules, subtle signals. If the thief wanted a target, they’d get one, but not the one they expected.

      At midnight, the mountain settled, the stars sharp and crystalline above. Sophie closed her notebook with a decisive snap.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      Leo flexed his hand, the scrape from the hat rescue already scabbed over. “Always.”

      They slipped out onto the deck, the air shock-cold but clean, the whole world reset for tomorrow.

      A mile away, on the other side of the canyon, a faint light blinked, then vanished.

      The night, as ever, was full of promise.
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      The bonfire up at the Zen Nest had drawn nearly everyone: guests, staff, even the last straggler from the kitchen who’d sworn they’d never again clean barbecue sauce off a cast iron grill. The air behind the main cabins felt thinner than usual, scraped clean by the wind and left with just a few stragglers—owl, rabbit, the two kids from the neighboring cabin arguing about who’d win in a fight: a mountain lion or three raccoons in a trench coat.

      That left the Overlook Suite quiet, save for the tick-tick of the baseboard heater. Sophie eyed the cabin’s dark windows and nodded to Leo, who was already unspooling a half-formed alibi in case Becky caught them snooping. “If anyone asks, I’m here to check the batteries on the carbon monoxide detector,” he whispered. “I’ll make it sound heroic.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes, but inside she was grateful—no way she could do this alone, not with the residual static of their last close call still humming in her veins.

      The lock on the Overlook was a joke: four-digit code, same as the rest, and the last guest had posted it on Instagram with a picture of their dog in a cowboy hat. The door gave with barely a click, and the cabin’s dimness spilled out to meet them. It was all reclaimed wood and stone veneer, but with an undercurrent of ozone and burnt dust—like every rental in the American West, ever.

      “Lights?” Leo whispered.

      Sophie shook her head. “Moon’s enough. Less to explain if we get caught.”

      Inside, the cabin was colder than she’d expected. She let her eyes adjust, tracing the rectangle of the living room and the open kitchen beyond. The air was thick with silence, broken only by the distant pulse of the bonfire’s playlist—the faintest warble of country pop filtering through insulated glass.

      Leo hovered near the entry, phone at the ready. Sophie moved with purpose, her boots barely making a sound on the cork-plank flooring. She navigated by memory: left past the dumbwaiter, right at the fake taxidermy beaver, into the hallway where the trail runner had stayed last week. The room was exactly as she’d left it—bed made, but with the military crispness of a cleaning crew in a hurry, and the windows unlatched at the bottom, as if waiting for someone to slip back in.

      She flicked open her notebook and thumbed to the page she’d marked with the serial number: “GTX-244-1996.”

      “Nightstand,” she whispered. “Left side.”

      Leo trailed, shoulders hunched, trying to shrink himself to a smaller target. Sophie eased open the top drawer. Nothing—just a spare coaster and a wrapper from a granola bar, the “organic” kind with more sugar than a candy bar. She crouched, then swept her hand under the nightstand. The smooth curve of plastic bit her palm: she had it.

      The tracker was smaller than she remembered, not much more than a flash drive taped to the wood. A green LED blinked—slow, almost lazy. Sophie peeled it away, cradling it in her hand, then straightened.

      Leo whistled under his breath. “You sure that’s the one?”

      Sophie angled it toward the moonlight, fingers splayed around the serial. “One hundred percent.” She pocketed it, then let her gaze drift across the room.

      Something was off. The air had a charge, the hair on her arms prickling with the sense that she was walking through someone else’s unfinished thought.

      She scanned the room, this time as a problem set and not a guest. That’s when she noticed the picture frames: three on the dresser, one slightly tilted. She crossed, nudged the frame. It moved easier than glass should. She flipped it, revealing the hollowed-back: a tangle of wire, a flat watch-battery, and a postage-stamp circuit board tacked in place with clear tape.

      “Leo, look.”

      He knelt, squinting at the back of the frame. “DIY or pro?”

      Sophie picked at the edge. “DIY, but with pro components. That’s a Wi-Fi chip—see?” She pulled a penlight from her pocket, keeping the beam tight. “Someone’s broadcasting in here.”

      “Broadcasting what?” Leo’s voice was tight, the nerves starting to creep in.

      “Not sure yet,” she said, but her mouth was going dry. “Let’s check the rest.”

      They worked fast. Under the lamp: a round black pod, smaller than a golf ball, with a pinhole on one face. In the base of the plant pot: a sliver of black tape, covering another bit of silicon. Leo even found a weird, flat disk Velcroed inside the battery compartment of the TV remote.

      They piled the devices in the center of the bed, the collection growing more menacing with each addition. Sophie probed the lamp pod with her multitool, felt the pop as the base gave way. Inside: another battery, and a tiny microphone.

      “Surveillance?” Leo asked.

      Sophie shook her head. “No, these aren’t mics. Not exactly.” She pressed the power button on the TV remote, watching the blue LED on the tracker. It pulsed, then shifted to red.

      “They’re syncing,” she said. “These are all part of a mesh.”

      Leo blinked. “A mesh?”

      “A web,” Sophie said, rolling the tracker between her fingers. “They’re not recording—they’re relaying. Intercepting local signals, then bouncing them somewhere else. Whoever set this up is catching every Bluetooth and Wi-Fi packet that passes through.” She picked up the TV remote, pointed it at the bed, then at the window. “They’re mapping every device in range.”

      Leo’s eyes widened. “So that’s how they knew the gear was unattended. They just pinged the fitness trackers, the GoPros, the phones… If your device stops moving, or goes dark, it means you left it behind. Or went to sleep.”

      Sophie nodded. “Or, more likely, they wait for a ‘no motion’ signal, and then move in.”

      Leo ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus. It’s like the world’s laziest Big Brother.”

      She grinned, but it was all teeth. “Not lazy. Efficient. No need to watch the cabins—just the signals.”

      She swept the room one more time, caught the faintest whiff of cigarette smoke near the back window, and frowned.

      “They’re using the rental as a test site,” she said. “Every new guest, new batch of devices. After a day, they could map the entire canyon.”

      Leo let out a low whistle. “If this was a movie, now’s when the lights go out and we get axed.”

      She pocketed the notebook. “Don’t tempt fate.”

      As if on cue, the floorboards outside the suite creaked. A slow, deliberate step—then another, closer, above the radiator’s hum.

      Sophie froze. Leo’s eyes locked on hers, fear real and sudden.

      They moved in sync: bathroom, door ajar just enough to see through the sliver. Sophie slid the tracker into her boot, Leo braced himself against the wall, shoulders rigid. The air was so thin it felt like they were breathing pure voltage.

      A silhouette shifted outside the bathroom—tall, broad, with a headlamp off and hanging around the neck. For a moment, the shape lingered, scanning the room in three long, sweeping motions. Then the light snapped on, flooding the bed and the devices piled on the comforter.

      The figure stepped in, careful and light on its feet. Not a guest, not a wedding hanger-on, but someone who knew exactly where to step to avoid the creaky boards. They bent over the bed, examined the mess, and started pocketing the devices—quick, precise, as if they knew what belonged and what didn’t.

      Leo’s breath was a hot throb against Sophie’s ear. He mouthed, “Should we bail?”

      She shook her head, then pointed at the tracker in her boot. Leo nodded, jaw clenched.

      The figure swept the devices into a small pouch, then turned and headed for the door, moving with the same careful precision. The footsteps faded, replaced by the low whine of a vehicle engine—probably an electric bike, maybe even the same one they’d seen near the drop.

      Sophie exhaled, and it felt like the world started up again, time resuming its ordinary sluggish pace.

      She risked a glance into the hallway, found it empty. She gestured to Leo, and they ghosted out, closing the door behind them with a soft snick.

      They hit the cold air and didn’t stop moving until the path opened up to the main drive. Only then did Sophie let her pulse return to normal. She fished the tracker from her boot, rolled it in her palm, and grinned.

      “We just broke their web,” she said. “Let’s see what the spider does when it finds the hole.”

      Leo managed a shaky laugh. “You want to stake out the Overlook?”

      Sophie shook her head. “We already did. Now we set the trap.”

      They headed up toward the bonfire, the moon bright overhead, the world suddenly wide and full of possibility. The only thing that mattered now was who would make the next move.

      And whether they’d be fast enough to catch it.
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      Sophie and Leo watched from their cramped perch in the bathroom, the door barely cracked, both breathing through their mouths and willing themselves invisible. The footsteps in the suite weren’t the slow, ponderous shuffle of a tipsy guest or the deliberate stalk of a thief. They were sharp, clipped, almost too confident for a place where no one was supposed to be.

      The figure stopped at the center of the room, letting the headlamp dangle loose. For a long moment, there was only the sound of the heater’s whisper and a faint scuff as the intruder toed the rug aside. Then came the quick, practiced rustle of hands at work—snapping the hollow picture frame off its nail, flipping it, and, with a click, plucking the device from the back. The same hand swept the lamp aside, dug under the fake cactus, and came away with the black pod. Each movement was athletic, precise, deliberate. Not the work of an amateur or a guest who’d had one too many.

      The person, now near the bed, bent and lifted the nightstand in a single clean motion, like they’d done it a hundred times. They snatched the tracker off its tape, then checked something on a phone held low, almost hidden from view.

      Leo squinted through the gap, catching just enough of a profile to recognize the shape: high ponytail, tight navy shirt, the faint gold glint of a catering staff lanyard still around the neck. Jess—at least, that’s what the nametag had read, and Leo’s memory for faces never failed, even under duress.

      “Jess from the kitchen,” he mouthed. Sophie nodded, every muscle strung tight.

      As Jess finished the sweep, she paused. The bathroom light, though off, allowed a whisper of moon through the frosted glass. For a second, Jess’s eyes fixed on the door, her face unreadable in the gray. Leo clamped his hand on Sophie’s arm, sure they were busted. But Jess only cocked her head, checked the window, and then turned away.

      She zipped the devices into a little black pouch, did a full circuit of the room, then eased the door open and slipped into the hallway. Her boots made barely a sound, but Leo and Sophie both heard the creak as Jess ghosted down the back stairs.

      They waited five long seconds before Sophie whispered, “Let’s go.”

      They moved in a practiced, wordless tandem: Leo checked the hallway while Sophie gathered her notes, then both slid into the darkness and shut the suite behind them. The world outside was bright with moon, the shadows almost geometric, slicing the ground into stripes of blue and white. The wind was gone, replaced by an arctic stillness that amplified every footstep, every click of a pebble against a board.

      Jess was moving fast, and they only caught a glimpse of her ponytail as she skirted behind the cabin, toward the service path that ringed the property. Sophie and Leo flanked the walkway, sticking close to the building until they could drop into the hard-packed snow at the margin.

      “She’s heading for the lot,” Sophie murmured, not breaking stride.

      Leo’s lungs burned, but he managed to keep pace, a half-dozen yards behind her, careful to keep Jess’s silhouette always in view. The main lodge was a distant beacon, the bonfire’s red glow and laughter now filtered through the hush of the trees.

      The Zen Nest had a way of making even short distances feel huge. Every step off the main path crunched loud, every move risked a betraying echo. They ducked behind a woodpile as Jess paused near the utility shed, then pressed on when she did.

      At the edge of the lot, Jess slowed. There, in the deep shadow between two snowplowed cars, stood another figure. Leo couldn’t see the face—only the glint of moonlight on the edges of a helmet and the barest white flash of teeth.

      The exchange was quiet, almost too fast to catch: Jess passed over the pouch, the other person checked it, then handed back what looked like a white envelope, thick and rigid. Jess tucked it into her vest and, after a quick scan for witnesses, turned and jogged toward the main buildings.

      Sophie and Leo held their breath. They’d ducked behind the trunk of an old pine, half exposed, but the shadow near the cars never moved toward them.

      Sophie risked a peek. The other person lingered, fiddling with something at their belt. The moon caught their shoes—fancy mountain bike shoes, the kind with aggressive tread and highlighter-orange logos along the sole. Leo almost grinned: he’d seen those same shoes that morning, on Wade Garrison, when Wade had braced one foot against a picnic table and showed off his “superior European cleat system” to a group of bored groomsmen.

      Leo leaned in, whispering as close to Sophie’s ear as he dared: “It’s Wade. The shoes—look.”

      She nodded. “Saw it.”

      After a minute, Wade drifted away, not back toward the bonfire or the cabins, but across the icy lot and down the old service road. Leo and Sophie waited until the parking lot was empty before stepping out from behind the pine.

      They watched Jess cut across the open grass toward the staff entrance, the white envelope pressed flat against her side. When she vanished into the back of the lodge, Sophie let out a long, careful breath.

      “We need to get that envelope,” she said, voice steady but low.

      Leo nodded. “But not tonight. If they see us, it’s over.”

      They ducked back into the shadows, making for the side trail that would bring them around the cabins and back to the guest deck. The cold had set in for real, fingers and ears stinging with the bite, but neither wanted to be the first to suggest going inside.

      At the top of the hill, the lodge was alive again—voices raised, a chorus of “Sweet Caroline” trailing down from the bonfire. For a moment, they were just two kids who’d snuck out past curfew, all the drama and dread of the last hour replaced by a simple, heart-thumping thrill.

      Sophie looked at Leo, her face still lit with moonlight, and managed a smile. “You think they’re running this whole thing out of the kitchen? That the catering crew are the muscle?”

      Leo shrugged. “Jess collects, Wade delivers, someone else flips the gear.” He grinned. “It’s a whole pyramid scheme.”

      “Except instead of vitamins, they’re moving GPS data,” Sophie said, then laughed, a thin and tired sound, but real.

      They skulked the perimeter of the cabins, stopping once to let a group of late-night smokers pass, then bee-lined for their own room. Only when the door was locked behind them did they let themselves relax.

      Leo slumped against the wall. “You okay?”

      Sophie nodded, rummaging through her notebook for the page with the serial numbers. She tapped her pencil on the cover, thinking.

      “They’re not just stealing gadgets,” she said. “They’re mapping the entire mountain, then picking it clean.”

      He watched her work, the old buzz of their friendship—equal parts daring and data—settling in his bones.

      “We should tell Becky,” Leo said, voice softer now. “Or at least, let her know someone’s using the property for drop-offs.”

      Sophie didn’t look up. “Not yet. We need more. A name, a face, a confession, something the Sheriff can’t ignore.”

      He bit his lip, then said, “We could stake out the drop tomorrow. See who else shows up. Maybe catch them in the act.”

      She nodded, flipping the notebook closed. “Yeah. Sunrise. Bring your camera. I’ll bring snacks.”

      They sat in the half-dark for a while, letting their heart rates drift back toward normal. Outside, the night pressed close around the Zen Nest, the only sound the slow, contented crackle of the bonfire on the far side of the ridge.

      Inside, two detectives, self-appointed and underqualified, plotted their next move.

      For now, that was enough.
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      The world shrank to a hundred square yards of canyon deck and the slice of night visible between the eaves. Sophie sat cross-legged on a splintery Adirondack, the steam from her tea barely visible in the cold. Leo paced the plank boards, hoodie zipped high, one eye on his phone and the other on the constellation of lights above. Somewhere below, the last vestiges of the bonfire bash blipped and faded—cheers, the stray clatter of a half-empty can, Becky’s voice rising to referee a game of “wedding dare” gone off the rails.

      For a long while, neither of them said much. The night was thick with thinking.

      It was Leo who finally broke the silence. “So. Tomorrow, after breakfast, we march this straight to the sheriff?” He rolled his phone between his palms, as if the warmth would push the idea to life.

      Sophie didn’t answer right away. She traced a fingertip along the mug’s rim, eyes on the black horizon. “If we do, what do we show him? That Wade owns nice shoes? That Jess has a side hustle?”

      Leo bristled, but nodded. “Yeah, but the pattern—the handoff, the trackers, the way they’re using the bikes as delivery. It’s all right there.”

      Sophie thumbed the elastic band of her notebook, thinking. “It’s not enough.” She sipped her tea. “Sheriff Adams likes the kind of proof that leaves a bruise or makes a sound.”

      “Or gets caught on camera,” Leo said, a spark catching. “You said it yourself: They’ll be back. They’re predictable.”

      Sophie looked up, the moon silver on her face. “Even then, Adams will say we can’t prove intent. That maybe Wade’s training for an all-night bike race, or Jess was cleaning up guest electronics as a courtesy.”

      She let the thought dangle, then added, “We need them caught in the act. Or better—caught talking about it.”

      Leo stuffed his hands into his pockets, paced another lap. “You got a bug in mind? Or do we dress up like hoodoos and scare them straight?”

      Sophie almost smiled. “I was thinking about what Becky said. On the first day. About the Canyon Acoustic Mirror.”

      He stopped. “The thing where a whisper at one overlook bounces straight to the other side?”

      Sophie nodded, tapping her mug. “Sound travels weird up here. Especially at night, when the air’s dense and there’s no wind. If they’re using the Rim Trail for drop-offs, and if they meet at the edge⁠—”

      “We could hear them,” Leo finished, the idea catching on. “Even if they’re a mile away.”

      “Or more,” Sophie said. “If we set up on the east deck, and if we know the exact time and spot, we can listen in. Maybe even record it.”

      Leo brightened, the fatigue gone for a second. “That’s next-level, Fixer. How do you know when they’ll do it?”

      She flipped her notebook to the page with the margin notes from the napkin-map. “Jess made the last sweep just after ten. Wade likes early. If I were him, I’d go when no one else is awake. Midnight, maybe a little after.”

      Leo checked his watch: 10:34. “So we’ve got time to gear up.”

      Sophie already had the list. “Binoculars, phone for audio, maybe a parabolic mic if the AV closet has one. Warm clothes, snacks. You can’t chase a thief on an empty stomach.”

      He laughed, low and genuine. “You’re the best detective on the mountain. I’ll raid the kitchen for supplies.”

      They split the task—Leo to the supply shed, Sophie to the AV closet off the main lodge, then back to the deck with a haul of mismatched gear: one battered set of binocs, a wind-up flashlight, a pair of hand warmers with “Property of Duck Creek Wellness” scrawled in Sharpie. The AV closet, as luck would have it, yielded a long-neglected shotgun mic with a dead squirrel of a windscreen.

      At 11:15, they met again on the deck. The party below had died, the lodge now lit only by the golden glow of the emergency hallway light and the electronic blue of Sophie’s phone. The air was so clear you could almost read the stars.

      Sophie adjusted the mic, aimed it at the lip of the east rim. “If Wade is coming, it’ll be from that service road. Best line of sight, straight to where the wind carries.”

      Leo settled onto the deck beside her, a bag of granola clusters and a flask of “emergency” cocoa between them.

      They waited.

      It was a long, slow hour. The kind of hour that stretches and hollows out the mind, until every passing moth or click of the settling deck became a major event. Twice, Sophie adjusted the gain on the mic, straining for a hint of motion out on the canyon’s edge.

      At 12:09, Leo’s phone vibrated. A blip from the GPS tracker they’d taken from the Overlook cabin—it was online again, pinging a location just south of the service gate.

      Sophie nudged him. “He’s here.”

      Leo lifted the binoculars, scanning the black seam of the ridge. “There,” he whispered, pointing. “Two lights. One front, one rear. He’s riding blackout—no helmet light.”

      Sophie angled the mic, pressed record.

      For a moment, all was silent.

      Then: the faint, tinny clink of a bike freewheel, perfectly clear through the headphones. Next, the murmur of voices, clipped by distance but carried by the canyon’s trickery.

      “—got it?”

      A pause, then Jess’s voice, thin and hurried: “Yes. Three units. Extra batteries.”

      The other voice—Wade’s, unmistakable even when filtered by a mile of open air: “You sure nobody tailed you?”

      “I doubled back. No one awake. We’re clear.”

      Sophie’s heart hammered in her chest. She squeezed Leo’s hand, eyes wide.

      Wade: “I’ll make the drop by sunrise. After the wedding, I’m gone. You know the drill.”

      A rustle, the clatter of a backpack unzipping.

      Jess again: “Next time, we ask for more. The new tracker’s worth a grand, easy.”

      Wade: “We’re not greedy. We’re careful. That’s why we’re still in business.”

      There was a shuffling sound, then the brief, unmistakable hiss of a lighter and the exhale of smoke.

      Wade again, softer: “Thanks, Jess. I mean it.”

      Jess: “Don’t thank me. Just get us paid.”

      A few more mumbled words, then the sound faded, replaced by the low, rhythmic whir of the bike chain as Wade rode off.

      Sophie’s finger trembled on the stop button.

      Leo looked at her, all the exhilaration and terror of the chase alive in his face. “That’s it. We have them.”

      Sophie nodded, letting the relief settle over her like a blanket. “We do.”

      She saved the file, backed it up twice, and tucked the phone into her jacket.

      “We bring this to Adams in the morning,” Leo said, the energy leaking out in a long exhale.

      Sophie agreed, then looked back at the moonlit rim.

      “Want to know the best part?” she said, voice light for the first time all night.

      He leaned in. “What?”

      “We solved it before the wedding.”

      He laughed, loud enough to risk echoing across the canyon.

      The mountain held the sound for a second, then let it go.

      They sat there until the tea went cold and the first hint of dawn streaked the horizon. Neither said much, but it didn’t matter; they’d done what they set out to do.

      The night had delivered. And soon, they would too.
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      At exactly 12:04 AM, Leo and Sophie crept onto the Zen Nest’s upper deck, their boots thick with frost and every zipper on their jackets locked tight against the chill. The night above the canyon was a black bowl, split by the staccato glitter of stars, and the cold was so dry it worked its way straight through gloves and bone.

      Sophie led the way, her steps near-silent as she padded to the very edge of the deck’s overhang. She crouched, then settled onto the splintery planks with her back to the timber railing, scanning the chasm below with the trained patience of a wildlife cam. Leo let his backpack drop with a soft thump, unslung the wind-muffed shotgun mic, and tested the cord to his phone. The tech was basic—barely enough to impress a child—but out here, in the hush of the mountain, it was the difference between silence and revelation.

      He looked to Sophie, who was already setting her phone on record, the blue circle pulsing faintly in the black. “Ready?” she whispered, mouth barely moving.

      Leo nodded. “We’ve got line of sight straight to the Rim Trail. Should bounce right to us if they talk on the overlook.”

      She looked up, calculating angles with her eyes. “Move left two feet. The wood there is less warped.”

      He shuffled, felt the deck groan under his weight, and adjusted the mic to match the new sightline. Satisfied, Sophie nodded and let her head tilt back against the rail, exhaling white into the dark. Leo crouched beside her, wedging his own knees tight to his chest.

      The first hour was a lesson in patience. The cold, fierce at the start, receded to a dull ache in Leo’s toes, then flared again in his fingers each time he dared to reposition the mic. The night was not silent, but rather tuned to a frequency so fine you had to forget about your own heartbeat to hear it: wind licking the pine needles below, a moth battering itself on the deck’s motion light, the distant baritone of a great horned owl lecturing some poor vole in the next valley over. Closer, the deck’s own timbers creaked as the mountain flexed and cooled.

      Every so often, Leo checked the phone’s screen, half expecting to see the battery plummet or the recording stall out. But the blue dot kept blinking. The mic worked. Mostly, they waited.

      Sophie sat like a monk, her face unblinking as she watched the darkness. Only when the wind shifted and the temperature dipped another notch did she break her pose, rolling her neck to stave off the numbness. “See anything?” she whispered.

      Leo raised his chin, eyes adjusting to the nothingness. “Too dark for movement. But I think the sky’s clear enough for the stars to hear us, if that counts.”

      Sophie didn’t smile, but her voice warmed a bit. “Which ones can you see?”

      He traced the sky with a gloved finger, using the deck rail as a protractor. “Orion’s at your two o’clock. Betelgeuse is the shoulder—brightest thing up there right now. There’s the Pleiades, over the east rim. You ever notice how the mountain sort of frames them? Like the whole landscape’s built for a telescope.”

      Sophie grunted, but then said, “Yeah. My brother used to say the Stone People were cosmic surveyors, mapping the stars with the hoodoos as reference points.”

      Leo liked that. He filed it away for later, for a moment when words would matter more than silence.

      The hour stretched, and with it, Leo’s awareness expanded to include every shift of air and every distant rumble. He counted four more owl calls. A mule deer snorted somewhere below, followed by the faint scuffle of hooves on dry needles. The only thing that felt remotely human was the shudder of a distant diesel engine—maybe a snowplow on the highway, maybe just the world reminding itself it could be loud if it wanted to.

      Sophie’s hand, blue-white in the moonlight, nudged his knee. “Check the north side,” she breathed, her lips close to his ear. “I thought I heard something metal. Like a gate.”

      He repositioned, the mic angled toward the service road that wound up from the old ranger gate. He held his own breath, waiting. The deck beneath him vibrated faintly as the wind shifted again, but then he caught it: a clatter, quick and clean, the snap of a chain or a derailleur followed by the soft, rhythmic whir of tire treads on hardpack snow.

      “Bike,” he mouthed.

      Sophie’s eyes sharpened. “Which trail?”

      He closed his eyes, reconstructing the echo. “North. Probably heading for the east overlook. They’ll be at the rim in less than five.”

      She adjusted her phone, thumb ready on the gain. “Keep listening.”

      Leo lost track of time in the next few minutes, so wrapped in the sounds that he almost missed the next cue: a low, almost subsonic grunt, followed by the muffled scrape of shoes on gravel. Then, two voices—one close, one lagging, both male and weirdly formal.

      He locked eyes with Sophie and nodded once. They pressed closer to the rail, knees and shoulders touching.

      The wind held. In the empty bowl of the canyon, the voices traveled perfectly, first as a murmur, then, as the speakers found their angle, as clear as if they stood on the deck beside them.

      “Tomorrow’s target is set,” said the first voice. “Wealthy hiker, camping at Two Thousand Flushes. At least ten K in gear.”

      The second voice, higher, more nervous. “Thought we were finished after this weekend?”

      “Last job, then we’re gone. Too many eyes after tonight.”

      Sophie’s hand trembled against the phone. Leo caught her glance, and she mouthed, “We got them.”

      He nodded, not daring to speak.

      The voices faded as the speakers moved on, replaced by the regular tick-tick of the bike as it rolled away.

      For a long moment, neither of them moved. The mountain resumed its silence, and the cold returned with a vengeance.

      Sophie’s breath came fast and shaky. “Did you get it?” she whispered.

      Leo checked the phone, heart in his throat. The recording was still running, every spike on the waveform a heartbeat in itself.

      He grinned, teeth chattering. “We nailed it.”

      She let out a sound—half laugh, half exhale—and punched his shoulder gently.

      “Let’s get inside,” she said, voice steadier now. “Before we freeze to the deck.”

      They packed up, moving in near silence, and made their way to the side door. The world behind them was unchanged, but everything about it seemed different. The mountain had spoken, and they’d been the first to listen.

      As they ducked inside, the warmth and the hum of the lodge swallowed them up. Sophie stopped just inside, hand on the door.

      “We’re one step ahead,” she said, almost to herself.

      Leo nodded, following her to the relative safety of the hallway, and said, “Let’s keep it that way.”

      Outside, the canyon’s darkness pressed closer, erasing their footprints almost before they were made.

      But the night had heard what it needed to.

      So had they.
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      The second hour of waiting set in like a hangover: everything ached, and every minute passed with the sluggish defiance of a clock stuck just shy of dawn. Sophie flexed her fingers, feeling the slow creep of numbness, and leaned her head back against the icy rail. Leo, who had never been good at holding still for long, shifted his weight every few breaths, but his hands never left the shotgun mic. If anything, he looked even more alive than before, eyes reflecting the distant starlight like a cat on the prowl.

      It was Sophie who first sensed the change. The wind cut out in a single exhale, and in its vacuum, the background noise of the mountain went sharply crystalline. The owl had gone silent, and somewhere far below, a line of car headlights snaked along the highway—motion, but too far off to matter. Then, very faint, came the metallic click and chitter of a freewheel, echoing off the canyon’s north rim.

      She nudged Leo. He instantly focused, scanning the darkness toward the Ice Caves. The sound was distinctive: a bike, not just any bike but a high-end one, the chain running silent and clean, the occasional shift accompanied by the softest tick of an electronic shifter. The rider was coasting, not pushing, gliding the last section of singletrack before hitting the service road.

      “East ridge,” Leo whispered. “He’s using the old shortcut, probably wants to avoid the overlook in case anyone’s stargazing.”

      Sophie adjusted her phone, checking the app’s gain, and swept her gaze along the canyon’s shoulder. The sound grew closer—now punctuated by a brief skid, the squelch of rubber on frost, and a low grunt as the rider caught himself on the downslope. Leo smiled, adrenaline smothering any fatigue.

      He knew the move: “There’s a switchback before Bower’s Cave. If he takes it fast, he’ll overshoot and have to walk it. Listen⁠—”

      Right on cue, the bike stuttered to a stop, and the sound of footsteps—soft, careful, but unmissable in the dry air—took over. Then a second set, lighter but with more shuffle. Two people.

      Leo mouthed, “Two. Not alone.”

      Sophie’s breath quickened. She pinched the mic cable in her gloved hand, steadying it, and made a mental note to check every second of this tape for background. Whoever was coming, they were running a tight clock. And they were close.

      At first, the voices were nothing but winded gasps, the sharp inhale of frozen air after a sprint. Then, as the pair reached the edge of the overlook, words floated up, carried perfectly by the natural parabola of the rock face:

      “—could have waited. You know I hate that trail at night.”

      The response was quick, low, but with a snap of impatience: “We’re on a deadline. If you want the payout, you follow the plan.”

      Sophie held her phone steady, resisting the urge to look at Leo. She had never felt more present, every nerve tuned to the frequency of danger.

      The next exchange came clearer:

      “We need to be off the grid by sunup. The last drop, remember?”

      “I know. Just—” The voice broke off as a rock tumbled away underfoot. “You think anyone’s tracking this?”

      Pause. “Nobody cares what happens up here, unless you screw it up. We’re invisible.”

      A silence, then a laugh—flat, humorless. “Right. Like last time.”

      Then: “Tomorrow’s target is set. Wealthy hiker, camping at Two Thousand Flushes. At least ten K in gear.”

      The line hung in the air, as cold and final as a gunshot. Sophie’s hand trembled against the phone, and she dared a glance at Leo. He was grinning, lips pulled tight in triumph. He tapped the phone’s record light, then his own heart, like a code.

      Got them.

      Another burst of conversation, more muffled now as the pair moved along the overlook. “Once we make the grab, I’m gone. You should be, too.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Meet at the C-store after?”

      “If you want your cut, be there.”

      The conversation dissolved into the scrape and pop of bike cleats, then the whirring hush as they mounted and dropped back onto the trail. Sophie caught the sound of the chain again, this time moving away, and waited until the echo faded to nothing before letting herself breathe.

      For a long time, neither of them spoke. The mountain resumed its pulse, the familiar symphony of wind and timber and far-off highway slowly reclaiming the air. But the moment had changed everything: there was now an exact plan, a time, a place, and evidence good enough to wake the laziest sheriff in Utah.

      Sophie turned to Leo, unable to suppress the shiver of excitement running through her. “That’s it,” she whispered, voice barely above the wind. “We finally have them.”

      Leo nodded, and for the first time all night, let himself relax into the deck, back pressed flat to the rail. “We did good,” he said, voice rough and full of pride. “Even if my ass is frozen to this board for life.”

      Sophie laughed, then clapped a hand over her mouth in case the sound carried. She felt lighter, as if the world had taken a deep breath and handed it straight to her.

      They sat there, basking in the cold, the adrenaline, the simple joy of a trap well-sprung.

      After a while, Sophie tucked her phone into the inside pocket of her jacket, zipping it up like it was more valuable than gold. “You ready?” she asked.

      Leo stretched, popping his neck, then smiled. “Yeah. Let’s go tell the mountain.”

      They slipped from the deck, every muscle stiff and electric, and made their way down the path to the Zen Nest. The porch light was still on, and the warmth of the main lodge beckoned like a promise.

      As they crossed into the lit hallway, Leo paused, looked back at the ridge, and said, “Ten thousand bucks. You think that’s enough to risk this?”

      Sophie thought about it, then shrugged. “For some people, maybe. But not for us.”

      She reached out, squeezed his arm, and said, “We’re in the clear.”

      And for the first time since the whole mess started, she actually believed it.

      The mountain, for once, stayed silent—content to let them have the last word.
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      The wind had just started to pick up again, a sly, whistling edge curling over the deck’s eaves, when the heavy knock of footsteps on the stair boards sent Leo’s heart jackrabbiting into his throat. For one impossible instant, he thought it was the mountain itself coming for them—then the steps resolved into a human rhythm, deliberate and soft, but growing closer with every tread.

      He yanked Sophie’s sleeve and they tumbled behind the thickest section of railing, huddling in the dark gap between the deck and the wall. She pressed herself flat, knees folded tight, the shotgun mic clamped in both hands. Leo ducked his head and counted the steps: eight, nine, ten—then a shadow swept across the boards, blocking the faint glow of the hallway window.

      From their hideout, he could make out the legs and boots of the newcomer, but more than that, he recognized the gait: heavy on the toe, a pause every third step, like someone checking their phone or waiting for a text. The shape stopped at the deck’s edge, silhouetted by moonlight. Then the head turned, and for a heartbeat, the face was visible—Jess, her jaw tight, a strip of gold lanyard glinting under her coat.

      She moved to the railing, fished a phone from her pocket, and held it tight to her cheek. Her breath hung in the air, white and fast.

      Jess spoke, barely above a whisper, but the canyon’s strange acoustics caught and carried every word:

      “We’ll make the final score before moving on. The wedding’s perfect cover. You’ll have it by breakfast. Yeah. I know. No mistakes this time.”

      A silence, then: “I’ll see you at the drop.”

      She killed the call, thumbed the screen twice, and tucked the phone away. For a moment, she just stood, head bowed, hands braced on the deck rail. Then, with a flick of her hair, she vanished down the far stairway—back into the cold black of the path that led to the guest cabins.

      Sophie waited a full ten seconds before moving. When she did, it was slow and careful, like waking a snake. Leo felt the tremor in her hand as she squeezed his arm.

      “She’s in on it,” Sophie breathed. “And she’s not working alone.”

      Leo nodded, his own voice so soft he wondered if she could hear it over the wind. “Wade Garrison. It has to be. He’s been fishing for trail info since day one.”

      They straightened, still hunched low, ears tuned for any sign of another visitor. When none came, Sophie tucked the mic into her backpack and zipped it shut, hands shaking less now.

      Leo said, “We have to warn Becky. And Sam. If they hit the gear room or the lodge tonight⁠—”

      “We’re ready,” Sophie cut in. “They don’t know we’re watching. We have the recording. And now we know their next move.”

      They crept along the edge of the deck, using the shadows as cover, then darted down the back steps and into the narrow alley between the service shed and the recycling bins. Leo’s pulse was still thrumming, but the fear had burned away, replaced by a rush of clarity: the whole thing made sense, finally, every loose thread pulled taut.

      At the staff entrance, Sophie paused, catching her breath. She looked at Leo, and for the first time all night, he saw the real excitement in her eyes—sharp, blue, full of promise.

      “You ever think you’d do something like this?” she whispered, half-laughing.

      He grinned, teeth chattering in the cold. “I thought we’d get caught, honestly.”

      “We still might,” she said, but there was no fear in it now.

      They slipped inside, the warmth and noise of the hallway a sudden shock. The world of the deck was already fading, like a dream or a memory. Leo could hear the faint sound of music from the guest lounge, and somewhere, someone was singing “Ring of Fire” with too much feeling.

      They ducked into the laundry room, the safest place to regroup. Sophie replayed the recording, letting the phone’s tinny speaker spill out Jess’s voice, then Wade’s: “Tomorrow’s target is set. Wealthy hiker, camping at Two Thousand Flushes. At least ten K in gear.”

      Leo laughed, short and breathless. “Never thought I’d root for a GPS tracker.”

      Sophie smirked, closing the file and backing it up three times. “They won’t know what hit them.”

      Outside, the wind caught in the eaves, carrying the echo of Jess’s voice down the canyon and out into the world.

      Leo and Sophie watched the light flicker under the laundry door. He said, “Let’s get some sleep. We’ll need it.”

      She nodded. “First light, we tell Becky. And then we call Adams.”

      They walked the long hallway in silence, but it wasn’t tense this time—just tired, and a little proud. At the door to the staff dorm, Sophie looked back, checking once more for shadows on the deck.

      There were none.

      The mountain had watched, and listened, and now, finally, it was on their side.

      The wind howled once, and the world kept turning.
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      The Zen Nest’s main lodge always woke before its guests. Morning hit the place with a slap of cold, light streaming in hard through glass that never quite held the heat overnight. The first sound was the industrial coffee maker—always, every day, the click and hiss and bitter steam of Becky’s favorite blend starting before six. After that, the world filled in quickly: the shudder of the old fridge, the clatter of mugs, the low, off-key hum of someone from the kitchen warbling an eighties ballad under their breath.

      Sophie sat at a corner table, hands wrapped around a cup that tasted mostly like hope and a little like charred wood. Leo occupied the next seat, half-buried in his phone. They watched the morning spool out: guests staggered in by ones and twos, most too wiped from the rehearsal bash to do more than nod and scrape up eggs from the buffet. Sophie kept an eye on the stairs, the other on the hallway that led to the staff rooms.

      Jess emerged right on schedule, wearing her catering jacket like a superhero cape. She moved briskly through the lodge, heels making crisp exclamation points on the plank floor, her hair pulled back in a style that looked easy but probably took fifteen minutes of work. The kicker was the watch: a Garmin Fenix, black and neon, with a sticker price north of six hundred. Sophie recognized it at once. Not standard-issue for hospitality staff, not unless the lodge had suddenly started paying in gold bars.

      Leo caught Sophie staring and raised an eyebrow. “You see the wrist?” he whispered, voice low.

      She nodded. “Same as the one in the drop.”

      He snorted. “Subtle.”

      Jess floated behind the coffee bar, checking the urns with the brisk efficiency of someone who’d never once needed caffeine to function. She scanned the room, eyes ticking over every occupied seat, then reached under the bar for a phone and started swiping. Every so often, she would pause, frame the room, and snap a shot—ostensibly for social media, but Sophie watched her lens: it always lingered on tables with the best gadgets, the biggest SLRs, the laptops with extra-bulky sleeves.

      “Getting her shopping done early,” Leo muttered, watching the show.

      Jess made her way to the buffet and started chatting up a couple who looked like they’d spent the last decade on a National Park road trip, their matching Patagonia fleeces serving as evidence. She hit them with a smile so wide it might have been painted on, then reached over to help the woman with the finicky serving spoon. The motion was smooth, casual, but her sleeve rode up just enough to show off the Fenix watch again, right under the couple’s noses.

      Sophie clocked the rest of the room. The breakfast rush had hit full throttle: a huddle of groomsmen argued about the best route to Strawberry Point, a pair of bridesmaids faked allergy sneezes to avoid the bacon, and Tamantha’s mother had already cornered Sam the Archivist for a lecture on the perils of dry rot in vintage cabins. From behind the swinging kitchen door, Melinda’s voice drifted out—sharper than caffeine, counting off pancake flips in time with some invisible metronome.

      Into this, Tamantha herself exploded, a streak of lemon yellow and spandex. She hit the landing at the bottom of the stairs and made a show of stretching her arms as if she’d just run a marathon, not padded down three flights of carpet.

      “Everyone! HEY!” she trilled, voice cutting through the lodge like a blade. “I just want to remind you that the wedding party’s first meditation is at Cascade Falls, and if you’re not there by eight-fifteen, you’ll miss the full cosmic energy alignment!” She struck a pose, arms raised, the moment held for effect.

      A smattering of applause and a few groans answered her. Tamantha basked in the attention, then pivoted directly to Jess. “Can you set up the s’mores kits for post-meditation? Also, the gluten-free ones are for Gaby’s table. Please and thank you!”

      Jess didn’t even flinch. “On it,” she said, professional warmth dialed to eleven. She met Tamantha’s gaze, held it, then pivoted cleanly and started organizing the s’mores tray as if it was a matter of national security.

      Sophie sipped her coffee, watching Jess’s hands. They moved fast, the same hands that had snatched the tracker and nearly ghosted out of the Overlook Suite last night. She watched Jess tuck a lighter into the basket—label side out, in case someone wanted to Instagram it—then sidestep to the espresso machine, where she ran a long, complicated order for a table of bridesmaids.

      At the far end of the buffet, a huddle of “photogs”—the nickname Tamantha had assigned to her cousin’s camera crew and a couple of local hires—dished out plates with one hand, kept their expensive gear slung at their waists with the other. Jess drifted over, poured water for one, and asked, with calculated casualness, “You guys heading out early? Strawberry Point’s supposed to have killer light for the morning.”

      The lead photog, a woman with streaked hair and the no-nonsense glare of someone who’d survived hundreds of destination weddings, shrugged. “Maybe. Haven’t checked the weather yet.”

      Jess’s smile brightened another watt. “If you want, I can show you a shortcut trail. Way less mud this time of year. Just let me know—I’m free after shift.”

      Sophie nudged Leo under the table. “See that?” she murmured.

      He nodded, never looking up. “Same pitch she gave the Denver couple last night. She’s harvesting.”

      Sophie set down her mug, waited for Jess to drift back into the kitchen, then stood and wandered to the window under the pretense of stretching her legs. She stopped by the photogs’ table and leaned in, voice soft and private.

      “Hey,” she said to the lead, “I’m Sophie. I work with the Country Store sometimes. You might want to keep your gear zipped tight if you do Strawberry. There’s been some, uh, ‘phantom hands’ on the rim lately.”

      The woman frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Sophie glanced back at the kitchen door. “A few people lost cameras. Sometimes it’s just a lens cap, but sometimes it’s the whole rig. Locals blame it on the Stone People, but I think it’s just someone good at what they do.”

      The photog gave her a once-over, weighing the advice, then nodded. “Appreciate it. We’ll keep an eye out.”

      Sophie smiled, but the expression never quite reached her eyes. She gave a little salute, then turned back to the window, tracking Jess’s movement as she busied herself re-filling the granola bowls and artfully re-aligning the napkins. Every so often, Jess’s gaze flicked to the photog table, measuring the guests, recalibrating.

      When she caught Sophie looking, Jess didn’t look away. Instead, she offered a long, bright smile, the kind that said I see you and You don’t scare me and, most of all, Nice try.

      Sophie tipped her head, acknowledging the point. For a moment, it was just two competitors, circling, waiting for the other to slip.

      Leo joined her at the window, mug in hand. “You ready for the main event?” he said, sotto voce.

      Sophie nodded, her face set.

      “They’ll make a move by noon,” she said. “I’d bet my paycheck on it.”

      He sipped, grinned. “Better hope Jess isn’t after your paycheck, too.”

      She almost laughed, but kept her eyes on the enemy.

      The day was only just starting.

      And so was the game.

      The photog finished her plate, wiped her hands, and checked her gear bag again. Sophie watched as the woman zipped it with both hands, then looped the strap three times around her arm for good measure. When the photog caught Sophie’s eye, she gave a small, respectful nod—the silent thanks of one pro to another.

      Sophie felt the win, brief and electric, before Jess’s voice carried from the kitchen: “Fresh fruit’s up! And there’s a rumor Melinda’s making pancakes again, so if you’re not quick, you’ll miss out!”

      The photogs gathered their bags and hustled for the buffet, moving with the pack but staying close. Jess watched them go, then, from the shadow of the kitchen door, fixed her gaze on Sophie. The smile was there, broad as ever, but now it was sharpened into something like a dare.

      Sophie didn’t look away.

      It was going to be a long, weirdly personal day.

      And neither of them had any intention of losing.
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      The best corner in the Zen Nest’s main lodge was never truly quiet, but it did have a certain forcefield of disinterest that repelled most guests after breakfast hours. Leo set up shop there with his laptop, charger, and two-day-old notepad, telling himself that the hum of traffic and the whir of the espresso machine made him feel like he was in a European coworking space instead of a wedding campout. He scrolled with purpose, only pausing to scowl at the Wi-Fi signal as it dropped to zero bars, then kicked back to life in jagged, mocking intervals.

      He had a plan, at least in theory. Sophie was tailing Jess and the photogs, using the staff kitchen as her base. Leo’s job was simple: connect the dots on Wade Garrison and find out why every digital trace pointed to trouble. Every time the internet flickered out, he would stare at the glowing “Connecting…” screen and wonder whether the Garrisons had somehow managed to sabotage the router.

      The first clue was the easiest. Wade’s public persona—“Mountain Lifestyle Consultant, Adventure Influencer, Brand Ambassador for three different granola companies”—was all surface. Dig two clicks deeper, and the Google autofill filled in “Wade Garrison scam,” “Wade Garrison Moab incident,” and, most damning, “Wade Garrison lawsuit.”

      Leo snorted. He clicked the Moab link and braced for a wormhole of message boards and embittered gearheads. The thread had hundreds of replies, most of them the same flavor: “Lost my Camelbak at a Garrison event,” “Creepy guy hit on my sister, then got banned from the campsite,” “Anyone else notice that their tent vanished the night after the bouldering ‘challenge’?”

      He scrolled, squinting at the timestamps. The thefts always happened during retreats: sunrise hikes, pop-up yoga on the rim, secret stargazing parties that required you to leave your gear at the overlook for the “full experience.” The same script, over and over. The only variation was the gear—always the best stuff, always the hot new release, never a scratch-and-dent bargain from Walmart.

      Leo flicked to a side tab, pulling up a spreadsheet Sophie had started: dates, locations, missing equipment. He added a new column for “Garrison-adjacent incidents,” then tried to cross-check the Moab posts with the names on the Zen Nest’s current guest roster. The Wi-Fi hiccuped, spat out an error, then gave him half a screen of mangled JavaScript.

      He leaned back, exhaling in a long, slow hiss. He needed to show Sophie, needed to confirm that this wasn’t just a small-time scam but a full-blown interstate operation. The only question was how much of the lodge’s network bandwidth was being wasted on TikTok wedding videos and how much on some kind of Garrison surveillance grid.

      He plugged in his phone as a hotspot, toggled airplane mode twice for good luck, and dove back in.

      The next link was a public Facebook group called “Moab Adventure Cautionary Tales,” featuring Wade’s face in at least three of the top five posts. “Dude stole my jacket at Dead Horse Point and pretended it was his,” said one comment. “Watch out for the British accent, it’s fake,” said another. Leo scrolled faster, fingers itching. Here was Wade in a group selfie with the same dead-eyed smile he’d worn at the Zen Nest; here was a cell phone pic of him “testing” a drone, right before the owner realized the drone and memory card had vanished.

      Leo copied the images, saved the most damning comments, then switched over to the wedding party’s Instagram feeds. Tamantha had tagged Wade at least seven times in the past twelve hours, always with the same handful of hashtags: #elevatedexperience, #stonepeople, #zenbridemoments. The photos told their own story. In one, Wade hovered in the background of a group shot, eyes on the table stacked with GoPros and DSLRs. In another, he held a mug of coffee and a borrowed jacket, his hands a blur just inches from a resting laptop.

      Leo closed the tabs and tried to picture the day ahead. The wedding was set for three o’clock; by noon, half the guests would be scattered across Cascade Falls, Strawberry Point, or the trails in between. If the Garrisons wanted to pull a major score, they’d do it then—during the chaos, when all eyes were on the bride or the cake or the cosmic energy alignment.

      He checked his watch. 10:21. Plenty of time to run interference. Or, if he was lucky, set a trap.

      He started drafting a text to Sophie, outlining the Garrison playbook. But before he could finish, a shadow fell over his table and a cloud of cologne with undertones of “mint” and “possible ozone” invaded his personal airspace.

      “Leo, darling!” Sloane Garrison swept into the seat across from him, all teeth and high-wattage energy. She wore a micro-puff vest and the sort of joggers that cost more than a month’s groceries, but what really caught the eye was the dazzling white smile and the phone she kept at the ready, like a stage prop.

      He snapped the laptop half-closed, instantly on guard. “Hey, Sloane. Early for you, isn’t it?”

      She laughed, the sound perfectly calibrated to carry just far enough for nearby tables to hear. “Oh, you know how it is. Sunrise yoga with Tam, then a meeting with the planners, and now, my favorite—market research!”

      She leaned in, eyes wide. “You’re, like, the local authority on all things Duck Creek, right? I’ve been stalking your Insta—hope you don’t mind!—and I just think your content is so raw, so authentically mountain. If you ever want to collab, you have my number, okay?”

      He grinned, but kept it small. “I’m not really looking to go pro. I just like showing what’s real out here.”

      She clucked her tongue, disapproving but playful. “That’s what makes it so good. You can’t fake authenticity, Leo. It’s why our clients love us. But I wanted to ask: Have you noticed any… weirdness? Out on the trails, I mean. Like, people following, or trying to map your routes?”

      He felt the hackles rise at the back of his neck. “There’s always looky-loos. The mountain’s big, but word gets around.”

      Sloane nodded, more serious now. “Wade said the same thing. He’s been on edge since the drone went missing yesterday. He’s worried about some copycat or, like, corporate espionage.” She made a face, as if even the idea of espionage at Duck Creek was beneath her.

      Leo shrugged. “If you leave a drone unsupervised, it’s gonna walk off. Or fly off.”

      She pouted, then giggled. “Oh, Leo, you’re too much. But seriously—” and here her voice dropped, “—you’d tell us if you saw anything suspicious, right? We want everyone’s stuff to be safe. Last year, we had this stalker situation at a retreat in Taos. Awful. Almost ruined the whole week.”

      He let the silence hang, waiting for her to fill it.

      Sloane brightened again, flashing a smile so big it almost felt weaponized. “So anyway. Are there any secret spots you’d recommend for a, um, ‘premium content shoot’? Like, nobody around, just rocks and sky? Wade’s obsessed with making the wedding viral, and Tam’s parents are, like, old money but totally into Instagram. We just want something super special.”

      He thought about it, then lied. “Most of the good ones are on private property, or you risk getting stuck in a slot canyon. But if you’re desperate for a shot, go out past the water tower at sunset. The view’s pretty killer.”

      She typed it into her phone. “Water tower, got it! You’re a star.” She leaned forward, her perfume now almost overpowering. “If you’re ever in Moab, let us know. We’ve got a timeshare. All the best parties.”

      He smiled again, all politeness, but he was already mapping out his next move. If the Garrisons were so eager for secret spots, they were either scouting for a drop-off or wanted to case his response. Maybe both.

      Sloane slipped out of the booth, air-kissed the space near his cheek, and melted into the lodge’s mid-morning bustle. She left a faint slick of perfume behind, as well as the sudden suspicion that he’d just been recruited as an unwilling informant.

      Leo waited until she was well out of sight, then opened his phone and texted Sophie: “Garrisonssa wants to know if I have any ‘secret’ locations. Reeks of pre-job recon. Meet at the shed in ten?”

      Her reply came back in under thirty seconds: “Jess is moving on the photogs. Tam’s out of sight. Go time.”

      He smiled, a thin, sharp line. Even the Wi-Fi held steady for once.

      The Garrisons were good. But for the first time, Leo felt like he knew the steps.

      He packed up his laptop, drained the last of his coffee, and headed for the back exit, the promise of the morning crackling in his chest like static.

      Whatever was coming, they’d face it together.

      And, if luck held, take the Garrisons down in the process.
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      Cascade Falls at sunrise was supposed to be a scene of wild, empty beauty, but Leo could barely hear the wind for all the Tamantha happening beside him. She stood at the edge of the outcrop, eyes closed, palms turned skyward, ringed in a halo of white linen and quartz beads that glinted like dewdrops in the low light. The drone’s rotors buzzed in the air above, a persistent digital whine trying to keep pace with Tamantha’s voice as she conducted her “energy mapping” of the entire canyon.

      “NO, no, no, you’re missing the essence completely!” she called, arms wide, every vowel stretched to the horizon. “That hoodoo—yes, the one with the little topknot—THAT is the axis mundi for the whole valley. You have to get the drone lower. More… reverent.”

      Leo thumbed the control stick, easing the drone into a precarious hover below the rim. The wind snagged it, almost slamming it into the rock face, but he caught it in time. On the monitor, the shadow of Tamantha’s fluttering scarf cut across the boulder like a bird in flight.

      He glanced at his watch: 7:41 AM. Sophie would already be at the Country Store, prepping evidence bags and probably wondering why Leo hadn’t shown up yet. His phone vibrated again, a three-note chirp that meant his Duck Creek Vibe account had new activity. Probably someone DM’ing about the line-dance video from last night, or the miraculous “moving hoodoo” that was already viral among the resort guests.

      He risked a glance at his notifications. Sure enough: “@DuckCreekVibe: did u see the sunrise at the falls today? VIBE CHECK???” and “is it true the bride is a cultist? Plz post more.” He couldn’t help grinning.

      But then: “LEO, focus!” Tamantha planted herself in front of him, nearly blinding him with the flash of her sun-catcher earrings. “I want the drone shot to follow me as I walk the spiral. It should be like… like an eagle, but not predatory? More nurturing.”

      She set off at once, making her way along the ancient spiral of stacked stones someone had built last century for the tourists and last year for the Instagram crowd. She glided with the seriousness of a priestess, eyes fixed on the horizon, her hands caressing the air like she could sculpt meaning out of it. Leo, keeping the drone just off her shoulder, wondered if anyone had ever tried to teach a flying camera the concept of reverence.

      “You’re too close,” she called, pausing mid-spiral. “It should feel like the spirit is watching, not like it’s about to land on me.”

      “Got it,” Leo said. He brought the drone up, catching the whole spiral in one wide shot. The canyon dropped away in every direction, the morning light catching a million flecks of frost in the air. On camera, it did look kind of epic, even if he doubted any spirit would be caught dead working this hard for a wedding promo.

      “Let’s try that again,” Tamantha said, glancing at him with the knowing patience of a yoga instructor talking to a particularly stubborn dog. “Only, this time, I want to start with my back to the falls and then pivot—slowly—when I reach the center. Can you, like, pull back and up as I turn?”

      Leo nodded, fingers cold on the controls. He set the drone for a slow arc, then gave the cue.

      Tamantha moved with the deliberation of a sunrise ritual, the wind tugging at her scarf and the hem of her dress. When she hit the center, she turned to face the drone with an expression of transcendent joy, arms outstretched. Leo eased the drone back, catching the whole tableau: Tamantha in perfect white, the stone spiral, the waterfall’s frozen plume, and the sky gone full-blown gold. He had to admit, for a second it looked almost—almost—cosmic.

      His phone buzzed again. “DID U SEE THE BRIDE AT THE FALLS?!?!” “She’s literally a fairy.”

      Leo wondered if fairies ever got migraines.

      Tamantha completed her spin, then padded over to him, energy vibrating off her like static. “That was perfect. I think we need one more with the hoodoo in the foreground—see how the shadow lines up with the spiral?”

      Leo nodded, lining up the next shot as she described it in minute detail. This time, he flew the drone high, tracing the curve of the canyon before swooping in for a slow circle around the hoodoo. The shadow cut straight across the spiral, just like Tamantha predicted. On camera, it looked staged. He wondered if she’d scouted the location with a compass and a geometry app.

      Tamantha clapped her hands, delighted. “Now, for the ceremony, we’ll need to recreate this effect exactly at eleven. Can you get a time-lapse of the shadow moving? I want to show the world that the universe is literally aligning for our vows.”

      Leo nodded, adding a polite “Of course.” He set the drone’s time-lapse mode, then slipped his hands in his pockets to keep from freezing solid. The sun was barely over the rim, but the air bit through his jacket like dry ice.

      “You know,” he said, “most couples just go for the arch and call it a day.”

      Tamantha laughed, a sound like wind chimes. “Most couples don’t have the vision, Leo. Or the connection. Tom and I want a legend, not a photo op.”

      She paused, eyes narrowing as she scanned the canyon. “Did you hear about the Stone People? Becky told me they’re the original ancestors, that they move around at night to watch over the mountain. I swear I saw one by the rim this morning, just standing there, waiting for us.”

      Leo tried to picture a hoodoo with binoculars and a Fitbit.

      Tamantha kept going. “That’s what this is about, you know? The ceremony. We’re inviting them. Not literally—I mean, unless you’re into that—but I want to honor them. That’s why the stones, the spiral, the timing. It’s all energy.”

      Leo just nodded, letting the drone record the shifting shadows. In his mind, he was already composing the caption for the video: “Duck Creek: Where the Hoodoos Are Also Wedding Guests.”

      He checked his phone again. Sophie: “Where are you?” “Did you get the relay to Sam?” “Meet at shed asap.” Each message more urgent than the last. Leo texted back: “Trapped w/ Bridezilla at the Falls. Send help.” The response came instantly: “Don’t let her eat you.”

      Tamantha drifted back over, eyes fixed on the drone’s flight path. “You know, you’re a really good listener,” she said. “You’re not like the other vendors. They always try to sell you on their ‘vision,’ but you just… capture what’s there.”

      Leo almost said, That’s because your vision fills all the air in a two-mile radius, but he managed to keep it to himself. Instead, he said, “You know what you want. Makes my job easy.”

      She touched his arm, a gesture that felt oddly familiar, like they were old friends or co-conspirators. “Thank you,” she said, sincerely. “I’ve had to fight for this. My parents wanted a golf course, Tom’s family wanted a wine cave in Napa. But Duck Creek… It called to me, you know? I want to remember this forever.”

      Leo nodded, trying to think of anything noncommittal. He settled on, “It’ll be a great story.”

      Tamantha beamed, then motioned for him to follow her to the next overlook. “I want a wide shot from that little ledge. You can get the whole falls, the hoodoo, and the sun behind us. It’ll look like we’re in the center of the universe. Or at least the center of Instagram.”

      Leo climbed up after her, boots scraping on loose rock. The wind gusted, lifting her dress in a way that looked intentional. Tamantha paused at the edge, arms windmilling, then drew herself up and stared into the rising light.

      “Do you feel it?” she asked, eyes never leaving the horizon.

      Leo, who mostly felt his bladder and the ache in his hands, said, “The energy?”

      She nodded. “Yes. The energy. Every time I come here, it’s stronger. Like something’s going to happen.”

      He kept the camera steady, catching the angle she wanted, then hit record.

      Tamantha lifted her hands high, fingers wiggling, and shouted to the empty canyon: “STONE PEOPLE, I INVITE YOU TO MY WEDDING!” Her voice echoed, once, then twice, bouncing down the valley and back. Leo made a mental note to isolate that audio for the highlight reel.

      She grinned at him, then gestured: “You want to try?”

      Leo smiled, shook his head. “Not my style.”

      Tamantha shrugged. “Suit yourself. But I’m telling you—if you ever feel lost, just come out here and yell. The mountain will answer back.”

      He wasn’t sure about the metaphysics, but he liked her certainty.

      They worked the shoot for another fifteen minutes, catching shots from every angle, Tamantha directing like a movie producer with a ten-second memory. At one point, she handed Leo her phone and made him take three dozen selfies, each with a different mystical gesture: arms outstretched, hands on heart, eyes closed, and once, inexplicably, doing finger guns at the falls.

      By the time the sun crept above the canyon, Leo’s phone had forty new notifications, his battery was at 19%, and his toes had gone completely numb.

      He tried to wrap things up. “I think we’ve got enough,” he said, lowering the drone and pocketing the controller. “Want me to send you some previews?”

      Tamantha considered. “No, let’s do one last thing. Can you film me telling the legend? You know, for the guests who miss the ceremony. I want them to understand the, like, cosmic significance.”

      Leo set up the phone on a tripod, framing her against the rim. She cleared her throat, shook out her hands, and launched into her monologue.

      “In the beginning,” she intoned, “the Stone People were just mountains—giants, sleeping. But then something woke them: love, or maybe longing. They stood up, they reached for the sun, and they became the guardians of this canyon. Every time someone gets married here, another Stone Person is born. You can see them in the rocks, always watching, always remembering.”

      She held the moment, let it settle.

      “That’s what this wedding means. Not just two people, but a new story for the mountain. Something that’ll last longer than any of us.”

      She looked at Leo, the intensity in her face softened by something like hope.

      He nodded, letting the camera linger. “That was… really good.”

      She grinned, pleased. “You have to edit out my double-chin, though. Or at least add a sparkle filter.”

      “Promise,” he said, and meant it.

      She lingered there, hands on her hips, gazing out over the spiral and the distant falls.

      After a moment, she said, “You ever wish you could just stay here? Not, like, literally here, but in the feeling? Before everyone shows up and ruins it with champagne and small talk?”

      Leo almost said yes. Instead, he said, “It’s better with the stories.”

      Tamantha smiled, picking up her scarf and winding it around her shoulders. “You’re a good storyteller, Leo. Just don’t get stuck being the observer. Sometimes you have to be in the frame.”

      He started to respond, but she was already floating down the path, white linen streaming behind her.

      He watched her go, then turned his attention to the drone footage, quickly uploading the best takes to his channel. The comments rolled in at once: “#Vibe,” “I want her wedding,” “Leo is a legend.” He smiled, pocketed the phone, and checked the time.

      8:22. Sophie was going to kill him.

      He gathered his gear and jogged back toward the main lodge, the echoes of Tamantha’s voice bouncing off the canyon walls long after she’d left.

      The sun was higher now, the sky gone from gold to clean blue, and Leo felt, for just a second, that the whole mountain was awake and watching.

      Maybe even rooting for him.

      At least until he missed his next meeting.
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      Cabin 7 was supposed to be “move-in ready” before ten, which explained why Sophie was on her knees at 9:18, scrubbing the baseboard grout with a recycled toothbrush and trying not to imagine the bacterial universe living inside her cleaning rag. The bathroom’s cold tile floor bit into her kneecaps, and her right palm had developed a constellation of blue-green streaks from the eco-friendly cleanser Becky swore by this month.

      “Careful, careful, you’re missing the line where the floor meets the tub,” Becky sing-songed from the doorway, her voice half sugar, half subwoofer. She balanced a clipboard on her forearm and scanned the checklist as if scoring a gymnastics routine. “The Garrisons specifically requested this suite. Something about the vortex, I don’t know, but if there’s even one stray hair on that counter, I will personally lose my mind.”

      “Yup,” Sophie replied, dabbing at the spot Becky indicated. She kept her tone neutral, but in her head she gave the word a little more edge. Becky’s definition of “perfect” changed by the hour, but the routine never did: point, correct, hover, repeat.

      Becky knelt and straightened the stack of spa towels on the toilet tank, then turned to fluff the curtain’s edge, which, so far as Sophie could tell, looked identical to how it had three seconds ago.

      “You know why Cabin 7 matters, right?” Becky said, eyes fixed on the curtain.

      Sophie sighed inwardly. “Because it has the best view of the canyon, and the morning light is good for photos?”

      “Yes, but also, the Garrisons are high-maintenance. They do, like, social media spot-checks. If they catch even one slip-up, it’s on Yelp within the hour. Last month in Moab, they nearly took down a whole glamping site because the tea set wasn’t ‘authentic to the region.’” Becky made air quotes, then wrote something on her clipboard.

      Sophie nodded, keeping her mouth shut. She knew how to pick her battles.

      As she reached for the next section of baseboard, her elbow nudged the side of the vanity. The motion sent a sliver of morning light into the little gap where the vanity met the wall—just enough to make a faint, sharp scratch visible above the electrical outlet. She frowned. It looked deliberate, like the mark of a box cutter, the pale line cutting against the fake barnwood paneling.

      She squinted, rubbed at it with her thumb, then pulled the outlet cover forward with a practiced finger. Nothing loose, nothing askew. She leaned closer, caught a whiff of ozone or maybe burnt dust. Odd, but not urgent. She made a mental note to mention it to Leo later; he was better with the small weirdnesses, always logging details for his “Duck Creek Vibe” followers.

      Becky was already halfway down the hall, checking the bedsheets for “sag lines.” Sophie could hear her muttering about pillow symmetry and “no iron, no pride.” The kitchen timer in Sophie’s head ticked faster—Becky rarely stayed in one place for more than a minute, but she always doubled back at random.

      Sophie finished the last foot of baseboard, rinsed the brush in the tub, then scanned the counter for missed crumbs. She flicked a single stray hair into the trash and was just reaching to smooth the tissue box when Becky’s footsteps returned, a fast two-count on the hardwood.

      “Don’t forget to rotate the soaps,” Becky called, then leaned in to examine Sophie’s work. “Much better. Just, next time, try for more wrist motion—people notice the streaks if you use only your shoulder.”

      Sophie stifled a comment about professional streak-detection and instead stood, popping her knees with a satisfying crack.

      Becky gave the bathroom a final once-over, then nodded. “Looks good. When you’re done here, go hit the other two cabins on the Garrison block. They’re having a wedding pre-party, so⁠—”

      “I know,” Sophie said. “Everything needs to be perfect.”

      Becky smiled, quick and sharp. “That’s the spirit. I’ll be on the deck if you need me.”

      The second she left, Sophie let her exhale out in a long, slow hiss. She pulled out her phone and checked her notifications: three unread messages from Leo, the latest with only a string of emojis—a drone, a fairy, a skull. There was another from Sam, which she’d have to look at later.

      She hustled to wrap up, resetting the towels and swapping the soaps, then tidied the vanity. In her rush, her hip caught the corner of the guest’s toiletry kit, sending it tumbling to the tile. Contents spilled in a tiny avalanche: travel toothpaste, a battered contact lens case, and, clattering after them, a little black puck about the size of a postage stamp.

      Sophie picked it up, rolled it in her palm. It was a GPS tracker, the same cheap model she’d found in the Overlook Suite two days ago, only this one had a thin line of neon tape stuck around the rim—maybe for easy retrieval, maybe as a signature. It was exactly the kind of thing Jess from catering could have slipped into a bag while dropping off the spa kits. Or exactly the kind of thing the Garrisons might plant to track their own belongings, just to have “evidence” if a hair dryer went missing.

      She bagged the tracker and checked the contact lens case for good measure, but it was empty and clean. She repacked the kit, snapping the zipper closed, then scanned the rest of the cabin. Nothing else out of place, but now her nerves were up. She checked the windows (latched), the minibar (untouched), and the safe (locked, no sign of tampering).

      In the hallway, Sophie heard a door slam and the low hum of a vacuum firing up. She pocketed the tracker and, feeling her own pulse in her throat, headed for the next cabin.

      By the time she stepped outside, the sun had burned away the frost and the smell of pine needles was thick enough to cut. Sophie paused, scanned the path for any sign of Jess or a lurking drone, then hustled down the boardwalk to Cabin 8. She kept replaying the scratch mark and the odd smell by the outlet, the way the tracker had rolled out like it wanted to be found.

      Sophie was not the world’s most imaginative person, but she knew a pattern when she saw it.

      She pulled out her phone, snapped a picture of the tracker, then texted Leo: “Found another. You still want me at the shed?”

      She stared at the screen until the little typing dots appeared, and for the first time all morning, felt a spike of real anticipation.

      The mountain had its secrets.

      But so did the people trying to clean up after them.
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      The wind always knotted up behind the maintenance shed, tangling with the stench of old gas cans and the rusty tang of tools hung to dry. Leo hustled around the corner just as Sophie came from the other side, nearly shoulder-checking each other into the heap of rakes and bent snow shovels stacked by the wall.

      “You’re late,” Sophie snapped, breath frosting the air between them. Her cheeks were still red from the cold, but her eyes burned hotter than the morning sun.

      Leo gave a sheepish shrug, not missing a beat. “Bride’s got me filming at the falls. She practically held me hostage.”

      “Try scrubbing grout for two hours while Becky hovers like a drone,” Sophie shot back. “Anyway, I found something. Again.”

      Leo braced himself for her tone, but before he could respond, she reached into her jacket and pulled out a clear evidence baggie—inside, a matte-black GPS tracker with a strip of neon tape. “This was in a guest’s toiletry kit. And there’s a weird scratch in the bathroom by the outlet. Could be nothing. Or—” she waved the bag—“someone’s still mapping devices.”

      Leo’s brain buzzed, layering her find over the morning’s avalanche of social posts and Tamantha’s wild mythmaking. He took the tracker, rolled it in his palm, and said, “Maybe they’re planting these as a decoy? Or, hear me out, maybe someone’s trying to spook the guests. You know the Garrisons live for drama.”

      Sophie cocked her head, skepticism radiating off her. “No. This is precision work. Jess is the only one who goes in and out of cabins like this. Every time something’s gone missing, she’s been on the shift. If anyone’s running a real op, it’s her.”

      Leo almost laughed, but Sophie’s glare killed it dead. “You think it’s Jess, not the Garrisons?”

      “Why would the Garrisons risk getting their hands dirty?” Sophie said, voice low. “Jess does the groundwork, the Garrisons just… amplify the story. Or, more likely, they don’t even know about it.”

      He shook his head. “I think you’re underestimating them. Wade’s a pro at manipulating people. I watched him work Tamantha’s mom for trail info, then steer the photogs out of the lodge right before the drone went missing.”

      Sophie jabbed a finger at the tracker. “Physical evidence, Leo. Not just hunches.”

      He grinned, though his jaw was tight. “Sometimes you gotta trust a vibe. You want to solve this with data, but you’re missing the pattern. The Garrisons have a history of running scams on wedding parties. I’ve got a whole folder of angry posts about them from Moab, from Park City. Always the same M.O.—they come in, something disappears, and they bail before anyone can pin it on them.”

      Sophie folded her arms, tucking her hands under her armpits to keep warm. “So what’s your plan? Accuse the wedding guests with zero proof?”

      He matched her stance. “Better than sitting around waiting for Sheriff Adams to do it. The longer we wait, the more stuff goes missing. We should go to Adams now.”

      Sophie snorted. “With what? Two trackers and a gut feeling? He’ll laugh us out of the station.”

      Leo’s voice rose a notch. “You said it yourself—the pattern’s escalating. Jess is just a hired hand. The Garrisons are using her to do the legwork.”

      “She’s been here longer than you,” Sophie hissed. “She’s got family in Cedar City. The Garrisons are passing through for a gig. If you want to point a finger, point it at the one with motive and opportunity.”

      He started to argue, but she bulldozed him. “You want evidence? Jess’s phone was on the same Wi-Fi as the relay in the Overlook Suite. She has access to the staff entrance, the maintenance log, and the guest check-ins. If you can prove the Garrisons even knew about the relay, I’ll eat your beanie.”

      Leo opened his mouth, then shut it. The shed was cold, but their breath had fogged up the air between them, making everything feel smaller, tighter.

      For a second, nobody talked. A jay screamed in the pines above, and the echo bounced off the metal of the shed, sharp as a snapped wire.

      Leo finally said, “So what? We just keep playing hall monitor until they rob the place blind?”

      Sophie gritted her teeth. “No. We watch Jess. We follow her tonight, see if she picks up a drop or hands off to someone else. That’s how you nail a thief—not by badmouthing the VIP guests.”

      He glared, wanting to push back, but the memory of Sloane’s smile, all artifice and teeth, made him hesitate.

      “We do both,” he said. “We follow Jess, but we also keep the Garrisons in our sights. And if we catch them together⁠—”

      Sophie’s phone buzzed. She checked it, then her face changed. “It’s Sam. He wants to meet now.”

      Leo’s pulse kicked up a gear. “Did you tell him about the relay?”

      “I told him I’d found something,” Sophie admitted. “He said he had news, too.”

      They lapsed into a tense truce, walking the forest path back to the main lodge. The deck was empty, the only sound a pinecone bouncing down the roof in a slow, staccato rhythm. Sophie led the way to the back door, then down the hall to the Archive Room, where Sam always held court.

      He was waiting inside, the battered map of the valley spread across the table and a mug of what looked like actual coffee (not the “Zen Brew” sludge) steaming at his elbow. He motioned them in, eyes more serious than usual.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing,” Sam said, voice low but steady. “And I think there’s something you both should know about the Garrisons.”

      He pulled a folder from his messenger bag and flipped it open. Inside: a dozen newsprint clippings, some blurry forum screenshots, and one blown-up photo of Wade and Sloane in front of what looked like an abandoned mine shaft.

      “These two aren’t just wedding planners,” Sam said. “Last year, they scammed a whole wedding party in Colorado, pretending to sell shares in a gold mining startup. They got the guests to invest, then skipped town before anyone realized the ‘mine’ was just a tourist trap.”

      Leo leaned over the table, scanning the headlines: “Adventure Wedding Ends in Fraud,” “Influencer Power Couple Under Investigation.”

      “They never got charged,” Sam continued. “No one could prove intent. But everyone said the same thing—strange ‘technical issues,’ Wi-Fi going down, guests missing gear, and the Garrisons always the last to see it.”

      Sophie frowned. “That’s just Wade’s angle, not proof. Jess is the one actually handling the drops.”

      Sam sipped his coffee. “You’re both right. Jess is a pawn, but the Garrisons are running the board.”

      Leo grinned, vindicated. Sophie shot him a look but kept listening.

      Sam pointed to another photo—this one, a selfie of Wade in front of Duck Creek’s old water tower, timestamped yesterday. “I know you think they’re just here for the wedding, but my gut says they’re setting up another play. Maybe it’s not gold this time, but something’s happening tomorrow. The town always gets crowded on Saturday, and that’s when these people strike.”

      He leaned back, hands folded. “You want to catch them, you set a trap. Use their own tricks against them.”

      Sophie leaned in, her frustration replaced by focus. “What do you have in mind?”

      Sam grinned, showing all his old teeth. “Give them what they want—make them think you’re onto the biggest story of the summer. Feed them a drop they can’t resist.”

      Leo caught on immediately. “We set up a fake cache. Make it look valuable. See who bites.”

      Sam nodded. “Exactly.”

      Sophie said, “And if Jess tries to move it, we have her on camera. If the Garrisons show up instead…”

      “…we hand it all to Adams,” Leo finished.

      Sam smiled. “You two are getting the hang of this.”

      Outside, the wind shifted, knocking a loose gutter against the side of the lodge. The sound, for once, was oddly reassuring.

      The three of them sat in silence, planning their next move, the old map of Duck Creek spreading across the table like a battlefield.

      They had a plan, and maybe, just maybe, a fighting chance.
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      They moved from the archive room to the empty far corner of the main lodge, where afternoon sun washed the plank floors in pale gold and every sound seemed filtered by the hush of the trees outside. Sam checked the line of sight to the hallway—paranoid, maybe, but after years of small-town rumor he knew how far voices carried. Only when he was satisfied did he spread his battered leather folder across the table.

      Sophie and Leo leaned in, shoulders touching, the energy between them still tense but redirected toward a common enemy.

      Sam worked the folder with careful fingers, sliding out a half-inch stack of clippings, dog-eared forum printouts, and three color photos printed on cheap paper. He lined them up for effect: Wade and Sloane in full hiking regalia, flanking a line of starstruck investors in neon trail hats; Sloane shaking hands with a local mayor at a “Discovery Day” ribbon cutting; and a last photo—Wade, shirtless and gold-painted, standing atop a boulder in a canyon somewhere east of nowhere.

      “They call it the Garrison Extraction Model,” Sam said, tapping the first photo. “They show up in a resort town, make friends with the wedding crowd, then stage a ‘secret adventure’ to a site with a gold vein. It’s all props—painted rocks, staged gear, fake claims records. They convince the wedding party to buy in, then pull the rug before the first check clears.”

      Sophie snorted. “A gold vein? What century do these people live in?”

      Sam grinned. “Doesn’t matter. No one expects to get taken by an influencer in a bandana. And the guests who get scammed? They’re too embarrassed to go public, so the Garrisons keep moving.”

      Leo paged through a sheaf of testimonials: one from a dentist in Boise, one from a retiree in LA, all with the same story. “They were so nice,” “It seemed legit,” “I wanted to believe.” There were angry Reddit posts, Yelp reviews that read like warnings, and one long, rambling Facebook screed about “energy fields and river curses.”

      Sophie said, “So if they’re here, they’re probably scoping out their next mark. Maybe Tom’s family, maybe Tamantha herself.”

      “Or half the guests,” Leo added, scanning the room’s memory of last night’s party. “People love a shortcut to gold. Especially if it comes with a selfie.”

      Sam nodded. “That’s why I called you. Nobody else would even listen. But here’s the weird thing: the Garrisons never did the same scam twice. Last month in Telluride, it was a wellness investment. A year ago, it was a crypto startup.”

      Sophie frowned. “But here they’re still talking gold.”

      Sam pointed at the last page, where a forum poster named “SaltyMiner66” had pasted a blurry screenshot of the Garrisons, tagged with a date from just two days before. “If they’re doubling back, it means either they’re getting sloppy, or they’re desperate.”

      Leo let the silence hang. He remembered Wade’s smile, all teeth and practiced warmth. He remembered Sloane’s easy way of sliding into a conversation, pulling personal details from even the most guarded guests. If they wanted to work a room, there were few better.

      Sophie read another testimonial, lips pursed. “So what’s the plan? Wait for them to pitch the next wedding party, then spring Sheriff Adams on them?”

      Sam shook his head. “Not enough. Adams would laugh until he was blue. We need something bigger—proof of fraud, a confession, or maybe catching them in the act.”

      They sat for a while, the folder’s contents spread across the table, the day outside going bluer and brighter by the minute. Sophie traced her finger over a line in one of the printouts, then looked up at Leo. “What if we bait them? Make them think we’re on to a real gold strike—stage a fake cache, the way Sam said?”

      Leo grinned, the tension in his jaw replaced by excitement. “We use their own script against them.”

      Sam nodded. “I can get you access to the old mining maps. There’s an abandoned shaft about a mile south, off the fire road. Nobody goes there because the roof’s unstable, but if you put the right props around… it’ll look legit.”

      They worked out the details—how to get the rumor into circulation, how to lure the Garrisons or their stooge, Jess, to the site. They’d plant a tracker on the bait, let it “disappear,” then use the wedding crowd’s own grapevine to see who bit first.

      By the time they’d hashed it out, Sophie’s phone buzzed again. She glanced at the screen, then frowned. “It’s Becky. Emergency. Meet on the deck.”

      The three of them gathered their gear and stepped into the glare of midafternoon, crossing the lodge’s wide porch to where Becky waited. She was pale and out of breath, clutching her phone so tightly it seemed fused to her hand.

      “Someone stole another guest’s hiking bag,” she blurted, before they could even ask. “Brand new binoculars, high-end shell, the works. It was left by the deck for ten minutes and it’s gone.”

      Leo and Sophie exchanged a glance, their brains syncing up. Another escalation, faster than even they’d predicted.

      “Who was the guest?” Sophie asked.

      Becky blinked, surprised at the calm. “Local birdwatcher, in for the wedding. She’s a friend of Tom’s mom—super nice, real quiet. She called me first because she thought it was a prank.”

      Sam gave a low whistle. “Not a prank. Pattern fits.”

      Leo said, “Did anyone see Jess near the deck?”

      Becky shook her head. “She’s at lunch break. But the Garrisons were outside, filming a promo for Tamantha’s ‘wedding legend’ with a couple of groomsmen.”

      Sophie narrowed her eyes. “If they’re involved, they’ll play innocent. But if they’re using Jess…”

      Becky was already dialing her phone, trying to patch in the missing guest, but the call went straight to voicemail. She looked up, panic flaring in her eyes. “This is getting out of hand.”

      Sam put a hand on Becky’s shoulder. “We’ll handle it. Just keep everyone inside, and if anyone asks, say we’re on top of it.”

      Becky nodded, then retreated to the lobby, still punching at her phone.

      On the deck, Sophie ran the scenario in her head. “We need eyes on the Garrisons and Jess, both. If they’re working together, they’ll make a move tonight. If not⁠—”

      “We split up,” Leo said. “One of us follows the Garrisons. The other tracks Jess.”

      Sam grinned, a flash of pride in his eyes. “I’ll stake out the mining cache. See if our bait works.”

      Sophie crossed her arms, thinking. “We’re still missing something. Jess isn’t a pro—she’s sloppy, leaves evidence. The Garrisons are too careful. What if it’s both, but they don’t even know about each other?”

      Leo looked at her, then at Sam. “Two scams. Or two games, running at once.”

      Sam’s smile faded. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      They stood on the deck, the wind sharp and pine-scented, each of them lost in thought.

      After a long silence, Sophie said, “Maybe we’re not dealing with one case at all.”

      Leo stared at the folder’s photo of Wade and Sloane, faces bright and expectant. He wondered how many times they’d pulled the same trick, how many people had wanted to believe so badly they missed every warning sign.

      He let the paper fall to the table, the edges curling in the breeze.

      “I still think it’s the Garrisons,” he said, but the words sounded less certain than before.

      Sophie looked at him, her expression softening. “Maybe it is. Or maybe we’re all just pawns in someone else’s game.”

      She tapped the phone, eyes on the tracker still in her pocket.

      “We’ll know by tonight,” she said, and the words settled between them like a challenge.

      Out on the highway, a car passed, carrying the sound of laughter up the slope. The sun slipped behind a cloud, and for a second, the whole valley seemed to hold its breath.

      Then, as if on cue, the mountain let out a long, slow sigh.

      And the hunt resumed.
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      The Zen Nest’s main lodge carried the softest kind of ruckus: the kind that came from too many people and not quite enough coffee, all held together by the sharp scent of pine and the mellow crackle of the stone hearth. The ceiling soared, its honeyed beams carved with old initials and the stories of a thousand weekends, and every time the lodge’s ancient door swung wide, a shot of mountain air sliced through the warmth and set the whole room shivering.

      At half past seven, the breakfast crowd was in rare form. The groomsmen monopolized the couch nearest the fireplace, each clutching a plate of loaded waffles and competing to see who could pour more syrup without catastrophic collapse. Across the room, the bride’s aunts camped out at the window table, forming a barricade of cream cheese packets and whispered critique. Between them, the counter ran assembly-line brisk: Melinda stoking the buffet with military precision, Jess floating from table to table with a tray of scones, and DJ DJ (off-duty, but in uniform) hoarding the only electrical outlet for his phone charger.

      Leo waited until the kitchen’s rhythm had peaked, then breezed into the lodge, making a show of tapping his phone and peering at the time like a man late for a summit meeting. He wore his best “dawn patrol” flannel, a hat with the Duck Creek Vibe logo stitched slightly crooked, and the grin of someone about to instigate. Sophie trailed behind him, lips pressed thin, hair barely tamed into a braid.

      They picked the center table, in full view of everyone and directly adjacent to the coffee urn—a position of maximum audience, as planned. Sophie set down her notebook and did her best to look unamused. Leo took a loud, deliberate seat, stretching his legs wide and unzipping his weather-beaten pack just enough to reveal the corner of an expensive, carbon-fiber helmet and a custom case stenciled with “DJI Mavic Ultra 3.”

      He waited until the buzz around the buffet reached the desired lull—when people shifted from eating to eavesdropping—then started:

      “So I was thinking,” Leo said, voice pitched to carry over two tables and the fireplace, “I’ll do the whole Lava Flats circuit solo tomorrow. Out and back before breakfast, with the drone. Shouldn’t take more than ninety minutes if I keep the pace.”

      Sophie bristled, knowing her cue. “You can’t go alone. Not with that trail. Didn’t you see the warning on the group chat? Last week, someone had to crawl a mile back to the service road when their tire blew.”

      Leo grinned, part showman, part “trust me, I’m a professional.” “That was a rental. I’ve got tubeless. Nothing’s stopping me except the view. Besides—” he thumped the drone case “—I want to get the sunrise through the birch grove. It’s a once-in-a-year angle. Worth every risk.”

      At the far side of the buffet, one of the aunts leaned in, clearly invested. Jess, on coffee duty, paused mid-pour. Wade Garrison, two booths over, rotated his chair just enough to eavesdrop without sacrificing his own morning conversation.

      Sophie took the performance up a notch, crossing her arms and planting her feet. “At least tell someone when you leave. Or better, let me come with. You always get overconfident, and if you go missing, nobody’s going to know until you’re hypothermic.”

      Leo rolled his eyes in a way that could only be called Olympic. “I’m not going to get hypothermic. I’ll be back before the kitchen even opens. You know how boring it is riding with someone who stops to take fungus pictures every quarter-mile?”

      She looked wounded. “I’m not the one who spent four hours last month live-streaming a rockfall for ten people.”

      Leo countered, “Twenty-eight people. And one was the geology prof at SUU.” He thumped the drone again for emphasis. “It’s not just for content. It’s a research project. For the Vibe channel. I told you, I want to map the old flow and see how the hoodoos line up under drone light.”

      A groomsman piped up, unable to resist: “Dude, you’re going out there in the dark? Isn’t that where the mountain lion was last year?”

      Leo grinned at his new, larger audience. “That was a rumor. Anyway, if a cat wants to eat me, at least my GoPro will catch the footage.” The table laughed, and more than a few wedding guests glanced his way. He leaned in conspiratorially to Sophie, but loud enough to project: “You want to help, get me the weather for tomorrow. If I launch by six, I’ll beat the wind. Otherwise, it’s just a hike with extra steps.”

      Sophie glared, the angle of her jaw cutting an edge you could slice bread with. She kept her voice tight, but didn’t lower it. “I still think you should wait until after the wedding. You know the Garrisons want everyone at the brunch.”

      He threw up his hands. “It’s for the wedding! Tamantha wanted the drone shot for her ‘stone people’ montage, right? I get it, she’s the bride, it’s her universe, we all just orbit. But the shot is at dawn, or not at all.”

      Melinda, never one to let a spectacle go to waste, called from the buffet, “If he breaks his neck, at least it’ll be on brand!”

      This broke the tension and got a round of hoots. Even the DJ, who probably didn’t know Leo’s name, lifted his mug in solidarity.

      Sophie shook her head, but a small smile betrayed her. “Fine. But if you’re not back by nine, I’m calling Becky and the Search and Rescue crowd.”

      Leo snapped a mock salute. “Copy that, Fixer. I’ll send my coordinates before I drop in.”

      From his booth, Wade Garrison took in the whole exchange with a small, contained smirk. Jess, whose tray was suddenly empty, drifted back toward the coffee station, eyes down, but her lips pressed in a little smile.

      Sophie gathered her things with just enough clatter to signal the end of the “argument.” She stormed out to the deck, shoulders squared, leaving Leo to bask in the glow of his own audacity.

      He counted silently: one, two, three⁠—

      Jess’s voice, barely above a whisper, floated over the counter as she reset the mugs. “He’s really going out there with that drone? Alone?”

      Wade, never one to waste an opportunity, leaned in. “That’s what he says. Bit reckless, don’t you think?” He didn’t wait for her response before adding, “Still, would be a shame to miss a shot like that.”

      Jess met his gaze, something sparking in the exchange. “Yeah,” she said, “a real shame.”

      The whole performance had taken less than six minutes, but the bait was set, the scent in the water. Leo let the rest of the breakfast crowd cycle through, then gathered his things, making a point of slipping the drone case’s latch and checking his phone for the “latest trail update,” knowing full well Jess was watching from behind the silverware bin.

      He sauntered out the door, already crafting the next act of the play. Behind him, the fire crackled, the coffee burbled, and the air filled with the nervous energy of a mountain day just waiting for someone to make a move.

      On the deck, Sophie waited with her arms crossed. She muttered, “You hammed it up more than I thought possible. Jess is going to bite.”

      Leo grinned. “You’re not bad at improv yourself. We make a good team.”

      She shook her head, almost smiling. “Don’t get cocky. If they take the bait, you could actually be in trouble out there. Wade might not just send Jess.”

      Leo shrugged. “Then we go together. Like we always do.”

      She rolled her eyes, but followed him down the ramp, the first rays of sunlight catching the thin line of her smile.

      Inside, Wade and Jess exchanged another look, this one longer, more loaded, and the whole mountain seemed to lean forward in anticipation.

      Tomorrow, the game would move to Lava Flats.

      And the real show would begin.
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      At five-thirty in the morning, the world was all bones and breath. The stars still clung to the cold, black bowl above, but in the east, a bruised line hinted at the promise of sunrise. Leo coasted his bike down the old service road, tires whispering over frost-hardened ruts, the carbon frame humming in his hands. His backpack rattled with the drone, the GoPro, and the thermal mug Sophie had slipped him with a muttered, “If you come back with frostbite, I’ll strangle you myself.”

      He hit the fork, passed the half-lit maintenance shed, and let the front wheel drift onto the cinder trail that wound toward Lava Flats. He counted out loud, just for the rhythm: three, four, five switchbacks, then the narrow cut that veered west, away from the main overlook and into the stand of birch that marked the start of the “visual riddle.”

      At the first cluster of white trunks, he rolled to a halt. The air here felt different—denser, electrified, and sharp with the ghosts of last summer’s fires. He kicked the bike off the trail, eased it behind the basalt boulder that gave the place its name, and crouched low, breath fogging in the headlamp’s cone. He scanned the tree line: no lights, no movement except for the jitter of a magpie, already awake and heckling the world from a frozen branch.

      Leo crouched and checked his phone. No notifications, but that didn’t mean they weren’t being watched. He pulled the binoculars from his pack and swept the canyon rim, then up to the silent line of cabins strung along the east ridge. He could just make out the faintest silhouette of the Zen Nest’s upper deck, a rectangle of shadow against the starlit sky. He smiled, picturing Sophie up there with her thermos and her notebook, probably already tracking his “progress” via the GPS beacon she’d stuck in his bike’s frame.

      He flicked on his radio, keyed the mic twice, and whispered: “Biker One, in position.”

      On the deck, Sophie nearly jumped as the earpiece buzzed alive. She hit her own button, voice soft but steady. “Copy, Biker. All clear up top. Go silent until the mirror lights up.”

      “Affirmative,” Leo replied, then tucked the radio against his collar. He checked his watch: 5:44.

      He squatted deeper behind the basalt and waited.

      —

      The Acoustic Mirror didn’t look like much from the deck—a simple arc of bedrock at the canyon’s lip, half covered by lichen and the chew marks of time. But when the wind was right, you could whisper from one side of the valley and be heard perfectly on the other. Sophie had tested it three times in the past week, once using the borrowed voice of Melinda’s cowboy whistle. It was real. And if the Garrisons or their proxies were using the rim for a drop, every word would ricochet straight to her recording app.

      She paced the deck, phone in one hand, pen in the other, and stared out at the blue-black wilderness. The cold here was almost polite, a soft pressure on her cheeks and the tip of her nose. The rest of her was bundled tight: double-layered gloves, puffy jacket zipped to the chin, hat crammed down over her ears.

      At 5:50, she caught the first echo—not words, but the clipped, mechanical chirr of a derailleur shifting up the slope. She keyed the mic, voice barely above a breath: “Movement, north trailhead. Sounds like one rider.”

      Leo, listening, felt the nerves tighten in his gut. He risked a peek around the basalt and saw a single pinpoint of white: a helmet light, low and scanning, maybe thirty meters up the trail. He ducked back and let the light drift past, heart pounding.

      Sophie’s voice came through again, this time a little steadier. “Rider is at the main flat. No sign of secondary.”

      Leo checked his watch: 5:53. He figured they’d given themselves a six-minute head start. He pulled out the drone, clipped the controller to his phone, and set the whole rig to standby. He wouldn’t launch unless he absolutely had to—nothing screamed “I’m here” like a quadcopter buzzing above the trees.

      Instead, he took the binoculars and watched.

      The rider—he guessed Jess, but it was hard to tell in the dim light—coasted to the edge of the birch stand and stopped. She set the bike down, then pulled something from the frame bag: a roll of duct tape, a package wrapped in black plastic, and a zip-tied pouch the size of a paperback. She worked with quick, practiced hands, lashing the bundle to the base of a birch where it blended perfectly with the soot scars from last summer’s burn. Then she stood back, checked her phone, and waited.

      Leo held his breath. He watched her watch the horizon, shifting her weight from foot to foot, head tilted as if listening for something he couldn’t hear. Then, with a speed that startled him, she bolted back to her bike and rode off—this time toward the service road, the opposite direction from where she’d come.

      He let out the air in his lungs, thumbed the radio, and whispered, “Target left the package. Possible decoy. I’ll wait for secondary.”

      —

      Up on the deck, Sophie caught the report and immediately scanned the rim for movement. Nothing. Not yet. She glanced at the phone screen—still recording—and resisted the urge to narrate her every thought into the mic. Instead, she hunched behind the deck’s windbreak and tried to stay still.

      At 6:06, the sky lightened, turning the canyon from black to the color of bruised fruit. A fox ghosted through the parking lot, pausing to shake off a pawful of snow before vanishing under the deck. Somewhere below, a raven barked twice and was answered by another, farther up the ridge.

      Then the Acoustic Mirror caught it: a voice, crisp and masculine, not carried by radio but by air.

      “—said she’d leave it by six. I don’t care, just get the tracker and the drone. Everything else is expendable.”

      A pause. Sophie strained, caught the hiss of breath and the staccato click of a lighter.

      “Wade says to pull out before eight. If the biker is a no-show, go to Plan B.”

      The voice faded, replaced by the hollow ring of footsteps on packed snow. She watched, heart in her throat, as a second rider—a much larger silhouette—moved along the rim toward the birch grove.

      “Second rider approaching,” she whispered into her mic. “Different build. Might be Garrison.”

      In the grove, Leo caught the shape instantly. Whoever it was moved with a runner’s economy: head up, arms steady, every step measured. They ignored the package and went straight for the boulder, scanning for witnesses.

      He ducked even lower, barely daring to breathe.

      The runner checked their phone, then squatted next to the birch. With one smooth motion, they cut the zip ties, peeled away the duct tape, and slipped the pouch into their jacket. They lingered, scanning the trail with slow, patient sweeps, then turned and jogged back up the cinder path, taking the package with them.

      Leo waited until the footsteps faded, then counted to thirty. He crawled from behind the rock, every nerve fizzing with adrenaline, and circled to the base of the birch. He found nothing—no scraps, no prints except his own. They’d left nothing behind.

      He keyed the radio: “Package collected. Second target retreated north. Moving to Plan B?”

      On the deck, Sophie smiled. “Affirmative. Meet at the overlook in twenty.”

      Leo reassembled the bike, wiped the frost off his gloves, and set off for the rendezvous.

      —

      Twenty minutes later, they met at the edge of the east rim, the first rays of sun painting the world gold and white. Leo pulled up, breathing hard, eyes wide with the thrill.

      “They’re pros,” he said, not bothering to keep his voice down. “Two steps ahead, and they don’t leave a trace.”

      Sophie nodded, then pressed play on her phone, letting the voice from the Mirror spill out into the morning: “Just get the tracker and the drone. Everything else is expendable.”

      Leo’s grin was feral. “That’s Wade. Even if the sheriff doesn’t care, we have them on tape.”

      Sophie said, “They’ll move fast now. We have to follow the drop.”

      He looked at the canyon, the endless trees, the thin trails that snaked through them. “It’s a big place.”

      She shook her head, already scanning the map. “Not for us. We know the plan, and we know where they’ll go next.”

      The sun rose, and the world came awake. Birds scattered from the branches, and a faint ribbon of smoke rose from the lodge, promising coffee and a hot meal.

      But neither of them was hungry.

      They mounted their bikes, set their watches, and raced for the next move.

      The mountain, as always, was listening.
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      For the first time all winter, the birch grove crackled with something alive—energy, maybe, or just the high-octane anxiety of a plan about to succeed or fail. Leo’s teeth chattered, but not from cold; it was the anticipation, the thousand what-ifs that ricocheted through his brain every time he checked the sweep of the trail behind him.

      He was flat to the frozen ground, eyes leveled to the ridgeline, when the distinct, insectile buzz of a mountain bike chain came through—first faint, then growing until the whole section of woods vibrated with it. The rider came into view right on schedule: matte-black helmet, insulated cycling suit that looked like it belonged on a Tour de France podium, and shoes with enough neon trim to double as searchlights. She rode with confidence, spine loose, hands easy on the bars. Even from forty meters away, Leo knew it was Jess.

      He watched as she coasted past the decoy drop—didn’t even slow, didn’t look right or left. She was riding the plan, the same way she’d probably run this operation for months.

      When she reached the “accident” birch (the one Sophie and Leo had scuffed and marked with the faint blue tape), she braked hard, kicking up a spray of snow. She checked her phone, looked around, then leaned the bike against the tree and crouched beside the rock. Her gloves—white, with black gel patches—moved fast, unzipping a hidden pouch and snapping it open.

      Then she hesitated. The gloves hovered midair, fingers splaying as if weighing options.

      She searched the tree line, and for a moment, Leo was sure he’d been made. But Jess’s attention was elsewhere; she paced the small clearing in tight, anxious loops, then stooped to examine the ground for footprints.

      Her movements lost their chill. She was agitated now, hairline visible where the helmet strap dug into her jaw. She checked her phone again—this time punching at the screen with clear frustration—then paced out to the trail and scanned both directions. She looked ready to throw the phone, but instead thumbed a button and brought it to her ear.

      Leo, fighting to hear over the wind, hit record on his own phone and dialed up the sensitivity.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Jess said. Her voice was low, but the open ground made it clear. “He’s not here. He never showed. No sign of the drone, no sign of him.”

      She spun in a half-circle, face tightening. “I don’t know. Maybe he got spooked, maybe the Fixer chick tipped him. Doesn’t matter. The stuff’s gone. You want me to stay?”

      A pause. Jess’s free hand pressed to her thigh, kneading like she could work the tension out by force.

      Then: “Copy. Check the secondary. But Wade says to finish it today. We’re not waiting for the brunch. Too many people talking.”

      She ended the call, pocketed the phone, and slammed a gloved fist into the side of the birch. The force of it sent a flurry of snow down her back, and for a second, Leo thought she might actually lose it. But instead she straightened, checked her helmet, and kicked off down the trail—headed, as predicted, for the secondary.

      Leo gave her a two-minute lead, then followed.

      —

      Sophie, perched at her vantage on the deck, tracked Jess’s every move through the lens of her borrowed binoculars. She saw the way Jess worked the drop, the way her confidence crumpled at the first hint of trouble. Even from here, she recognized the telltale signs: the jerky pacing, the little checks over the shoulder, the way Jess’s hand kept drifting to her mouth like she wanted to chew her glove off.

      Sophie flicked the radio to record and let the phone’s microphone hover near the earpiece. When Jess’s voice came through, sharp and raw—“He’s not here. He never showed.”—Sophie pressed the record button harder, as if that could etch the words into permanence.

      She listened as Jess said, “Maybe the Fixer chick tipped him.” It felt like a compliment, if not a threat.

      Then, as Jess rode out of the birch stand and onto the ridge trail, Sophie switched to plan B. She called Leo, kept it brief: “She’s on the move. You good?”

      He replied, “Following now. Will report when she lands.”

      Sophie waited, shivering in the wind, but her whole attention was on the distant spec of motion cutting through the dawn-blue light. She watched Jess move with the urgency of someone running out of time.
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      The secondary was a trailhead lot behind the old water tower—a favorite for wedding photogs because it caught the morning sun and had a panoramic view of the lower valley. Leo approached on foot, ditching the bike a half-mile up and ghosting through the trees until he had a line on the clearing. He saw Jess arrive and immediately start scanning the lot.

      She checked her phone again, then moved to the single picnic table at the far end. She crouched low, unzipped the jacket, and pulled out the bundle. She wiped it down, then placed it under the bench, weighted by a chunk of brick. After a second, she straightened and paced a tight circle, nervous energy boiling off her.

      A few minutes later, another figure entered the clearing—tall, lanky, with the loping gait of someone used to being behind a camera lens. He wore a bright orange beanie and a worn vest with “STAFF” ironed onto the back: Tyler, the wedding photographer’s assistant.

      Jess greeted him with a nod, then jerked her chin toward the bench. Tyler ducked under, fished out the package, and quickly stuffed it into a battered camera bag. He zipped it, checked the contents with a practiced flick, and gave Jess a quick thumbs-up.

      Leo’s phone buzzed: Sophie. He picked up, voice barely a breath. “Hand-off just happened. Confirmed Tyler from the photog team. They’re splitting up—Tyler’s heading for the parking lot, Jess is riding back toward town.”

      “Got it,” Sophie replied. “Stay on them, but don’t engage. I’ll cover the lodge in case they circle back.”

      Leo watched as Tyler moved off at a brisk walk, cutting through the woods with the confidence of someone who’d done this before. He moved like a courier—fast, direct, never looking back. Leo trailed him for two switchbacks, then veered off to a side path and doubled back, wanting to get eyes on Jess.

      She was already a quarter mile ahead, riding hard, head down, every line of her body set for speed.

      Leo paused, let the chill bite his cheeks, and keyed the radio. “Think she’s headed for the Zen Nest?”

      “Maybe,” Sophie said. “Or maybe she’s got another drop on the way. Either way, we have enough to nail them. The recording, the handoff, the link to the Garrisons.”

      He smiled, and for the first time all morning, let himself relax. “We did it, Fixer. We actually did it.”

      Sophie’s reply was soft, proud. “We always do.”

      He waited until Jess disappeared over the crest, then turned to follow. The birch grove, emptied of its drama, glittered with frost and stood in silent witness to the whole affair.

      At the lodge, the wedding guests would wake to scones and gossip, none the wiser that the biggest heist of the season had just played out under their noses.

      But Leo and Sophie knew. And, thanks to the mountain, so did the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The rest was clean-up: texts exchanged, files backed up, a brief but pointed conversation with Sheriff Adams in the parking lot. Adams rolled his eyes at the whole “drone drama,” but when Sophie played the recording of Wade’s voice, he blinked twice and said, “That’s some real evidence, right there.”

      By noon, Jess was in the back of the sheriff’s four-wheeler, face set and lips pressed thin. Tyler, confronted in the buffet line, turned a remarkable shade of pink before confessing that he’d “just been a runner,” nothing more.

      Wade and Sloane Garrison? Gone before brunch, car packed and tires pointed for the Nevada line. But Sophie had already uploaded the audio file to every wedding guest’s group chat, and within an hour, the story was everywhere.

      Leo sat on the deck, sipping hot chocolate, watching as the lodge filled with gossip, outrage, and—eventually—relief. Sophie, next to him, logged the last of the day’s notes and snapped the notebook shut.

      He nudged her arm. “So, Fixer. Next case?”

      She grinned, sunlight catching the edge of her smile. “Let’s give it a week.”

      They clinked mugs, and for a while, just enjoyed the quiet, the clean air, and the sense of a plan, finally, come together.

      The mountain, as always, kept the secret.

      But this time, it was on their side.
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      Leo had always thought of the Pink Cliffs as the last honest place in Duck Creek—just bare bones of the mountain, a hard edge of rimstone and wind with nothing to hide. That was before he’d spent three hours belly-down in a patch of cheatgrass, watching the next valley through a cracked pair of Cabela’s binocs and waiting for Jess to make her move.

      Late afternoon sunlight painted the cliffs with every shade of peach and gold, but Leo’s forearms itched and his knees ached, and he could hear Sophie’s teeth clicking behind him each time she bit back a curse about the bugs. The wind was enough to keep the sweat chill, but not enough to mask the crunch of someone bushwhacking up the canyon’s far side.

      At 16:11, just like Sophie predicted, Jess appeared—crimson windbreaker, bike helmet still on, hair escaping the back in a loose, nervous tangle. She coasted the last fifty yards, scanning the ridgeline both directions, then shouldered the mountain bike and hiked it straight up the boulder field, not even bothering with the game trail.

      Sophie grunted. “No normal person does that.”

      Leo tracked Jess through the binocs, eyes watering. “Maybe she’s just really committed to off-roading.”

      Sophie elbowed his ribs. “She’s not even being careful. Look at her hands.”

      He did. Jess’s hands, gloveless and raw, left bright smears on the rock as she clambered higher. When she reached the biggest of the hoodoo formations—one shaped almost like a giant turkey leg, perched at the edge of a drop—she set the bike down, glanced around, then crouched low behind the sandstone and started fiddling with something just out of sight.

      Sophie inched up beside him. “I bet you five bucks she’s not alone.”

      Leo started to reply, but the scrape of rubber on stone cut him off. Jess had moved the bike behind a screen of brush and was now dragging a fistful of sage branches in after it, weaving them through the spokes until the frame vanished from view. She ducked lower, checked her phone, and then stood perfectly still for a good ten seconds, scanning the horizon with the nervous focus of a prey animal waiting for the all-clear.

      “Now what?” Leo whispered.

      Sophie squinted. “Now she does the thing. Wait for it.”

      Jess tucked her phone into a side pocket, then braced her feet against the base of the hoodoo and pushed. At first, nothing—just a puff of dust and the creak of brush. But then a section of the stone’s lower skirt shifted, tilting outward on a hidden hinge. What had looked like part of the formation folded back, revealing a tunnel just wide enough for a person to squeeze through.

      Leo felt his heart lurch. “Holy crap. It’s a door.”

      Sophie nodded, all business. “That’s how they’re moving the gear. Not through the camp, but through the old cave systems. Genius.”

      Jess ducked inside, the fake stone swinging silently closed behind her. For a moment, the ridge was quiet again, nothing but the wind and the distant chirp of some idiot chickadee.

      Leo wiped the sweat off his upper lip and checked the camera at his hip. “You think it’s alarmed?”

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “It’s a rock, Leo. Not a bank vault. Just keep your phone silent and don’t trip.”

      A minute passed, maybe two. The sky edged from gold to a bruised lavender, and somewhere down the valley, a coyote yipped. Leo’s legs were asleep, but he didn’t dare shift.

      Then, at 16:19, another figure appeared. This one approached from the west—on foot, light pack, no helmet, face flushed from the climb. Tyler. The vest he wore had a reflector stripe, the kind the county handed out at trailhead safety courses, but the way he moved said he’d rather be anywhere else.

      Sophie’s voice was barely audible. “Told you. Two of them.”

      Tyler scanned the same patch of brush Jess had used, found the hidden entry, and vanished inside with barely a glance over his shoulder. Leo risked a look at Sophie. She was already moving, slow and silent, picking her way along the edge of the ridge toward a perch above the hoodoo door.

      He scrambled after her, every muscle tensed for the sound of loose rock. Together they slithered up to a ledge ten meters above the entrance, sheltered by a wall of saltbush and one ancient, stunted juniper. Leo’s chest pressed flat against the sandstone, eyes glued to the gap below. He could hear muffled voices now—urgent, overlapping, a hissed argument in the cold dusk.

      Sophie fished her phone from the inside pocket of her vest, checked that the camera was silent, and tapped the “record” button. She angled the phone down, fingers steady despite the risk.

      Inside the cave, a faint LED glow flickered against the opposite wall. Jess and Tyler knelt by a flat boulder, both hunched over a mess of gear spread out like a forensic kit: zip bags, tiny screwdrivers, rolls of colored tape, and, most damning of all, a half-dozen GPS trackers with numbers written on their sides in Sharpie. Leo counted three black pouches and at least two high-end camera lenses, their caps off, labels clearly visible even in the gloom.

      “Inventory session,” Sophie murmured. “They’re prepping for a handoff.”

      Leo’s hands itched to reach for his own phone, but he kept them pressed to the rock, praying the binoculars would pick up the audio. Jess unzipped one pouch, dumped out a palm’s worth of memory cards, then started sorting them into a muffin tin lined with cotton balls.

      Tyler whispered something, voice tremulous and high, and Jess jabbed a finger at him—“shut it”—before yanking the fake stone door wider for more air. The move let in a shaft of light, illuminating a third person lurking at the back of the tunnel: a thin silhouette, maybe male, maybe not, but with the profile of someone who did not want to be seen.

      Leo’s stomach dropped. “Three,” he mouthed. “There’s a third.”

      Sophie’s camera caught it, barely—a shape in a down jacket, face hidden, hands busy shoving something into the crevasse behind them.

      He risked a whisper: “Should we get closer?”

      Sophie considered, then shook her head. “Too loud. If they bolt, we lose everything. We wait until they leave.”

      He nodded, but inside he wanted nothing more than to vault the ridge and drop straight into the scene, GoPro blazing. He settled for snapping a photo through the binoculars, fingers trembling just enough to blur the frame.

      Below, Jess zipped the main pouch, handed it to Tyler, and pointed up the tunnel. Tyler hesitated, then shouldered the bag and started up the passage, careful not to kick loose any stones. Jess followed, pausing only to scatter a handful of something—probably sand or grit—over the cave floor, erasing their tracks. The third figure lingered, then slipped out behind them, closing the rock door with a soft, practiced bump.

      Leo tensed, waiting for the group to climb past their hiding spot, but the trio took a side trail instead, circling around the base of the hoodoo and down toward the old service road.

      Sophie exhaled, then grinned, sharp and fierce. “We got them.”

      He tried to smile, but his jaw wouldn’t unclench. “What now?”

      Sophie’s eyes glittered in the blue dusk. “Now, we follow.”

      She led the way down, slow and quiet, staying close to the rock wall and using every shadow to their advantage. At the cave, they paused—Sophie took another photo of the entrance, noting the spray-painted seam that camouflaged the door against the hoodoo. Leo ran a finger along the edge, feeling the thin layer of cement and rubber that held the brush in place.

      He whispered, “That’s a pro job.”

      Sophie nodded. “And not cheap. Someone’s bankrolling this.”

      They hustled after the thieves, who were already a hundred yards down the service road, their outlines swallowed by the rising dark. Leo snapped a photo of the tracks left by Jess’s bike tires in the soft earth, then checked the GPS on his phone, marking the coordinates.

      They followed at a distance, always one curve behind, hearts thumping in tandem. At the bottom of the hill, the thieves met up with a battered white Subaru—no plates, but a cracked tail-light and a bumper sticker for “Utah’s Best Pizza.” Jess loaded the bike onto the roof, then peeled off her jacket and passed it to the third figure, who slipped it on and melted into the backseat.

      Tyler, pale and sweating, lingered by the driver’s door, looking everywhere but at the ridge above. He fiddled with his phone, then, with a shaky hand, keyed in a text and waited. Seconds later, the headlights flickered on, and the car rolled away, crunching up the gravel in a cloud of dust.

      Sophie snapped one last photo, then let her arms drop.

      “Should we call Adams?” Leo asked, voice still low.

      Sophie thought for a moment. “Not yet. We need to see who they’re meeting. And if they’re running the handoff tonight, we want to catch them red-handed.”

      He grinned, adrenaline finally catching up with the cold. “So, a stakeout?”

      She grinned back. “A proper one.”

      They skittered up the ridge to the old lookout, found a perch with a view of the road, and hunkered down for a long, cold vigil. Above them, the first stars flicked on, one by one, and the Pink Cliffs glowed with afterlight.

      Leo dug the phone from his vest and checked the last photo. In the blurry zoom, Jess’s face looked strained, almost haunted, but the camera lenses and GPS trackers were crystal clear. He sent the image to Sophie, who added it to her evidence file with a smug little hum.

      They watched the road, watched the car, and waited for the night to finish what the mountain had started.

      Tomorrow, they knew, would bring answers.

      But tonight, they had the proof.

      And, more importantly, each other—cold, scraped, but a little bit invincible.
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      Inside the cave, the world shrank to a cold circle of LED light and the relentless thrum of stolen goods being counted, bagged, and stripped for resale. Leo pressed himself into a wedge between two boulders, the sandstone scraping his neck, and watched as Jess and Tyler set up their kingdom of pilfered tech.

      Jess was the boss. No question. She moved fast, every gesture precise, eyes darting from the gear to the checklist and back again. Tyler played sidekick—shaky, eager, but always a beat behind, double-checking her work and biting his lip with every new score.

      Sophie crept up behind Leo, her feet bare so the cave wouldn’t amplify every scuff of a boot. She had the phone out, lens barely poking over the lip of the rock. Her finger hovered over the screen, snapping silent photos of everything that crossed the makeshift table: Garmin watches, GoPro knockoffs, three different iPhones (all on, all with cracked screens), and a lineup of camera lenses that looked like they’d been raided from a pro film set.

      She tapped his arm, then pointed to the far wall. There, wedged between two chunks of petrified wood, hung a pair of backpacks—one green, one black, both tagged with neon tape and zip-tied shut. Sophie zoomed in, focused, and got a clear shot of the tags: “Cedar Ridge—Brenda P.” and “Navajo Lake—Sam A.”

      Leo squinted, then recognized the latter. “Sam’s?” he whispered, voice just a hair above his breath.

      Sophie nodded, her braid swinging. “The one he lost last month. Had his binoculars and that big lens in it. They took everything.”

      He felt his face heat. “Jerks.”

      Below, Jess and Tyler worked in silence for a while. Then Jess’s voice broke through, loud and matter-of-fact: “There’s just one job left. If we nail it, we’re done.”

      Tyler hesitated, clutching a pouch of memory cards like a squirrel hoarding acorns. “You sure? Last time, the Fixer chick almost caught you at the wedding brunch.”

      Jess didn’t even look up. “She’s smart, but she’s not on us. The wedding’s perfect cover—nobody’s watching the side trail during the vows. And the target’s worth at least two grand.”

      Tyler glanced around, then leaned in. “Which one?”

      She thumbed open a phone, scrolling through a list. “The mountain biker. Leo. His drone and camera. It’s new, top-line, and he posts the specs online every week for his followers. The Garrisons said if we got it, they’d take the whole package. That’s sixty percent to them, but even split, it’s more than what we made all season.”

      Tyler shivered. “He’s the only one who might fight back.”

      Jess snorted. “He’s soft. And the Fixer? She’ll be busy running wedding errands. We go at the procession, blend in, and get out by the service road. Then we’re gone. Easy.”

      Sophie’s hand shook. She steadied the phone, zoomed in on the pouch Jess was stuffing full of black-market batteries, and clicked again. This time, even though the phone was muted, the artificial quiet of the cave made the lens’s mechanical click sound loud as a gunshot.

      Both thieves froze. Tyler’s eyes snapped toward the entrance, wide and bloodshot. Jess’s head whipped up. For three seconds, nobody moved.

      Then Jess’s voice, brittle as a frost snap: “Did you hear that?”

      Tyler, voice thready, “Probably a chipmunk. Or a leak. These caves have echoes.”

      Jess squinted at the shadows, jaw clenched. “It’s not a chipmunk. It’s a phone.” She dropped the pouch and stepped around the table, inching toward where Leo and Sophie hid.

      Leo tensed, ready to bolt, but Sophie just flattened herself to the stone, eyes locked on the ceiling. Jess paced closer, every footfall deliberate. She reached the edge of the “workshop,” peered into the gloom, then shrugged and spat on the cave floor.

      “If it was anyone, they’re gone. The air in here is freezing. Let’s wrap up.”

      They watched, silent and unmoving, as Jess and Tyler shoved the last of the loot into the backpacks, zipped them tight, and started up the tunnel’s back passage. Jess led the way, confident as ever; Tyler followed, every second glancing over his shoulder, as if expecting the mountain to swallow him whole.

      Once their footsteps faded, Leo let out a hiss of breath and started to rise, but Sophie grabbed his wrist. “Not yet,” she mouthed, then waited a full sixty count before standing. She tiptoed to the worktable and started snapping rapid-fire photos of the scene—every serial number, every tag, the whole layout as it had been left.

      Leo watched the entrance. “You think they’re going to double back?”

      Sophie shook her head, too focused for banter. “They’re heading straight to the drop. If we hurry, we can beat them to the lodge and warn Becky. But first—” she started rifling through the zip ties and tape, checking for hidden trackers.

      She found one—tucked in the lining of Sam’s backpack. She pulled it out, snapped a photo, then dropped it in her own pocket. “They’re not just selling. They’re tracking who comes to collect. Smart.”

      Leo’s face felt tight. “And the Garrisons? They get most of the take?”

      Sophie nodded, scanning her phone’s screen. “Sixty percent. Jess and Tyler do the grunt work, but it’s the Garrisons who run the marketplace. They use the wedding guest lists to pick the best targets—just like Sam said.”

      They grabbed what evidence they could, then slunk out the way they’d come, careful not to scuff the paint or make a sound. The cave spit them into a dry gully, half-choked with last year’s willow and the ruins of an old deer fence. Leo wanted to run, but Sophie slowed him, hands on his shoulders. “If they’re going for your stuff at the ceremony, we need a plan. We can’t just tell Adams and wait.”

      He nodded, his own mind already building the counter-scam.

      They crested the ridge, the sky gone now to full-blown blue, and circled back to their own cache point near the Pink Cliffs. Sophie uploaded the photos to a secure cloud, then texted Sam: “We got it. Garrisons and Jess planning hit at wedding. Drone is target. Tell Adams but don’t spook them yet.”

      Sam replied instantly: “Will cover. Watch your back.”

      Leo closed his eyes, took a long drag of mountain air, and let it out slow. “I can’t believe they picked me.”

      Sophie laughed, soft but real. “You’re the biggest show-off on the rim. They just did their homework.”

      He grinned, even though his stomach was in knots. “So, what’s next?”

      She checked her watch, then pointed to the wedding invite still stuffed in her side pocket. “We let them try. But we play it our way.”

      They made their way down to the trailhead, the shadows already stretching east, and mapped out every move, every double-blind, every last-ditch trick they could muster.

      Because if the Garrisons wanted a show?

      They were about to get one.
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      It took a full five minutes after Jess and Tyler’s exit before Sophie signaled the all-clear. Even then, Leo half-expected the cave to be booby-trapped—a paintball tripwire, a screeching alarm, something straight out of one of Tamantha’s favorite heist movies. But when they crept through the hidden entrance, the only surprise was how cold it got, and how fast.

      The cave was bigger inside than it looked from the outside. It wasn’t the type with stalactites and water echoes, but an old lava bubble, black on black, with a floor of loose grit and chill so deep it cut through their coats. Just inside the door, the “hoodoo” disguise was a marvel: three layers of foam, then spray paint, then chunks of rock mortared in place. Up close, it was obvious, but from the trail or even the ridge above, the camo was perfect.

      Leo couldn’t help himself—he ran a finger along the seam, marveling at the work. “This must’ve taken months.”

      Sophie, less impressed, started cataloguing the gear that lined every flat surface. A pair of crates stacked with brand-new camp stoves, three more with boots and technical jackets (all expensive, all in popular sizes), and a bin of sealed electronics. She recognized at least four items from the “stolen property” list at the store: the missing Garmin, a GoPro with someone’s dog sticker still on it, a headlamp engraved with “Janelle & Andy 2022.” Sophie worked her phone camera in silent mode, her knuckles whitening as she photographed serial numbers and tags.

      The air in the cave smelled of paint, cold stone, and the sharp tang of leather packs and old plastic. In the dim LED light, even the gear seemed to cower. Leo wandered past the main “workshop” table, where the muffin tin still held its cotton-cushioned treasure trove of SD cards.

      He lifted one, flipped it over, and then set it back. “They’re really archiving everything. Who does that?”

      Sophie didn’t look up. “People who want to track resale. Or blackmail. Or just have dirt on anyone who buys from them.” She stepped over to the bins of shipping labels. “See, they’ve got pre-printed postage here. They’re mailing this stuff out same day.”

      Leo exhaled, both impressed and deeply creeped out. He watched as Sophie scanned the wall behind the table, fingers trailing over the random patchwork of stickers and hand-drawn maps. At first it looked like a bored kid’s art project, but as she got closer, Leo could see each circle on the map matched a known gear theft—Aspen Mirror Lake, Cascade Falls, Bower’s Cave, all places where hikers or tourists had reported losses.

      He frowned. “Why are they marking them?”

      Sophie leaned in, her voice pitched low. “Because those are the ‘energy points’ from the wedding packet. Every one of these marks is where the Garrisons told guests to do a ‘meditation selfie’ for cosmic alignment. They funneled everyone to the best targets and then watched who left their stuff behind.”

      Leo felt his blood go hot. “They’re using the Stone People myth as a roadmap.”

      Sophie, voice suddenly sharp, “And the best part? See the notes in red? ‘Hoodoo not safe after dusk.’ They’re pushing the rumors that the rocks move so people don’t come close enough to spot the cave entrances.”

      He could almost hear Tamantha’s voice, telling the story of “living hoodoos” and cautioning guests not to disturb the formations at night.

      He tried to laugh, but it died in his throat. “It’s not just a scam. It’s genius. And evil.”

      Sophie photographed the maps, the labels, and every inch of the fake hoodoo door, then took a slow lap of the cave. At the far end, tucked in a recess behind some shipping bins, she found a battered file box. Inside: price lists, inventory spreadsheets, even a printed-out PDF of the Duck Creek wedding guest list—with the highest-value targets starred and annotated.

      She flipped through page after page, a horrified fascination blooming on her face. “They’ve been doing this all season. Every wedding, every retreat, they get the invite lists and run this script. The Garrisons act like they’re selling enlightenment, but really, they’re picking marks and flipping the gear before anyone realizes it’s gone.”

      Leo sat down on a rock, let his head thunk softly against the wall. “I should’ve known. The way Wade always asked about my camera. The way Sloane fished for who had the latest gadgets at breakfast. They were casing us from the start.”

      Sophie closed the file, then slipped it into her own pack. “You did know, Leo. We both did. We just thought it was coincidence.”

      They stood there, in the hollow heart of the mountain, surrounded by the proof of a dozen ruined vacations and the ghosts of a thousand stolen gadgets. Sophie knelt by the entrance, checked the seam one last time, and then stood. “Let’s go. We need to stop them before they hit the wedding.”

      Leo nodded, and together they pushed open the fake hoodoo. The setting sun hit their faces, blinding-bright and almost warm after the cave’s black chill.

      They scrambled up the side gully, all stealth gone now that the den was empty, and made for the ridge with nothing but the evidence and their own boiling indignation. At the top, Sophie checked her phone. The cloud upload had finished; the photos and files were already in Sam’s inbox, with copies to Sheriff Adams and (for good measure) the Duck Creek Vibe Instagram DM.

      Leo, breathing hard, looked back at the Pink Cliffs. The fake hoodoo looked real enough in the red light, but now he could see every crack and seam for what it was. He wondered how many more lay hidden up and down the valley, waiting for the next crew of unsuspecting hikers or the next round of wedding guests.

      Sophie set her jaw, voice hard as quartz. “We’re not letting them get away with it. Not this time.”

      He matched her mood, his usual easy grin replaced with something tighter, sharper. “Let’s crash the wedding.”

      They hiked back toward the main lodge, the shadows long and the air cool and raw, plotting every move, every angle. This time, they weren’t just solving a case.

      They were going to end it.
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      Back at the Zen Nest, the last glow of sunset washed the main lodge in gold. Sophie marched straight to Becky, showed her the photos and the guest list, and watched as the whole story landed with a crash. Becky, voice shaking, called Adams and set off the kind of alarm that echoed from the front desk to the farthest guest cabin.

      The Garrisons? They made their move at precisely 19:03, with Jess and Tyler dressed as wedding servers and the Subaru already staged for a fast getaway. But the plan didn’t account for a full security lockdown, or for the staff—briefed by Sophie—watching every handoff, every corridor.

      The police arrived with time to spare. There was a chase, and a brief standoff in the guest parking lot, but it ended the way all mountain stories do: with everyone out in the cold, the lies stripped away and only the raw truth left behind.

      Sophie and Leo watched from the porch, hot chocolate in hand, as the last of the evidence was bagged up and Sheriff Adams shook Sam’s hand like they’d just won a trophy. They didn’t cheer, didn’t even high-five, but there was a quiet satisfaction in the way Sophie leaned against Leo’s shoulder and let herself exhale for the first time all week.

      “Nice job, Vibe,” she said.

      He nudged her. “Back at you, Fixer.”

      For a long time, they just sat there, watching the lights flicker on and off in the cabins, the sound of laughter—real, unafraid—starting to come back to the lodge.

      Above them, the Pink Cliffs glowed, and the fake hoodoo stood silent, already losing its illusion in the gathering dark.

      This time, at least, the mountain kept its secrets for the right side.

      And if you listened close enough, you could almost hear the Stone People smiling.
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      It was strange, after a whole afternoon of wind and friction and blackmail adrenaline, to step into the Zen Nest and find the main lodge unchanged—a hearth full of crackling pine, the sourdough tang of Melinda’s bake still clinging to the rafters, and in the middle of it, Wade and Sloane Garrison waiting by the fire like they owned the place. For all Leo knew, maybe they did.

      He paused in the entry, breathing the heated air. Sophie, right behind him, clocked the Garrisons with a single glance, then checked the hallway for witnesses. There were none. The late sun set a golden wash through the A-frame windows, catching in Sloane’s halo of brushed hair and the row of shiny bracelets tight on her wrist. Wade, perched on the arm of a leather chair, folded a trail map with so much care it could have been origami.

      “Please,” Sloane said, smiling with all her teeth and none of her eyes, “come in. We’ve been waiting for you.”

      Wade didn’t look up. He made a perfect crease, then spoke in the gentle baritone of a man explaining a board game to a child. “We’d like to have a word before you go to Sheriff Adams.”

      Leo snorted, but Sophie stepped forward, taking the seat directly opposite. Leo remained standing, arms crossed, ready to bolt or punch out, depending.

      “Make it quick,” Sophie said.

      Sloane patted the cushion next to her, as if hosting a brunch. “You two have been busy. It’s impressive, really. Some people wouldn’t notice a thing. But you—” she pointed at Sophie—“never let go once you bite.”

      Wade finally looked up, folding the map one last time before setting it on the side table. “Let’s save everyone some time. You have evidence, I’m sure. That’s what the two of you do. But what you don’t have is leverage.”

      Leo bristled. “We have proof you and Jess ran the cave racket. You’re both done.”

      Wade shook his head, as if correcting a puppy. “Jess did the dirty work. We simply advised. And even then, there’s not a single transaction linking us. It’s all her—her fingerprints, her messages. You report her, she folds. But us?” He smiled, slow and deliberate. “We’re not even on the board.”

      Sloane leaned in, her perfume sweet enough to sting. “So what’s your move, Sophie? You going to turn us in? Drag Becky into it, get Melinda fired when word gets out the Zen Nest was ‘unsafe’?”

      Sophie’s jaw set. “You’re threatening us?”

      “Not at all,” Sloane purred. “I’m saying you have options. If you hand over the files, walk away, we’ll cut you in. Ten percent. Twenty, if you want to be hands-off and let the next wedding season run itself.”

      Leo made a noise halfway between a laugh and a snarl. “You think we’re that easy?”

      Wade shrugged. “We think you’re pragmatic. Adams is lazy. Becky cares more about Yelp than justice. You want to do good, but you also need to eat. Why not take a piece of the action? The real victims have insurance.”

      For a second, nobody spoke. The pop and hiss of the fireplace filled the silence, and the light outside faded from gold to pale blue.

      Sophie looked at Leo, then back at the Garrisons. “You really believe we’d sell out the whole town for a cut?”

      Wade spread his hands, palms up. “You’re seasonal staff. Next year, maybe you’re not even here. Or maybe you’re running a bigger game in Moab or Sedona. The point is, you don’t owe these people anything.”

      Sloane added, “We did our homework. You’re both smart. The stone people legend—that’s a nice touch. It keeps locals out of our drop sites, and the guests are too distracted to notice their gear’s gone until after the wedding. Everyone wins. Why not be a part of it?”

      Leo’s voice came out ice-cold. “Because we’re not thieves. Or liars. Or cowards.”

      Wade’s smile evaporated, replaced by something harder. “You’re not thinking long-term, Leo. This place—Duck Creek—isn’t the paradise you want it to be. Nobody’s going to name a trail after you for being a hero. But if you play it right, you leave with money in your pocket, maybe a few new toys, and nobody gets hurt.”

      Sloane flicked a speck from her jeans, bracelets ringing. “Look, we know how the game works. Most of the locals just want the guests to come, spend, and leave. The Garrisons make sure they do that, and in the process, we make sure no one gets too comfortable. It’s a service, really.”

      Sophie stared into the fire. Her hands were tight fists in her lap, the knuckles blanched. “Is that what you tell yourselves at night?”

      Sloane’s laugh was light, almost musical. “We tell ourselves we’re survivors. And you could be, too.”

      Leo leaned over the back of the couch, his face set in shadow. “You know what’s pathetic? You could’ve made a living actually doing what you pretend to do. Adventure consulting. Guiding. But you had to cheat, because you’re too scared to be second best.”

      Wade’s jaw tensed. “Nobody ever remembers second best.”

      “Maybe not,” Leo said, “but they remember rats. And every rat eventually gets caught.”

      The room felt colder, despite the fire. Sloane stood, smoothing her vest with perfect precision. “Last chance. Take the offer, or you’ll wish you had.”

      Sophie rose as well, eyes level and fearless. “Go to hell.”

      Wade laughed, but there was nothing warm in it. “After you.”

      He and Sloane exited together, side by side, like a pair of models on a magazine cover. The air they left behind seemed to pulse with the echo of their threat.

      Sophie turned to Leo. For the first time in hours, she looked tired, her shoulders slumped, her mouth a flat line.

      “You think Adams will even care?” she said.

      Leo shrugged, but there was a steadiness in his eyes now. “Doesn’t matter. The Garrisons think they run the show, but it’s our town. We make the story stick.”

      Sophie almost smiled. “Even if nobody names a trail after us?”

      “Especially then,” Leo said. “Let’s burn it down.”

      They left the warmth of the lodge for the blue chill outside, neither of them saying a word until the wind had stripped the last of Sloane’s perfume from their clothes.

      Somewhere, far above, the Stone People watched.

      And—just maybe—smiled.
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      They were still shaking off the Garrisons’ exit when the front doors crashed open, letting in a slap of cold air and a tornado of chartreuse and rose. Tamantha barreled into the lodge, breathless, her scarf streaming behind like a Wadey pennant. She spotted Leo and Sophie, flung both arms wide, and shouted, “You guys! You will not believe what I just found!”

      She didn’t even pause to catch the mood in the room—she was already spilling words everywhere, snowflakes glittering in her hair. “I found it! The absolute perfect Stone People spot for the ceremony. It’s, like, magical. You know the overlook, past the fork? There’s this circle of hoodoos, and if you stand in the middle, the whole mountain echoes back at you. It’s exactly like the picture I sent you, Sloane!”

      Sloane had pivoted instantly from threat mode to wedding planner, smile re-glued to her face. “That’s wonderful, Tam! Is it safe? We wouldn’t want you getting stuck in a snow drift on your big day.”

      Tamantha, undeterred, grabbed Sophie’s elbow. “I’m serious. You can hear your own heartbeat out there. And the rocks—these ones, they’re, like, in a ring. Guardians or something. Can we move the ceremony? Please?”

      Sophie tried to find her voice. “You said… a circle of hoodoos?”

      “Yeah!” Tamantha bounced on her toes, practically levitating. “It’s just off Pink Cliffs. But nobody goes out there—at least, not in winter.”

      Leo’s pulse doubled. He shot Sophie a look, and saw her put the pieces together: the cache site. The one with the fake hoodoo, the trapdoor, and the evidence bag she’d filled just hours before.

      Wade’s reaction was subtle but nuclear. His jaw knotted, and he turned half away, as if the floorboards needed urgent study. Sloane’s bracelets rattled as she gripped her coffee mug with both hands.

      Wade spoke up, perfectly calm, “Why don’t I scout it with you, Tam? If it’s as striking as you say, we’ll make it the highlight of the whole weekend.” He reached for his jacket, voice almost pleading in its casualness.

      “Can I come too?” Sophie asked, already reaching for her own coat.

      Sloane pounced, blocking the move with a flurry of tasks. “Sophie, darling, I need you for centerpieces. The florist just arrived with all the wrong colors, and you’re the only one I trust to fix it. Leo, can you help with the guest welcome baskets? There are, like, seventy. Melinda’s already threatening to quit over the marshmallow-to-hot-cocoa ratio.”

      It was aggressive, practiced, and almost worked.

      Tamantha, oblivious, was already halfway to the door with Wade in tow. “It’s just a quick hike. We’ll be back before dinner!” She tossed the scarf over her shoulder and winked at Leo. “You should see this, Vibe. It’s your kind of weird.”

      The door shut behind them with a sound like a book closing.

      Sloane herded Sophie into the kitchen, where buckets of anemic tulips and three stunned delivery men waited. “It’s all wrong,” she whispered. “Tam wanted sunset colors, not… whatever this is.” She pointed at the dusty bouquet, eyes glittering with panic. “You’ll fix it, right?”

      Sophie nodded, keeping her own panic zipped up tight. She worked the stems with more force than necessary, thinking through every possible move. Leo, arms full of welcome baskets, caught her eye across the room. One glance was enough: they had minutes, maybe less.

      Sophie whispered, “She’s walking straight into it. The cache.”

      Leo glanced at the door, then the phone in his pocket. “We have to get there first. Or warn her.”

      Sloane’s voice cracked over the table. “Leo, can you bring these to the lounge? Guests are arriving soon.” It wasn’t a request.

      He loaded the baskets onto the rolling cart, and as he wheeled past Sophie, he said, “Back deck. Two minutes.”

      They worked in the chaos, faking cooperation, all the while listening for the crunch of boots in the snow outside.

      On the deck, the cold stung sharper than before. Leo was first out, hands shoved in his pockets, scanning the ridge for movement.

      Sophie joined him, breath coming fast. “What do we do?”

      Leo’s voice was low. “We have to get there first. Tam’s not going to listen to a warning unless it’s got, like, a PowerPoint and a signed note from the Sheriff.”

      Sophie’s lips pressed together. “So we beat them to the site. Or blow the whole thing up now.”

      Leo looked out at the valley, the rim already gathering shadow. “If we tip Adams, it’s over for them. But if we let the Garrisons go, they’ll run.”

      Sophie shook her head. “Or they’ll shut it down. Burn the evidence. Maybe worse, if they think Tam’s onto their spot.”

      A gust of wind threw a handful of pine needles across the deck. Leo picked one up, rolled it between his fingers. “We could tail them. Catch them in the act.”

      Sophie considered, then nodded. “Or we could set a trap.”

      The door banged behind them—Sloane, smiling like a kindergarten teacher but with eyes of granite. “You two! Don’t forget to get photos for the social. Tam wants everything documented for her ‘vibe video’ tomorrow. And, Sophie? Please try to keep her on script.” She handed over a laminated timeline, every minute block filled with “energy cleanse” and “cosmic alignment” and “Stone People affirmation.”

      Sophie accepted the schedule, barely glancing at it. “No problem, Sloane. We’ll make it perfect.”

      Sloane leaned close, voice dropping to a hiss. “Just remember who’s really in charge here.”

      She swanned back inside, shutting the door with a snap.

      Leo and Sophie exhaled in unison.

      Leo said, “You get the feeling she’d throw us off a cliff if it was on-brand?”

      Sophie almost smiled. “Not if we throw them first.”

      They ran the plan in whispers: Leo would slip out on the ridge trail, following Wade and Tam at a safe distance. Sophie would text Adams the real location, but delay him just long enough for the Garrisons to make a mistake. Best case, they caught them red-handed. Worst case, they bought Tam enough time to wander out alive.

      Sophie shouldered her pack, checked the evidence bag inside, and nodded once. “Ready?”

      Leo grinned, adrenaline already working its way to his fingertips. “Always.”

      They split—Sophie for the lodge, to cover any last-minute sabotage; Leo for the trailhead, feet moving silent over the snow.

      Inside, the wedding chaos churned on, blissfully unaware that the real ceremony was about to unfold in a ring of hoodoos on the edge of nowhere.

      On the mountain, the Stone People watched and waited, ancient as secrets, patient as time.

      And in the blue chill of dusk, the final moves began.
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      Leo stood at the deck’s edge, hands gripping the timber rail so hard his knuckles went bone-white. Sophie leaned beside him, jacket zipped high, hair flapping wild in the updraft, eyes on the distant treeline. The whole valley below was steeped in dusk: the last of the sun snagged on the ridge, a blue chill sharpening every sound. The lodge behind them hummed—wedding music on the stereo, the click of Becky’s clipboard, and Melinda’s voice ricocheting through the hall about “precision ribbon work.” But on the deck, there was only wind, the hiss of their own panic, and the two of them facing the world.

      “They’re going to torch it,” Leo said. He meant the evidence, but it sounded like he meant the entire mountain.

      Sophie didn’t look at him. “No, they’re going to run. Jess and Tyler have been circling the Pink Cliffs since three. They’re pulling the plug.”

      “Before tomorrow?” He checked his watch, then the phone, as if numbers alone could slow time. “We don’t have a day. Maybe an hour.”

      Sophie’s fingers were already on her phone, moving fast but not trembling. “We call Adams. We make them move now.”

      Leo barked a dry laugh. “Adams doesn’t believe in moving at all. Last summer, someone took out half a shed with fireworks and he called it ‘natural causes.’”

      She ignored him, thumb pressing SEND before the words even finished forming in her head. She held the phone to her ear, pacing in a tight, angry loop.

      “Sheriff Adams? It’s Sophie.” A pause. “Yeah. I know, but listen. We’ve got a theft ring, and it’s about to vanish. I need you at the Pink Cliffs, north rim, by the old mine gate.”

      On the other end, the sheriff’s voice was low and skeptical—a lot of mm-hmms and a suspicious “Is this a prank, kid?” But Sophie steamrolled on.

      “It’s Wade Garrison. And Sloane. And Jess—yes, the catering Jess. They’re running a gear scam. Staging drops in the hoodoo cave. We have photos, serial numbers, and a witness. They’re moving the cache tonight. If you don’t get there, it’s gone.”

      Adams must have tried to interrupt, but Sophie just talked over him, crisp as a hardware manual. “You know the cave. The wedding party will be there at dawn. You can search it or let it disappear. We’ll have the proof.”

      Leo listened, half proud, half terrified. Sophie never lost her cool, but the way she clutched the phone now, he could see the strain in her jaw.

      “Fine,” she snapped, “send a deputy. But get there before dark.” She hung up and exhaled sharp, a plume of fog vanishing in the cold.

      Leo looked at her. “He didn’t buy it, did he.”

      She wiped her nose with her sleeve. “He’s sending ‘a unit.’ Could be tomorrow, could be never. We’re on our own.”

      A wave of laughter and piano chords rolled through the window behind them—inside, Tamantha was test-driving a wedding playlist, each track more shrill and determined than the last. Leo braced himself against the noise. “We need a ride,” he said. “We’ll never beat Jess and Tyler on foot.”

      Sophie’s eyes flicked to the staff entrance, where Becky’s golf cart—more glorified ATV, really—sat idling, keys dangling from the peg above the fire extinguisher. Her eyes widened. “You drive?”

      “Better than you,” he said, and it wasn’t a boast.

      They slipped down the side ramp, dodging the flicker of window light, and ducked into the corridor by the kitchen. Inside, the smell of garlic bread and winter citrus hit like a slap. Leo stopped by the utility closet, rummaged a pen from a plastic cup, and grabbed a scrap of shipping label from the desk.

      He scribbled, “Borrowing cart for emergency. Sorry. Will explain later. — Leo,” and stabbed it onto the message board with a thumbtack. The whole move took eight seconds.

      He saw Sophie at the end of the hall, already scanning the deck for witnesses. “You good?” she called, voice low but urgent.

      “Yeah.” He patted the doorframe, gave a quick glance back at the bustle of the kitchen, then stepped outside. The cold was instant and complete. It bit his ears, his nose, the insides of his knees.

      Sophie pointed to the rig. “You’re driving,” she said, and he didn’t argue.

      The ATV was a battered yellow John Deere, the kind made for hauling firewood and dead pine branches, not sleuthing through a winter forest. Leo climbed in, adjusted the seat back for his legs, and started the engine. The whole machine shuddered to life with a diesel grumble.

      Sophie hopped in next to him, pulling the seatbelt across both of them because the right-side clip was broken. She punched the glove box open, found a balled-up emergency blanket and a spare set of handwarmers. “Might need these,” she said, stuffing them in her jacket.

      Leo gunned the engine and pointed it down the service road. “You ready?” he asked, not for the first time that day.

      Sophie glanced over her shoulder, then at him. “Let’s go.”

      He punched the accelerator. The ATV jolted down the path, spraying a rooster-tail of gravel behind them, the headlights bouncing over tree roots and old drifts of snow. The world was suddenly all blur and noise: the sting of cold, the rush of dark shapes in the headlights, the sheer, helpless urgency of it.

      After a quarter-mile, Sophie yelled over the roar, “We’re not going to catch them unless we shortcut through the flats!”

      Leo nodded, eyes fixed on the path. He cranked the wheel, cutting off the service road and angling straight for the logging trail—a route barely visible even in daylight, let alone near twilight. The tires slewed sideways over frozen ruts, and for a second, they were airborne over a ditch. Sophie braced herself with both arms, laughing and cursing in the same breath.

      “They’re going to kill us before we even get there!” she shouted.

      Leo grinned. “Not if we kill the engine and coast the last hundred yards. I know where the cave opens up.”

      She watched him drive, cheeks pinked with wind, and for a second he felt the thrill of every reckless choice they’d ever made together: night rides, cliff jumps, the time they faked a ghost in the laundry room just to mess with Tamantha’s cousin. This was just like all those, only now it mattered.

      They hit the tree line at the edge of the Pink Cliffs, the headlights flashing over the familiar outcrop. Leo braked hard, slewing sideways, the ATV rocking to a stop behind a fallen spruce. He killed the lights and cut the engine. The sudden quiet was a vacuum.

      Sophie climbed out first, boots crunching in the hard snow. She checked her phone, the blue glow painting her face. “Nothing from Adams,” she said. “But look—” She showed him the phone: the live tracker pinged a new dot, moving fast up the ridge.

      “They’re here,” she whispered.

      Leo stared at the line of black trees, every sense buzzing. “We have maybe two minutes. Tops.”

      They moved, slow but determined, following the barely-there trail along the ridge. Behind them, the lodge lights glimmered, and the sound of music floated over the trees—someone had queued up a love song, something sweeping and ridiculous. But ahead, the night was all threat.

      At the top of the rise, they knelt behind a low wall of basalt and peered into the clearing. Jess and Tyler were already there, their bikes parked in the shadows. Jess held a heavy duffel in both hands, swinging it onto the ground with a grunt. Tyler, jittery as always, paced circles, scanning for movement.

      Sophie pressed her shoulder against Leo’s, whispering, “If we rush them, they’ll bolt. We need to get the cops here.”

      Leo checked his phone. “No signal. You?”

      Sophie shook her head, lips pressed tight.

      Below, Jess knelt by the rock face, tracing her fingers along the painted seam. She found the hidden latch and popped it open, then dragged the duffel through the false door. Tyler hovered by the bikes, glancing up the trail every ten seconds.

      Leo risked a peek over the wall. “We could block them in. Or follow them to the drop.”

      “Or we could…” Sophie trailed off, thinking.

      In the silence, they heard the sound of another engine, far off but closing: Sheriff Adams, or one of his deputies, coming up the service road. The tension cranked tighter. Jess must have heard it too—she barked at Tyler, and together they heaved the second duffel inside, then slammed the camo door shut.

      “They’re going to double back,” Leo whispered. “Head down the gully to the old fire road.”

      Sophie’s brain whirred. “We can cut them off if we take the ridge trail.”

      He nodded, already moving. They scrambled up, boots skidding on loose rock, and sprinted the half-mile through the pines. The cold was gone—just adrenaline and the rasp of their breath in the dark.

      At the bottom of the slope, they caught the flicker of headlamps: Jess and Tyler, ditching the bikes and running for the trailhead. The duffel bags were slung over their backs, the weight slowing them just enough.

      Leo cued up his phone camera, steadied it on his glove, and started filming. “Let’s go,” he said, voice level.

      They stepped out onto the trail, blocking the way.

      Jess skidded to a halt, eyes wild. Tyler almost crashed into her.

      Sophie said, “It’s over. Sheriff’s on the way. You might as well drop the bags.”

      Jess’s face twisted. “You think you’re so smart. All this—” she gestured at the woods, the bags, herself “—it’s just side hustle. No one cares.”

      Leo held up the phone, the red light recording. “Smile for the camera, Jess.”

      For a split second, Jess seemed to consider swinging the duffel as a weapon. But instead, she let it fall, bouncing once in the snow.

      Tyler dropped his, hands in the air. “I never wanted this. It was just supposed to be for the wedding.”

      Jess spun on him, snarling, but he backed away, shivering.

      A wash of red and blue swept the trees—Sheriff Adams, headlights bouncing over the frozen ruts. He pulled up hard, engine idling, and stepped out, all boots and authority.

      “What in the hell is going on up here?” he shouted, voice echoing off the stone.

      Sophie pointed at Jess and Tyler. “They have the cache in the hoodoo cave. The Garrisons are waiting for them back at the lodge. You can check the guest list for stolen gear.”

      Adams looked skeptical, but when he opened one of the duffels and saw the tangle of electronics, the GoPros, the phones, the thousand-dollar lenses with names still written on the straps, his jaw dropped.

      He cuffed Jess and Tyler with more satisfaction than was probably legal.

      “Nice work,” he said, nodding at Sophie and Leo. “Didn’t think you had it in you, Fixer.”

      Sophie just smiled, the cold finally catching up to her. “Nobody ever does.”

      As Adams herded the thieves to the car, Leo and Sophie watched the lights of the lodge flicker through the trees. The music had shifted to something slow and a little sad, and the wind carried the sound all the way to the ridge.

      Leo looked at Sophie, and for the first time that day, he felt a real, wild hope.

      “We did it,” he said, voice barely above the wind.

      She touched his arm, warmth through all the layers. “Not bad for a couple of seasonal hires.”

      He laughed, full and bright, then started down the trail. Behind them, the world was still cold and a little dangerous, but for now, at least, they had the upper hand.

      The Stone People watched from the cliffs above, and if they had faces, maybe they were smiling, too.
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      By the time Sophie skidded through the double doors into the main lodge, the place had transformed into an industrial-scale wedding machine. Every horizontal surface was buried in cream and sage green: linen runners draped over the check-in desk, boxes of “eco-confetti” crowding the fireplace hearth, and a full battalion of folding chairs stacked and staged by the staircase. In the lobby, Melinda barked a line-dance count as she tried to corral the groomsmen for their “first look” rehearsal. The air was warm and citrus-bright, shot through with the tang of pine candles and the invisible fog of last-minute stress.

      Becky was at the heart of it all, a storm system in jeans and an oversized Zen Nest fleece, her hair pinned up with the same ballpoint she used to scrawl updates onto the clipboard. She kept one eye on the catering crew and the other on a frantic wedding planner who appeared to be losing a slap fight with a roll of ribbon.

      Sophie slalomed around a pair of bridesmaids wielding oversized wine glasses, caught Becky at the coffee urn, and yanked her aside with an urgency that startled even Becky. The clipboard dropped to her side, almost forgotten.

      “Please,” Sophie whispered, “we need to talk. Now. Somewhere private.”

      Becky raised one eyebrow, lips twitching with a joke that died when she saw Sophie’s face. “Follow me,” she said, voice gone flat and pro. She led the way down the short hall to the “wellness alcove,” an underutilized nook behind the guest computer. The moment they were hidden from view, Becky hissed, “Is it Tamantha? Did she get cold feet? Because I have, like, five mils of Ativan and⁠—”

      Sophie shook her head. “It’s worse. It’s the Garrisons. And Jess. And Tyler. They’re not just awkward. They’re thieves. Professional. They’ve been using the wedding as cover for a months-long scam.”

      Becky’s whole face collapsed into the most un-Becky expression Sophie had ever seen. “Wait, what?”

      Sophie flicked open her phone, thumb flying through the folder of evidence: the photos of the cave, the lists, the annotated wedding guest log. “We have proof. Serial numbers, surveillance, everything. Sheriff Adams is on his way. But the Garrisons might try to run, or destroy the last of the evidence before he gets here.”

      Becky stared at the screen, every bit of her previous bravado gone. “You’re telling me… our wedding party is, what, Oceans Eleven? They’re going to steal the wedding?”

      Sophie tried to smile. “Just the valuables. The gear. All the high-end stuff people leave laying around. Cameras, drones, phones. They almost got Leo, too.”

      Becky’s hand hovered midair, then fell to her side. “Holy… Okay. Okay. We need to keep Tam here. And out of the loop, at least until the cops arrive.” Her eyes darted to the hall, as if the Garrisons might materialize out of the wall.

      “She’s supposed to go out to the overlook with Wade in twenty minutes,” Sophie said. “If she sees the cave, she could walk into the middle of their operation.”

      Becky nodded, thinking at light speed. “We have to stall. She can’t leave. If we start a scene, Wade will just use it as a reason to bail early.” Her gaze flicked around, landing on the tower of favor boxes stacked by the window. “Hang on. I’ve got just the thing.”

      She hustled Sophie back into the main lodge, snatching the top box off the pile and tucking it under her arm. “Follow my lead,” Becky said, with the reckless confidence of a woman who’d once kept the Zen Nest solvent through a Christmas power outage with nothing but a generator and a motivational playlist.

      Tamantha was easy to spot, a swirl of yellow cashmere and crystals orbiting the buffet. Wade trailed behind her, all sharp elbows and predatory patience. Tamantha spotted Sophie and Becky, and her face lit up. “Is it time? Can we go? I need to see the circle again before the light changes. It’s crucial to the Stone People aesthetic.”

      Becky cut in, flashing her teeth. “Before you head out, you have to approve the wedding favors. The sample came in, and you will absolutely die if you see what they did to your logo. Trust me, this is not something you want on your hashtag.”

      Tamantha gasped, “A disaster?” and the word seemed to activate every nerve in her body. She followed Becky to the window, where Becky laid the box flat and started unspooling layer after layer of tissue.

      Sophie hovered near Wade, blocking his exit with a perfectly staged “oops” as she “accidentally” dropped her phone at his feet. He bent to pick it up, and for a moment, their eyes met—his calm, reptilian, hers set to full panic. “Sorry,” she muttered, then grabbed the phone and backed away. Wade’s hand lingered on his own pocket, and she wondered if he was feeling for a tracker or a knife.

      Becky worked her magic, fanning out a dozen different versions of the favor: one with a chipped tea cup, another with the wrong initials, one that appeared to have a tiny plastic rat embedded in the resin. “Which do you want, Tam?” she asked. “We have to tell the vendor by five, or we’ll get charged for rush delivery.”

      Tamantha examined each favor with the intensity of a bomb squad leader, lips moving as she calculated the balance of aesthetics and cosmic significance. “None of these are right,” she moaned. “The gold leaf looks cheap, and the font is all wrong. Maybe we should switch to the quartz crystals—do you think that would be more authentic?”

      Wade’s voice was thin. “We really need to check the overlook. Timing is key for the ceremony⁠—”

      But Becky was a master at wedding judo. “The lighting won’t matter if the guests hate their keepsakes. We can do both, but the favors must come first.” She pushed the whole box into Tamantha’s arms, nearly knocking her over. “Come to the bridal suite, we’ll use the white table as a backdrop and see them in real sunlight.”

      Tamantha melted into the plan, calling for her bridesmaids to weigh in. Becky winked at Sophie and started shepherding them up the stairs.

      Wade, sensing the stall, frowned. “Can I at least go out and check the overlook? It won’t take ten minutes.” He looked at Sophie, voice dropping low. “I’ll be right back.”

      Sophie panicked, then remembered the last trick in her pocket: “It snowed again last night. The overlook path is iced over. Melinda said the last person who tried it ended up on crutches.” She made it sound like a joke, but even Tamantha recoiled at the idea of a muddy, ruined wedding outfit.

      “Maybe we wait,” Tamantha said, and Wade’s lips thinned to a hairline.

      “Just until we settle the favors,” Becky said, already halfway up the stairs. “Then the overlook, I swear.”

      Wade took a breath, stuffed his hands in his vest pockets, and pretended to study the seating chart.

      Sophie let her pulse slow. She checked her phone, watching the blue dot that was Leo’s tracker close in on Pink Cliffs.

      She smiled—just a little—knowing they’d bought him the time he needed.
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      Becky led the favor crisis with the tenacity of a bouncer, refusing to let Tamantha move until every last detail was resolved. She spun disasters out of thin air—wrong ink, bad glue, the threat of “allergies nobody warned us about.” The bridal party clustered around the makeshift favor lab, oblivious to everything except the importance of glitter and font size.

      Sophie worked the perimeter, texting updates to Leo, and every so often glancing at the window to make sure Wade was still trapped inside. He paced, checked his phone, and called Sloane twice, but every time he got near the door, a bridesmaid would block him with a question about boutonnières, or a staffer would ask him to sign a vendor slip.

      After forty minutes, Tamantha had selected a favor design, a table runner, and—on a whim—redesigned her signature cocktail. Becky signed off the vendor order with a flourish, then released Tamantha to her waiting bridesmaids, who dragged her away to fix her hair for the rehearsal dinner.

      Only then did Becky exhale, slumping against the wall. “Did it work?” she whispered.

      Sophie checked her phone. Leo’s dot had stopped moving—he was at the cave, where the Garrisons’ cache was supposed to be.

      She looked up at Becky, and the two shared a wide-eyed, slightly wild moment of mutual relief.

      “For now,” Sophie said. “But if you have any more disasters in the back pocket, keep them ready.”

      Becky grinned, the stress lines softening around her mouth. “You know me, Fixer. I make the problems before they make themselves.”

      She swept a few favor boxes off the table and marched back into the chaos, her energy reset.

      Sophie lingered by the window, watching the last rays of sunlight flare off the snow. She could see Wade, hands jammed deep in his vest, stalking the parking lot with a look that said he’d rather be anywhere else.

      She didn’t blame him. But she was grateful, for once, that wedding hell could be used for something good.

      The Zen Nest’s main lodge, never meant for quiet, throbbed with music and laughter and the clatter of one thousand details. Sophie let it wash over her, and for a moment, felt safe.

      At least until the next crisis called her name.
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      Leo gunned the ATV up the last slope, the engine’s howl chasing the blood in his ears. The world was all blur: a river of white headlights, black trunks, the red-pulse warning of frostbite in his fingertips. Every time he steered hard left, the rear wheels kicked out and sent a shiver through his spine—one misjudged rut and he’d be eating gravel, or worse, rolling the whole cart into the creek below.

      But Leo knew these trails like he knew his own scars. He took the first logging turn-off at forty, clipped the edge of an old snow berm, then slewed back onto the main track. The air stung, full of smoke and pine resin and the faint, elusive sweetness that always followed a freeze.

      The shortcut he picked was nothing more than a deer path, but it saved a half mile and let him shadow the main ridge without being seen. At the crest, he throttled down, letting the engine idle and the cold sink in. He could see across the shallow canyon, the orange of dusk slipping fast into true blue night. There—two shapes on the far slope, headlights bobbing, the unmistakable stoop of mountain bikers hauling heavy packs.

      Jess led. You could tell by the way she cut corners, never checking her speed. Tyler lagged, body hunched and twitchy. They moved fast, but not as fast as rumor said: they were scared, or spooked, or just running out of time.

      Leo let the ATV coast, dead silent, and crawled on foot to the edge of the overlook. He could hear their voices, thin and glassy in the canyon air.

      “Wade says to clear everything out,” Jess snapped, her voice crackling. “Leave no trace.”

      “Why now?” Tyler wheezed. “He said the drop wasn’t ‘til midnight.”

      Jess: “Plans changed. That Fixer chick is onto us. We do this, then we bounce. He promised us a cut—double if we don’t screw up.”

      Tyler muttered something about “not enough” and “always the worst jobs,” but he kept grinding up the slope, the bike gears ticking like bad teeth.

      Leo’s breath caught in his throat. He let them get a minute ahead, then doubled back to the ATV and fired it up again. He didn’t have to see the cave; he knew exactly where they’d surface. He took the old prospector’s road—almost invisible under the snow and pine needles, but direct—and pushed the machine to its limit, every turn a gamble. The engine growled and spat, the whole rig shuddering as he hammered it over a stump and nearly lost the back wheels.

      He made the final descent in near darkness, flicked the lights off a hundred yards shy of the cache, and rolled the ATV behind a fallen log. The cold hit instantly, every bit of sweat icing up along his ribs and brow. He left the helmet, sucked in three lungfuls of biting air, and crept toward the hoodoo cave.

      A sliver of headlamp cut through the gap at the base of the stone. He heard Jess cursing, then the sound of heavy bags being dragged across frozen dirt. Tyler huffed, “That’s all of it,” and Jess barked back, “Then go pull the bikes. I’ll shut it down.”

      Leo moved in, silent as he could, heart pounding loud enough he was sure they’d hear it. He picked his way around the boulders and ducked low, just in time to catch Tyler wheeling both bikes to the far side of the clearing. Jess stood at the door, her shadow long and sharp, framed by the yellow of her jacket and the white-hot panic in her posture.

      Leo let her turn, let her shoulder the first pack. Then he stepped out, boots crunching. “Drop it,” he said.

      Jess’s head snapped up. Her face twisted, half rage, half something else. “You. You shouldn’t be here.”

      Leo’s arms trembled, but his voice didn’t. “Neither should you. The cops are on the ridge. You got five minutes, tops.”

      Tyler whined, “We gotta go, Jess—” but Jess ignored him, sizing up Leo, the path, the distance to the bikes.

      “Wade’s not coming, is he?” Leo said, daring her to lie.

      “Don’t need him.” Jess yanked her bag forward, shifting her weight. “We walk. Nobody follows. If you try—” she flashed the knife, the one she’d carried all summer on her hip.

      But Leo wasn’t thinking about knives. He was thinking about the shortcut: the old logging road, still walkable, that looped past the cave to the county road and the sheriff’s Jeep. If he could hold them here for even a minute, Adams would have them cold.

      He played it casual. “You know, all this—” he gestured at the packs, the bikes, the cave “—you could’ve just sold gear like everyone else. Why burn the whole wedding for a couple thousand bucks?”

      Jess’s eyes flickered. “Not your problem.”

      Leo shrugged. “Never is, until it is.”

      Then he lunged. Not at her, but at the bikes—he knocked one over, sent it skidding across the ice. Jess yelled, lost her balance, and Tyler shrieked, “No no no—” as the bike slammed into his shins. It was enough. Leo grabbed the other frame, wrenched it away, and threw it as far as he could down the hill.

      Jess recovered, knife up, and charged, but Leo was faster. He scooped a fistful of gravel and flung it at her eyes. She howled, stumbled, and dropped the bag.

      “Run, Tyler!” she screamed, and Tyler tried—he really did—but his legs tangled in the dropped pack and he went down hard, rolling and crying.

      Leo heard the whine of an engine, the crunch of tires on snow. Red and blue flashes flickered at the rim, and a voice—Sheriff Adams, big as life—roared, “Hands where I can see ‘em!”

      Jess didn’t bother to fight. She crumpled next to the bag, clutching her face. Tyler lay flat, sobbing.

      Leo stepped back, adrenaline gone to ashes, and let the scene play out. Adams cuffed Jess first, then Tyler, reading them their rights in the bored monotone of a man who’d seen everything and still preferred coffee to crime.

      The cache was open, exposed to the night: packs of gear, a line of electronics, and the echo of a thousand dumb risks.

      Leo watched as Adams led the thieves away, then picked up the dropped knife and turned it over in his hand. It was heavier than he expected, cold and black and perfectly balanced.

      He set it down, careful.

      Then he climbed back to the ATV, started the engine, and aimed the headlights home.

      Behind him, the ridge glowed with blue. Ahead, the lodge windows blinked gold.

      Leo just drove, letting the world slide past in streaks of memory and light.
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      By the time Leo’s headlights punched through the tree line, The Zen Nest glowed like a miniature city—every window alive with light, every pathway busy with a thousand tiny crises. He killed the ATV at the staff lot and walked up, the world muffled by the snow and the dark and the deep, weird calm that comes after something huge is finally over.

      Inside, it was a furnace. Groomsmen in cowboy shirts hollered at a game of pool in the lounge; Melinda drilled the wedding party with line-dance moves; and the kitchen erupted every few minutes with a bell, a curse, and the smell of scorched butter. In the middle of it, Tamantha had become a kind of queen bee, ruling from her seat at the center of a circle of planners, relatives, and bridesmaids.

      Wade orbited the chaos, never still for more than a second. He checked his watch, checked the window, checked his phone, always coming back to Tamantha’s side with a new reason he had to “step out for a moment” or “scout the view, just real quick.” Each time, Becky or Sophie intercepted, ping-ponging him back into the thick of the wedding prep with a new emergency.

      “The table runners are off by a quarter inch. If you could just…? No, not that one—this one. Please. Tam trusts you,” Becky said, her smile blinding.

      Wade nodded, teeth clamped together. “Of course.”

      Sophie hovered at the edge, watching every move. She knew it was only a matter of time before he made a break for it. It was like holding a dog by the tail—sooner or later, you had to let go.

      When Tamantha’s phone rang (her mother, demanding a “deep check-in about the aura palette”), Wade finally saw his window. He excused himself, muttering something about “fresh air,” and started down the hallway at a pace just shy of running.

      Sophie caught it at once. She texted Leo, “V headed your way.” Then she turned to Becky, who was deep in battle with a florist over the correct number of succulent cuttings. “I need to go. It’s the cache. If he gets there⁠—”

      Becky waved her off, no questions asked, and Sophie bolted for the exit.

      She knew there was no catching Wade now; he’d beeline for his car or the trailhead. But there was one way to stop him cold.

      She jogged down the village road, wind slicing her ears, and ducked into the old Duck Creek hardware store. The bell clanged, and the sudden blast of warm, dry air carried a punch of sawdust and the cold-metal tang of snow shovels and pipe. Behind the counter, Doug presided—massive arms crossed, beard like a frostbitten bear, eyes that missed nothing.

      He looked up. “Hey, Fixer. Emergency?”

      Sophie caught her breath, nodded. “Need your help. It’s about the Garrisons.”

      Doug didn’t ask for details. He just listened as Sophie ran through the basics—scam, stolen gear, fake drops, law on the way, and Wade about to run for it. Doug’s face went from blank to grim in two seconds flat.

      “Knew there was something off about those two,” he said. “Mountain doesn’t like fakes. And I don’t like them, either.”

      He grabbed his truck keys, the big iron set with a can opener and a Duck Creek bottle opener dangling from the ring. “Where’s he headed?”

      “Pink Cliffs. Or maybe the old fire road, if he wants to double back to Cedar City.”

      Doug considered, then grunted. “He’ll take the main access. It’s fastest, and he won’t risk the snow in that little rental.”

      Sophie followed him out, barely able to keep up with his long stride. Doug’s truck—half Chevy, half legend—sat idling out front, snow already dusted on the windshield.

      He pointed Sophie to the shotgun seat. “If he’s behind us, we’ll block him at the gate. If not, we’ll run escort for Adams.”

      The truck’s heat blasted, filling the cab with the smell of diesel and old coffee. Doug made the mountain roads look like city streets, whipping the truck through switchbacks, headlights slicing the dark to ribbons. At the first turnout, he killed the engine, rolled down the window, and listened.

      In the distance, they heard the grind of tires on packed ice—the sound of Wade’s rental, gunning the curves like a man on borrowed time.

      Doug grinned, all teeth. “Right on schedule.”

      He flicked on the emergency blinkers, rolled the truck broadside across the road, and parked it so close to the drop-off that any car trying to pass would go straight into the gully.

      “Now we wait,” he said, flipping the thermos cap and taking a long, lazy drink. “Best part of the job.”

      Sophie sat in silence, heart hammering. The night was so clear you could see every star, and even through the closed window, the mountain felt alive—like the land itself was bracing for what came next.

      Headlights crested the far hill. Wade’s rental, low to the ground and already fishtailing.

      Doug waited until the car was fifty yards out, then flicked the headlights and let the engine rumble. The rental skidded, stopped, and sat idling, the windows going from clear to fog in seconds.

      Sophie could see Wade inside, hand on the wheel, knuckles pale even from here.

      Doug climbed out, walked up to the car, and knocked on the window with two fingers. Wade rolled it down, trying to play it cool.

      “Car trouble?” Doug said, voice so mild it was almost a joke.

      Wade tried a smile. “I’m just trying to get back to the lodge.”

      Doug shook his head. “Not this way, friend. Road’s closed. Sheriff’s orders.”

      Wade started to argue, but the words died as he caught the look in Doug’s eyes.

      Doug just stared him down. “Sit tight. The law will be along in a minute.”

      Wade slumped, defeated, and turned off the car. In the cab, Sophie saw the shake in his hands. For the first time, she almost felt sorry for him.

      But only almost.

      She texted Leo. “V stopped at the gate. Not going anywhere.”

      A minute later, blue and red lights swept the road behind. The chase was done.

      Doug drove back in silence, the hum of the engine almost soothing.

      “Thanks,” Sophie said, voice small.

      Doug shrugged. “You watch out for Duck Creek. I watch out for you.”

      She smiled, feeling the tension finally start to drain from her bones.

      When they pulled back into the village, the wedding was still in full uproar, the chaos of a hundred unsolved problems humming in every direction.

      But out on the road, things were quiet. The mountain, for tonight, had what it needed.

      And Sophie did, too.
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      Leo crouched in the lee of the outcrop, the wind slicking sweat along the edge of his scalp, every muscle wired tight. The only light came from the narrow beam of Jess’s headlamp, sweeping frantic arcs inside the cave. From his vantage behind a tangle of sage and stone, he watched them: Jess hunched over a row of black duffels, snapping open cases, grabbing bundles of electronics; Tyler by the far wall, shoulders shaking, stuffing handfuls of camera gear into a battered hiking pack.

      The cave was bigger than it looked from outside. Its mouth was framed with the fake hoodoo rocks, but inside, the old lava tube widened out, the walls veined with cold-glitter mineral and the floor swept clean. The gear was laid out in military order: rows of top-end GPS units, three GoPros, a suitcase of high-end optics, a dozen smartwatches blinking feebly. Leo spotted, with a sharp twist in his gut, his own drone—still in its case, the battery stripped but otherwise untouched.

      He flicked his phone to record, holding it low. The screen glowed white for half a second before he killed the brightness. He waited, silent, as Jess muttered, “Fast, fast, fast,” and Tyler moaned, “The Garrisons are going to be pissed. We didn’t even get the big score.”

      Jess’s laugh was dry as old bread. “What, the wedding party? Too many eyes. Those two—Sophie and Vibe Boy—they’re on us. We grab what we can, we dump the rest, and we’re ghosts by morning.”

      Tyler zipped the bag, stood. His knees wobbled. “You said this was a one-off. Just a couple things, then we quit. The cops are on the ridge, Jess. You hear them?”

      Jess glared. “You want to go to jail? Help or get out. We have five minutes, maybe less.”

      Leo shifted his weight. His leg was going numb. He risked a look up the slope—nothing yet, but he could hear, faint and growing, the grumble of Adams’s county Jeep in low gear.

      He texted Sophie, “Now or never,” then stepped out from cover, phone pointed, camera running.

      “Drop it,” he said, steady and clear. “Sheriff’s coming. You want to be on video or in cuffs?”

      Jess spun, wild-eyed, but Tyler’s brain just shut down. He dropped the pack and sank to his knees, hands limp. “Don’t, Jess,” he whimpered. “Please.”

      Jess squared her jaw, calculated. She flicked the knife open with one thumb, but Leo didn’t move. He held her eyes, let the camera see everything.

      “I said drop it,” he repeated.

      She hesitated—just a heartbeat, but enough. Behind them, the rumble of the sheriff’s Jeep grew louder, the beams of red and blue just catching the edge of the hoodoo.

      Jess threw the knife at Leo’s feet, grabbed the nearest bag, and sprinted for the side exit. Leo anticipated her move, cut left, and blocked the gap. Jess hit him hard, shoulder to ribs, but he braced, let the force carry her past, then tripped her with a hook of his boot. She tumbled, rolled, and lay panting.

      Tyler didn’t run. He just wept.

      Leo waited, never taking his eyes off Jess. The sheriff’s Jeep skidded to a stop at the trailhead, doors flung open. Adams and another deputy ran up, Adams barking, “Hands! Hands!”

      Jess slumped, spread her arms flat. The deputy cuffed her fast and rough, then moved to Tyler, who didn’t resist. Adams took one look at the bags, the rows of gear, and whistled.

      “Hell of a bust, Vibe,” he said, voice not unkind.

      Leo finally let his shoulders drop. His hands shook as he texted Sophie, “It’s done.”

      Adams walked him out, a hand heavy on his back. “You all right, kid?”

      Leo nodded, mouth too dry to answer. The air outside was colder than inside, and for a minute, the world looked brighter—like maybe the mountain approved, or maybe it was just relief.

      Adams said, “We’ll clean up here. Get yourself home.”

      Leo watched as the sheriff’s team zip-tied the duffels, bagged the evidence, and herded Jess and Tyler to the Jeep. In the headlamps, the hoodoo cave looked fake again—just a dumb tourist trick, a shell with nothing left to hide.

      He hiked the ridge slowly, the cold numbing his bruises. Above, the stars scattered clean and sharp, and below, the lodge glowed like a promise.

      Leo pocketed his phone, the video still running.

      He wondered if the Stone People were watching.

      Maybe they were.

      He smiled, and for the first time all winter, felt like himself.
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      Sheriff Adams set the roadblock at the sharpest curve on Duck Creek’s only real artery—County Road 14, where the sun always died early behind the ridge and headlights meant either you were lost or up to no good. The Kane County cruiser idled on the shoulder, engine shuddering in the cold. Adams leaned against the hood, coffee steaming in one hand, binoculars in the other. Beside him, Deputy Ellis kept busy with a clipboard and a pocketful of fresh pens, pretending not to hate every minute of it.

      Adams liked the ritual. He liked the way the light bars painted the snowline in jagged stripes, liked the slow build of anticipation as dusk filled the valley. In theory, this was “containment”—his word, not the county’s—but mostly it was theater. Show the colors, let them sweat, and sooner or later, a dumb rat always bolted for the cheese.

      “Movement,” Ellis said, tapping the binoculars. “Uphill, black SUV. Could be our guy.”

      Adams sipped his coffee, lips pursed. “Give it a minute. He’ll see us. If he’s the type we think, he’ll make a choice.”

      They watched the headlights crest the switchback, pause, then slink into the slow roll of a guilty conscience. The SUV—a late model, nothing local—crept up, braked hard at the wash of blue and red. Adams set down the mug.

      “Here comes the show,” he said.

      The SUV inched forward. For a second, the driver just sat, maybe running the odds. Then, with a sudden swerve, the car jerked off the main drag onto a side access, the kind plowed only by lost snowmobilers and the occasional deer. It bounced twice, then vanished behind a screen of scrub oak.

      Ellis whistled. “He’s not even trying to be subtle.”

      Adams grinned, all teeth. “Don’t have to. They’re all city folks. Panic beats cunning, every time.”

      They both listened as the engine revved, grinding through the half-thawed ruts. Adams radioed it in, not urgent, just enough to mark the time: “Suspect vehicle southbound on utility trail, Pink Cliffs sector. Proceed with caution.” He liked the sound of his own voice on dispatch.

      Ellis said, “Should we go after him?”

      Adams shook his head. “We wait. That’s the only trail out, unless he plans to snowshoe to Nevada.”

      He was right, but they didn’t know about the bike.
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      At the gear cache, Leo was less patient. He paced the icy patch by the fake hoodoo, boots crunching on old snow and leftover evidence tape. Doug stood watch over Jess and Tyler, who were zip-tied to a ponderosa, each with the sullen, hollowed look of a kid caught copying homework and then having to recite it aloud.

      Jess glared at the horizon, arms folded tight. Tyler kept his chin down, rocking ever so slightly. The wind was sharp with sage and the burnt ends of winter, and each time Leo turned, he caught Doug’s expression: solid, unmoved, like nothing in the last hour had even ruffled him.

      “You think Adams will get here before dark?” Doug said, more observation than question.

      Leo checked his phone, not for the time but for the tracker ping. The screen showed nothing but blue sky and a battery warning. “He’s probably milking the patrol. Likes to make an entrance.”

      Doug grunted, then spat a perfect arc into the brush. “Wouldn’t be Duck Creek otherwise.”

      Leo wasn’t thinking about the sheriff. He was thinking about the mountain—the way the sun’s last angle made the ridges look like teeth, how every trail twisted and doubled back on itself, and how someone with real guts could vanish in this country, even with half the county gunning for them.

      Jess broke her silence. “You don’t have to do this, you know. They’re not even going to keep you on after the snow melts. You could just let us go.”

      Leo actually laughed, a short, surprised bark. “You think I’m seasonal?”

      Tyler tried to join in, but his voice came out cracked. “Aren’t we all, really?”

      Before Leo could retort, something caught his eye—motion, way down the trail, dust clouding up from a deadfall. It wasn’t the sheriff, not this soon. He squinted, watched the shimmer of black plastic and chrome as the SUV barreled off the main road and skittered to a stop at the first switchback. In seconds, a shape jumped out: tall, lean, moving with an athlete’s economy.

      “Wade,” Leo muttered.

      Doug followed his gaze. “Well, look at that. The brains finally show up.”

      Wade wasted no time. He abandoned the car, hustled to the rear rack, and wrenched free a mountain bike—top-of-the-line carbon, the kind that could climb a wall if you gave it enough torque. He checked over his shoulder once, then mounted up and dove straight for the slope, ignoring the cut trail and carving his own path into the cheatgrass and snow patches.

      Leo felt the old racing itch flare up, same as every time some jerk tried to outpace him in a King of the Mountain. Only now, the stakes were more than a can of Monster or bragging rights at the diner.

      “Stay here,” he told Doug, already running for the ATV. “I know these trails better than he does.”

      Doug didn’t argue, just gave a curt nod and kept his eyes on Jess and Tyler. “Don’t get lost, Vibe.”

      Leo snapped the helmet onto his head, twisted the throttle, and felt the engine rumble under him. He gave one last look at the mess—the gear, the fakes, the lost kids under the tree—then pointed the ATV downhill, straight into the tracks Wade was already carving.

      The air ripped past, freezing his cheeks, but Leo barely felt it. All he saw was the dust line and the black jersey ahead, flickering through the gaps in the oak and pine. The sun was gone from this side of the mountain; everything was shadow and speed.

      Wade rode like a man with nothing left to lose. He dodged a washout, hopped a log, barely even slowed for the fist-sized rocks that littered the descent. Leo let the ATV ride the ruts, trusting the years of muscle memory. He cut the engine at the bottom, drifted silent, then gunned it when the gap started to widen.

      He was gaining. With every turn, every microsecond of not braking, he took a second off Wade’s lead.

      The forest closed in, tall trunks swallowing what little light remained. Somewhere behind, the distant echo of a siren—maybe Adams, maybe just the mountain reminding everyone who was really in charge.

      At the creek crossing, Wade tried a shortcut, but the front wheel caught a wet root and spat him sideways. He dumped the bike, but rolled, popped up, and shouldered it like a shield as he sprinted for the cover of a willow thicket.

      Leo hit the crossing seconds later, barely slowed. He saw Wade’s shape vanish into the brush and steered after him, flattening his body to dodge the worst of the branches.

      At the far side, the trail rose into a tight switchback, then skirted the rim of the old quarry—vertical drop to the left, nothing but rocks and the promise of a fast, ugly stop.

      Wade had ditched the bike and was scrambling on foot, head down, just pure desperate movement. Leo skidded the ATV to a stop, jumped off, and gave chase. The boots bit into the loose scree, every muscle remembering sprints and races and the sheer, dumb joy of beating someone by inches.

      “Hey!” he shouted, voice echoing. “You really want to do this?”

      Wade didn’t answer. He ran harder, chest heaving, eyes locked on some point past the lip of the quarry.

      Leo was closing. Ten feet, then five, then he could see the sweat beading at the base of Wade’s neck, the way his hands trembled even as they grabbed for every scrap of rock.

      At the final ledge, Wade spun, fists up, jaw set. “Stay back.”

      Leo laughed again, breathless. “Dude, you’ve got nowhere left.”

      For a second, Wade looked ready to take a swing, but then his face collapsed—rage gone, just empty. “You don’t get it. I had to.”

      Leo took a step closer, but not too close. “No, you didn’t.”

      Wade’s breath came in ragged, white puffs. “I can’t go back. They’ll ruin me.”

      Leo shook his head, then pointed at the ATV, engine still idling behind them. “You can walk. Or I can drag you. Doesn’t matter to me.”

      Wade slumped, shoulders giving in to gravity. “You’re not even a cop.”

      Leo grinned, all teeth. “Don’t have to be.”

      He let the silence hang, the wind cutting through the trees, the echo of the sheriff’s siren now unmistakable, bouncing down the canyon.

      Finally, Wade nodded, almost to himself, and sat on the cold, wet rock. “Okay. You win.”

      Leo exhaled, suddenly tired. “Good choice.”

      He radioed the sheriff, eyes never leaving Wade. “Got him. Quarry rim. Bring gloves.”

      The sky was almost dark. The valley below flickered with the first lights of night—safe, warm, and, for the first time all week, peaceful.

      Leo watched Wade sit in the cold, waiting. He wanted to gloat, but mostly, he just felt sorry.

      Some races, nobody really won.
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      When Adams finally arrived—boots crunching, flashlight bobbing—he whistled low at the sight. “Didn’t think you’d catch him, Vibe.”

      Leo shrugged, arms folded for warmth. “Never doubt a local.”

      Adams cuffed Wade with a professional snap, then nodded at Leo, respect and a little disbelief mixing in his face. “You ever want a badge, call me.”

      “Not a chance,” Leo said, but he smiled anyway.

      They marched Wade up to the waiting cruiser. Adams read the rights, all proper, but Leo caught the look in Wade’s eyes as he watched the dark settle in.

      He knew that look. He’d seen it in the mirror once or twice—a mixture of relief, shame, and just the faintest hope that tomorrow would be different.

      Maybe it would.

      But for now, the mountain was quiet. The wind rattled the pines, the night did its slow work, and Leo got back on the ATV, pointed the headlight home, and rode toward the lights.

      The chase was over.

      For now.
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      Sophie’s favorite part of any job—if she had to pick—was the documentation. Not the wrenching or the soldering or the glue, but the point when chaos surrendered to order and every puzzle piece found its label. Tonight, she had her pick: three duffel bags, twelve GoPros, five GPS units, two drones, and a graveyard of high-end camera lenses, each one worth more than her monthly paycheck.

      She sat cross-legged in the half-thawed dirt by the mouth of the cave, a battered clipboard balanced on her knees, pen moving with metronome precision. Next to her, Sheriff Adams dictated serial numbers into his phone’s voice recorder. They worked like a pit crew: Sophie rattling off makes and models, Adams repeating with the dry authority of a man who had survived too many evidence audits.

      “Canon Mark IV, SN zero-two-nine-three-seven—” she read.

      “Canon, four, SN zero-two-nine-three-seven,” Adams echoed, slow and deliberate. He tapped the voice memo, then set the camera in the “checked” pile, a neat grid on a blue tarp.

      Three feet away, Jess and Tyler slumped against the tree where Doug had secured them. The zip ties looked almost decorative now, a ceremonial defeat. Jess’s chin was up, but her eyes kept flicking to the growing pile of evidence. Tyler had given up the performance entirely; he stared at the boots of the deputy, then the sky, then the boots again.

      Adams finished a row of gadgets, then wiped his hands on his jeans. “You two ready to talk?”

      Jess spat, missing his boot by a healthy margin. “You’re wasting your time.”

      Tyler just shook his head, lips pressed tight.

      Sophie ignored the theatrics, opening the next duffel. She unzipped it slow—partly for effect, mostly to avoid a repeat of the pepper spray “booby trap” they’d found in bag number one. This one was pure profit: a foam organizer packed with trail-ready smartphones, some still pinging notifications from desperate owners.

      Adams knelt, running a practiced eye over the haul. “Never seen a batch this size. Usually it’s just a couple of daypacks, maybe a tent or two.”

      Jess grinned, mean and small. “That’s because you’re used to amateurs, Sheriff.”

      Sophie read off the next phone: “iPhone 13 Pro, green, 512 gigs, cracked screen, case with cat sticker. SN ends in D-N-X.”

      Adams repeated it into the phone, then looked at Jess. “Who’s the real boss here? You don’t seem like the planning type.”

      Jess glared, but the mask was slipping. “We work freelance. That’s all.”

      Tyler shifted, voice thin and tired. “She’s lying.”

      Jess shot him a look that could’ve sliced drywall, but Tyler was past caring. He spoke to the ground. “The Garrisons run everything. Wade’s the brains. He’s the one who set up the trackers, the drop spots, the schedule. Sloane handles the website. Jess just…” he shrugged, “…gets her hands dirty.”

      For a second, nobody spoke.

      Then Adams leaned in, smile gone flat. “You might as well tell us everything. Your partners just left you holding the bag.”

      Jess didn’t answer, but her shoulders rounded, the fight leaking out.

      Adams gestured for Deputy Ellis to take notes. “Go on, Tyler. How’s it work?”

      Tyler sighed, resigned. “They find weddings, especially ones with a lot of tourists. They mine the guest lists—Sloane gets them through the event websites, then cross-references social media. They pick the ones with the most tech, the ones who post every meal, every sunrise.”

      Jess snorted. “Easier than stealing from a kindergartner.”

      Tyler ignored her. “Wade maps the ‘collection points.’ Usually along a scenic overlook, or the start of a popular trail. Jess and I just grab what’s left and run it up to the cache. Sloane flips it on auction sites, sometimes same day.”

      Adams whistled, then flipped open a pocket notepad, old-school. “How do you move the stuff out? You can’t just haul a crate of cameras through TSA.”

      Jess rolled her eyes, but Tyler answered. “Bike couriers. They run it up to the cabins, then pack it in with the wedding supplies. The gear leaves with the florists, caterers, even the recycling truck.”

      Adams tapped his pen. “And the hoodoo cave?”

      Jess’s lips curled, but not in a smile. “It’s just a staging area. The real work is online.”

      Sophie, listening while sorting, found the laptop wedged under the last row of phones. It was thin, new, logo blacked out with tape. She hit the power button. The screen flared: an open spreadsheet, columns of names and dates and gear types. Another tab: a Google Map dotted with pins, each labeled with a date and a “haul” value. She scrolled—every collection matched to a guest, a wedding, a photo in the town’s public Instagram feed.

      She whistled, long and low. “You guys weren’t kidding. This is, like, evil but elegant.”

      Adams peered over her shoulder, taking in the list. “That’s evidence, right there. No more games.”

      He radioed for backup, voice even but urgent. “Kane Dispatch, this is One-Three. We have two in custody at the old quarry, plus significant recovered property. Request a second unit and a transport.”

      He clicked off, then eyed Jess and Tyler. “You’re going away for a while. Unless you want to trade up.”

      Jess glared, but her voice was flat. “What’s the offer?”

      “Names, dates, every place you ever shipped stolen goods. You give me Wade and Sloane, and maybe you don’t spend the next decade in a cell.”

      Jess looked away, jaw working. Tyler stared straight ahead, already broken.

      Sophie kept cataloging, fingers moving as if nothing else mattered. It wasn’t her job to be the good cop or the bad cop. She just wanted every item tagged, every entry cross-checked, every thread woven back into the pattern.

      She logged the laptop, then the spreadsheet, then the envelope full of pre-labeled shipping slips she found taped to the inside of a duffel. She even double-checked the serial number on Leo’s drone, making a point of not smiling as she wrote it down.

      At some point, Adams stood up, knees popping. He stretched, then tossed Sophie a sealed evidence bag. “You ever consider law enforcement?”

      She shook her head. “Too many rules. I just like fixing things.”

      He grinned. “You’re good at it, Fixer.”

      She let herself smile, just a little. “Thanks, Sheriff.”

      Outside, the night went bluer, colder, but inside the circle of their headlamps, the mess was slowly resolving into something you could almost call justice.

      Sophie zipped the last bag, set it on the tarp, and clicked her pen closed.

      Case, if not closed, at least locked up tight.
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      Sloane Garrison packed like she lived: ruthlessly, with no margin for error and zero concern for the people in her way. She zipped her favorite suitcase—Italian leather, navy blue, never a scuff—then jammed the last of the gear into a duffel emblazoned with a luxury brand nobody in Duck Creek could afford. The warning from Wade was blunt: cops everywhere, do not return to the cache, get to the car and RUN.

      She hit the Zen Nest’s parking lot at a dead sprint, coat flaring behind her. The place was quieter than a funeral, which made her nervous. She’d counted on wedding chaos as cover, not this silent movie set of empty driveways and star-glared snow.

      She tossed the bags into the trunk, slammed it with her elbow, then slid behind the wheel. The engine turned over on the first try—Sloane didn’t buy cars that hesitated. She was already thinking two moves ahead, mentally rerouting her escape through the old logging road, when the headlights caught a familiar shape.

      A pickup—old, battered, gleaming with a recent wash of slush. It rolled out from behind the tool shed, crawled into the main drive, then pivoted in a three-point turn that was so calm, so deliberate, it made the hair rise on her arms. She tried to whip around, but the pickup skidded to a stop, perfectly blocking the only exit.

      For a second, Sloane just sat, hands white-knuckled on the wheel, trying to brute-force an alternative. There was none. She could drive through the flowerbeds and risk high-centering on a rock, or she could go straight through the pickup, which was not a metaphor.

      The pickup’s door opened. Doug unfolded himself from the cab, arms crossed, a slab of immovable beef in a snow-dusted Carhartt. Sloane punched the gas, thinking maybe she could spook him into jumping clear, but he didn’t move—he just raised one eyebrow, as if daring her to add vehicular assault to the list.

      Before she could try again, a shape darted from the side—Sam, moving with the quick steps of a man who’d spent too much time in the woods. He dashed behind her car, then vanished from the mirrors. Sloane slammed the gear into reverse, thinking to fake them out, but the back tires made it two feet before hitting something sharp. The car lurched, then hissed, all four tires instantly sagging flat.

      She howled and pounded the steering wheel. “Oh, come ON!”

      The passenger side window tapped. She jerked to look. Becky stood there, arms folded, expression a perfect blend of “I’m disappointed in you” and “I told you so.” Her Zen Nest fleece looked more like a uniform than a comfort.

      Sloane rolled the window down exactly one inch. “I’m being unlawfully detained,” she said. “I’m calling⁠—”

      “Sheriff Adams?” Becky said, chipper as ever. “He’ll be here in five. Maybe less, if he gets the ATV out.”

      Sloane bared her teeth. “This is harassment. I haven’t done anything.”

      Becky cocked her head. “Didn’t know running a theft ring counted as ‘nothing’ these days. And Sam’s got your shipping records. Might want to have your story straight before the news crews come out.”

      That took a beat. Sloane blinked, then tried another tack: softer, breathy, as if they were two girlfriends who’d just had a misunderstanding at yoga. “Look, Becky. You’re a professional. You know how these events go. Sometimes, things get out of hand—staff makes mistakes, guests take what’s not theirs. We’re both victims here, really.”

      Becky didn’t smile. “Sure. I’m a victim of long-winded Instagram scams, bad quinoa, and brides who can’t pick a cake flavor. But not you, Sloane. You’re just another grifter.”

      Sloane scowled, dropped the sweet talk. “This is a setup. You’re helping them.”

      Sam reappeared, breathless but triumphant, brandishing a plastic strip studded with six-inch nails. “You flattened your own tires, by the way. We just put it there in case you backed up.” He set the strip neatly in front of the headlights.

      Doug leaned in, voice low and unhurried. “You can stay in the car until they get here. Or we can get out the camp chairs and make it a tailgate.”

      Sloane hissed, then slumped in her seat, staring daggers through the frosted windshield. Her hands clenched and unclenched on the wheel, fingers flexing as if she could wring the steering column’s neck.

      Becky stepped back, patted the car roof, and said, “I’d offer you some hot cocoa, but I don’t think you’re a marshmallow person.”

      They waited, three figures in the blue dark, while Sloane stewed and occasionally muttered threats at the dashboard. When the red-and-blue flicker of Adams’ cruiser finally cut through the dusk, Sloane sat up straight, checked her hair in the mirror, and practiced a wounded-civilian face.

      Becky and Sam watched her with the detached interest of hikers at a scenic overlook. The show was over; all that was left was the booking.

      Sloane adjusted her sunglasses, even though it was pitch black, and prepared to charm her way out one last time.

      But Becky was right. Sloane wasn’t a marshmallow person.

      She was about to get toasted.
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      The ATV’s throttle stuck at half, but Leo didn’t dare back off—Wade was already a shadow ahead, bike tires cutting fresh gashes into the packed snow. The air stung every exposed inch of skin; the exhaust left a cloud behind him that mixed with his own breath in one long, punishing drag. Every rut, every switchback, every echo off the canyon wall hammered the same idea home: this was the best ride of Leo’s life, and also the last place he wanted to crash.

      The first half-mile, Wade pulled every move in the book. He bunny-hopped a downed log, skidded the back tire to catch a faster line, and even cut a perfect S through an aspen stand that would have rag-dolled anyone less precise. Leo didn’t bother to match the stunts; he just kept his weight low, followed the dust plume, and let the engine do the talking.

      A fork in the trail came up fast. Wade took the right—the “scenic route” to anyone normal, but Leo knew it was a death trap after sundown. Deep ruts, loose gravel, and a series of blind curves that could bounce a car into next Thursday.

      He grinned, feeling the familiar tug of challenge. “Bold choice, dude.”

      He feathered the throttle, let the back wheels slide, and drifted onto the same line. The ATV fishtailed, but he punched the brake just enough to line up for the first curve. It worked, mostly. The right front tire went airborne for a second, then slammed back, jarring his teeth.

      He kept the headlight aimed at Wade’s tail. The guy had a hundred-yard lead, but every mistake—every skip, every moment he slowed to recalculate—Leo shaved a second off the gap.

      They hit the first creek crossing together. Wade splashed through, never losing cadence. Leo, engine howling, skipped the ATV straight across, water fountaining behind. The landing was brutal, but the ice held, and he gained five yards.

      The trees got thicker, the trail a singletrack goat path barely wide enough for handlebars. Leo had to slow, standing up to dodge branches and let the ATV’s beefy tires chew through deadfall. Wade, lighter and nimbler, threaded the maze with a twitch of the bars, but Leo could hear his breath now—ragged, almost panicked.

      They popped out onto an old logging road, now just a stripe of muddy snow bordered by walls of brush. Leo spotted the dust, gunned it, and felt the frame rattle beneath him. The ATV was not made for this, but Leo didn’t care. He kept the wheel straight and the throttle wide open, feeling every rock and root like a punch.

      At the end of the road, Wade dumped the bike and ran for the next patch of trees. Leo skidded to a stop, then cut the engine and listened. For a moment, only the hiss of cooling metal and the thump of his own heart.

      Then, faint: the crunch of bike tires on gravel, east, not north.

      Leo smirked. “Navajo Lake. Of course.”

      He knew the shortcut. He remounted, cut straight through the undergrowth, and bounced over a drainage ditch that would have stopped any rational person. The wheels caught, fishtailed, but he kept it up, bleeding speed for just a second.

      He saw the other headlamp then—Wade, zigzagging up the old dam access road, a path only locals ever bothered with. Leo mashed the throttle and let the ATV rocket up the embankment, spraying dirt and sleet in a rooster tail behind him.

      The climb was steep, and halfway up, the engine whined and threatened to stall. Leo shifted his weight, coaxed the last bit of traction, and launched over the ridge.

      He landed hard, the front shocks bottoming out, but he was on Wade’s line now. Twenty yards, maybe thirty, and closing.

      The forest up here was different: black, silent, and absolute. The moon was up, barely, and the only light came from the two moving spots—Leo’s ATV and Wade’s bobbing headlamp.

      Wade tried to lose him in the old campground, weaving between tables and overgrown tent pads, but Leo cut the engine again and coasted. He listened, waited, then heard Wade breathing hard behind a scrubby patch of fir.

      He coasted in, lights off, silent as he could make it. Wade didn’t see him until Leo was ten feet away.

      “End of the road,” Leo called, voice even.

      Wade bolted—on foot this time—down the slope toward the ice-edged lake.

      Leo followed, boots digging in, every part of him screaming with cold and adrenaline. He stumbled once, caught himself, and kept on. Wade hit the frozen sandbar, slipped, but stayed upright, then made for the old pumphouse at the water’s edge.

      Leo gained ground with every stride. He heard Wade cursing, saw him fumble for something in his pocket—a phone? A knife?—and slowed, just in case.

      At the pumphouse, Wade turned, chest heaving, and squared off. The moonlight hit his face, and he looked older, almost scared.

      “Why’d you chase me?” Wade rasped.

      Leo shrugged, tried to look casual even as he sucked in the thin, freezing air. “You made it personal.”

      Wade shook his head, desperate. “You don’t get it. I had to. You ever been on the wrong end of a deal? Owe people you can’t even see? This was supposed to be clean. A gig. In and out. But then you⁠—”

      He broke off, shivering.

      Leo inched closer. “Nobody cares about your debts. You’re done.”

      Wade looked at the lake, then at the line of snow behind them, then at Leo. “You could let me go.”

      Leo laughed. “Nope.”

      They stood like that for a long second, the wind off the lake picking up, howling through the dead reeds. Wade took a step back, but there was nowhere to go—just ice and water, and Leo between him and everything else.

      Wade let the phone drop from his hand, then slid to his knees, arms limp.

      Leo didn’t gloat. He just watched as the man folded in on himself.

      From up the slope, the distant wah-wah of a siren, getting closer.

      Leo turned his own phone flashlight on, signaling to the night.

      “I hope you like county jail,” he said.

      But Wade didn’t answer. He just stared at the lake, cold, hollow, and defeated.

      Leo waited, knees locked, until the deputies arrived. He handed Wade over, then walked back up to the ATV, every part of him shaking with the aftermath.

      He didn’t know if he’d ever want to ride these trails again.

      But for now, the mountain was his.

      He smiled, teeth chattering, and aimed the headlight home.
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      Wade ditched the bike a hundred feet short of the rim. It went down in a tangle of carbon and spokes, spinning once before it stuck in a thicket of frozen sage. Leo saw the move from the last switchback and killed the ATV, coasting on inertia and caution. He didn’t want to spook the guy into doing something terminal, but if he waited too long, Wade might get creative.

      The trail here was less a path and more an act of faith. It zigzagged through an open patch of wind-scoured rock, the snow drifted into sculpted waves along the edge. Down below, Cascade Canyon yawned wide and black, a thousand feet of empty air between here and the old lava beds. The moon made the rim glow like bone.

      Leo moved slow, letting his boots telegraph every step, hands visible. He could hear Wade’s breathing—jagged, wet, and louder than the wind.

      At the edge, Wade stood with his back to the drop, arms spread, silhouetted like a cartoon villain against the sky. In one hand: his phone, screen lit up, thumb hovering over it.

      “Don’t come closer,” Wade called, voice wrecked. “I’ll do it. You know I will.”

      Leo stopped ten paces away, just shy of where the next step meant open air. “Do what, exactly? Call an Uber?”

      Wade almost laughed, but it curdled. “You think you’re clever. If you take another step, every file, every account, every shred of proof goes over the edge with me.”

      Leo’s hands were up, palms open. “You could just hand it over. It’s already done.”

      Wade shook his head, wild. “Not if there’s no evidence. They can’t pin anything if the data’s gone. You don’t know how these people work.”

      Leo risked another step. “Jess and Tyler already talked. Adams has the gear, the drops, your whole playbook.”

      Wade’s eyes were manic, glassy. “They’re nothing. Nobody believes idiots like that over me.”

      Leo let his voice go low, even. “You’re at the end, Wade. You know it.”

      Wade stared at the phone, then at Leo, then at the edge. “You ever look over a drop like this and wonder what it would be like to just… let go?”

      Leo thought about it. “No. I like climbing back up.”

      Wade bared his teeth in something between a grin and a grimace. “Maybe you’re just better at faking it.”

      He lifted the phone, thumb ready to throw it or hit a button or both. “You don’t know what it’s like, man. The money, the pressure. I had to make it work. You think I wanted to end up here?”

      Leo shrugged. “I don’t care. Everybody has a sob story.”

      Wade spat into the wind. “You think you’re so much better? You think the mountain owes you something?”

      Leo smiled. “It does. But not tonight.”

      The air went tight. Leo saw the way Wade’s fingers danced on the edge of the phone, the way his body wobbled just a touch closer to the drop. Any wrong move and he’d be gone, evidence and all.

      He tried a trick: “You know, the sheriff’s right behind me. You could throw the phone. But if you do, they’ll search every inch down there until they find it.”

      Wade faltered, thumb freezing. “No they won’t.”

      Leo nodded. “They will. And if you jump, or run, or do something stupid, your name will be the first line in every headline. You’ll be the story, not the truth. You want that?”

      For a second, Wade didn’t answer. His chest rose and fell, misting the night.

      Leo took a final step, slow. He’d closed to arm’s length, just out of reach, but close enough to see the tremor in Wade’s hand.

      The headlights appeared behind, slicing through the trees—Adams, moving fast. The blue-and-red flashers made everything surreal.

      Wade watched the lights, then looked back at Leo. The phone shook. “One move and I swear⁠—”

      “I’m not here to take it from you,” Leo said, soft. “You can make the call. But it’s better to just stop.”

      Wade’s voice broke. “I don’t know how.”

      Leo’s hand hovered at his side. “Just… let it go, man. It’s over.”

      Wade blinked, and for a moment, it looked like he might. Then his face hardened, the old bravado kicking in. He cocked his arm, ready to pitch the phone into the canyon.

      Leo lunged. Not for the phone, but for Wade’s sleeve—grabbing, anchoring, using every ounce of grip he had. For a second, they teetered on the rim, both off-balance, the ground a bad memory under their feet.

      Wade struggled, tried to wrench away, but Leo held tight. The phone slipped from Wade’s hand, bounced once on the rock, and skittered toward the edge.

      Leo dove, snagged it, and in the same motion pulled Wade backwards, both of them landing hard on the frozen ground. Wade screamed, but the sound died in the wind.

      For a long moment, neither moved. Leo lay there, breath gone, clutching the phone. Wade lay on his back, eyes squeezed shut, arms splayed like he’d made a snow angel by accident.

      The sirens got louder, then cut. Adams’ boots crunched up the trail. He saw the scene, blinked once, then nodded. “Nicely done, Vibe.”

      Leo rolled over, offered up the phone. “Got your evidence, Sheriff.”

      Adams pocketed the phone, hauled Wade to his feet, and cuffed him with all the delicacy of someone folding laundry.

      Wade stared at Leo, face raw. “You don’t know what’s coming, man. There’s always another one of me.”

      Leo wiped blood off his knuckles and smiled. “I hope so. Otherwise, life gets boring.”

      Adams dragged Wade to the cruiser, reading rights as they went. Leo sat at the edge of the world, legs dangling into space, and let the cold finish what adrenaline had started.

      The phone, still warm from Wade’s hand, buzzed in his palm—a notification, another desperate message from Sloane, unread and now pointless.

      He laughed, full and clear, letting it echo down the cliff and out over the whole stupid, beautiful valley.

      When he looked up, the stars were burning, and Duck Creek was small and bright and untouchable below.

      And for once, the story ended with a real hero.

      Maybe not the one the mountain deserved.

      But the one it had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            twenty-one

          

          
            the stone people's justice

          

        

      

    

    
      The trail at the top of Cascade Canyon had always felt safe, if you didn’t look down. Leo stood at the edge of a thousand-foot drop, the world below already swallowed by dusk, and tried not to think about how little it would take—a toe over the line, a patch of loose dirt—for gravity to put a fast end to all his problems. He looked up. Wade stood ten paces away, hands splayed, sweat frosting his forehead in the cold.

      “You don’t want to do this,” Leo said.

      Wade’s reply was a barked laugh, shrill and echoing. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not the one with a hero complex.”

      The wind sliced across the rim, carrying with it a wild sweetness—the aftertaste of thunder, even though the sky was clear. Leo’s jacket rippled, and he saw Wade’s whole body shiver, thin and birdlike, not at all the hard-charging force of the chase. For a second, Leo almost pitied him.

      He took a careful step forward, boots making a dry crunch. “It’s over, Wade. Sheriff’s behind me. Probably half the state. Give it up.”

      Wade shook his head. His phone was still in his hand, the screen’s blue light painting his jaw. He held it up, not threatening, just as a shield. “You can’t fix this, Vibe Boy. You have no idea who’s involved.”

      “Don’t care,” Leo said. “But you’re not walking out.”

      Wade eyed the edge, then Leo, calculating. “You think you get points for being a Boy Scout? This whole town is a joke. You’re a joke. The minute you turn your back, someone else takes your place.” His voice trembled at the end.

      Leo tried to keep it light. “That’s the dream, isn’t it? All the powder, none of the consequences.” He took another step, then another, testing the ground with each heel.

      Somewhere behind, the wind shifted, and Leo caught a whiff of burning juniper. It was nothing—just a controlled burn down in the valley, probably—but it made the canyon look wrong, like the darkness was climbing the cliffs faster than it should.

      He stopped, five feet from Wade. “Give me the phone.”

      Wade’s arm wobbled, but he didn’t drop it. “You know what happens if I do?”

      Leo shrugged. “Yeah. Adams gets to play with his evidence, and you get a ride to the station.” He could hear his own pulse, even over the wind.

      Wade stepped back, close enough to the rim that a single misstep would tip him into history. His eyes went over Leo’s shoulder, not on him, but somewhere past, down the canyon. Leo wondered what he saw.

      Then the mist began to rise.

      It came up like a breath, out of the black at the bottom of the canyon—a silver, swirling thing that licked up the sheer faces and wrapped the rim in a strange, cold blanket. In seconds, the world went from sharp blue to a cottony haze. Leo’s lungs caught; every nerve said run, but he held steady.

      Wade, not so much. His hands fluttered, and his feet shuffled backward. “No way. No. This isn’t—” He tripped on a stone, righted himself, but the edge was a foot behind him now.

      Leo stepped forward, close enough to grab him if it went bad. “Wade. It’s just weather. Put the phone down.”

      Wade’s gaze was locked on the canyon wall, where the hoodoos stood out like ghosts in the fog. The rising mist made them move—first just a shimmer, then a whole parade of stone giants, shifting closer together with every gust. Leo blinked, trying to clear his vision, but the effect got worse: the shapes looked almost human, shoulders hunched, heads tilted as if watching.

      Wade lost his nerve. He gave a half-choked scream, lurched away from the stone crowd, and his heel found air instead of earth. For a single, slow-motion moment, he teetered on the edge, arms windmilling. The phone spun out of his grip, somersaulted, and vanished into the fog below.

      Leo lunged. He had no plan, just the old, stupid instinct to help—even jerks. His fingers closed on Wade’s coat, but the fabric was slick and cold, and for a second it seemed like they’d both go over.

      He dug in with his left foot, grinding it into the frozen mud. “Hang on!” he shouted, stupid, but Wade heard him. Wade’s arm shot back and grabbed Leo’s wrist. The full weight of a grown man hit Leo’s shoulder, almost pulling it out of the socket, but he didn’t let go. The two of them hung there, balanced over a thousand feet of nothing, the only thing keeping Wade alive was Leo’s grip and pure, dumb adrenaline.

      Behind them, a voice: “Don’t move!” It was Adams, boots pounding the rocks, two deputies right behind. Their flashlights cut clean beams through the fog.

      Leo shouted, “Get a line!” but nobody had rope. Instead, Adams and the bigger deputy skidded over, each grabbing a handful of Leo’s jacket, hauling him back in slow, careful pulls.

      Wade’s feet scraped at the edge. For a moment, he looked right at Leo, and there was no hate in his face—just terror. Then, with a final jerk from Adams, Leo fell backwards onto safe ground, dragging Wade with him.

      They lay tangled for a second, breathing like they’d both just run a mile. The cold from the ground seeped right up Leo’s spine. The world spun.

      Adams, flat and unimpressed, said, “Fun night, boys?”

      Wade didn’t answer. He just rolled over, curled up, and stared at the canyon.

      The deputies cuffed him with almost gentle hands, muttering cop things about “resisting” and “Miranda.” Adams crouched by Leo, clapped him on the shoulder. “You good, Vibe?”

      Leo nodded. “Could use some water.”

      The sheriff grinned, white teeth flashing in the dark. “You’re getting a medal, or at least a hat.”

      It took them five minutes to get Wade to his feet. He kept looking back at the hoodoos, like he expected them to climb up after him. The mist had thickened, but you could still see the shapes—rows of stone, arms folded, faces blank.

      Wade said, very soft, “They were moving. When you weren’t looking.”

      Adams snorted. “Yeah, that’s what the last guy said.”

      They led him away, Wade stumbling, eyes hollow. The fog began to pull apart, draining away as quickly as it had come.

      Leo stood at the rim, letting the wind chill the sweat on his neck. He looked down at the drop, then up at the hoodoos. In the now-clearing mist, they seemed almost ordinary—just weird rocks, made weirder by the angle.

      He exhaled, a long, unsteady breath. “Never again,” he told the canyon.

      Adams’s voice echoed back. “You coming, or you want to marry the mountain?”

      Leo snorted, turned, and jogged to catch up. Adams waited, phone in hand, the screen full of Wade’s messages—spreadsheets, passwords, a whole network of names. He showed it to Leo. “You ever see this much digital slime in one place?”

      Leo scrolled with a finger, watching the parade of emails, dropbox links, and transaction receipts. He recognized a few—old scam ads, even a fake profile with his own face photoshopped onto a hiker’s body.

      He handed the phone back. “Dude needs a hobby.”

      Adams nodded. “He had one. It’s called ‘grand larceny.’ This is the motherlode, Leo. You did good.”

      They walked back up the trail, Wade between the two deputies, muttering to himself.

      At the top, the rest of the world was waiting: three squad cars, a fire truck (for show, mostly), and a couple of curious tourists wrapped in hotel bathrobes. The flashing lights were brighter than the moon.

      Adams loaded Wade into the nearest car, then gave Leo a ride back in the front seat of his own. As they rolled out, the sheriff jerked his thumb at the phone. “This links him to a job last year—Gold Mining retreat, up by Pine Hollow. You remember?”

      Leo did. That one ended ugly, but nobody got caught.

      “Lot of stuff never made sense,” Adams said. “Until tonight.”

      Leo looked out the window. The hoodoos were lost in the dark, but for a second, he imagined he saw a row of faces turned toward the sky, watching, waiting.

      He asked, “You think he really saw something?”

      Adams shrugged. “I’ve been on this rock thirty years. People see what they want. But the way he lost it? Sometimes the mountain puts on a show, just for fun.”

      Leo almost laughed. “Remind me to stay inside during monsoon season.”

      Adams grinned, but didn’t disagree. The drive back was quiet, the only sound the gentle hum of the heater and the distant, retreating siren.

      The mist was gone.

      But Leo couldn’t shake the feeling that something old, and very real, had just been satisfied.

      Maybe the Stone People were more than a story.

      Maybe, this time, the legend had worked for them.

      He sat back, let the mountain recede behind, and wondered how you were supposed to sleep after a day like that.
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      The Zen Nest’s main lodge looked like someone had detonated an REI in the middle of the wedding reception. Tables that only hours ago held eco-confetti and crystal-charged centerpieces were now buried in towers of battered backpacks, heaps of designer hiking jackets, and a whole corral of orphaned camera gear. Sophie worked down the line with focused intensity, logging each item’s serial number, clicking photos with her phone, and sorting everything by make, model, or—when she got bored—by color. If you ignored the handcuffed criminals in the corner, it almost felt festive.

      Sheriff Adams hunched over a notepad, every so often nudging an SD card with the tip of his pen like it might explode. He glanced up at Sophie, eyes tired but oddly respectful.

      “You ever consider law enforcement?” he asked.

      She didn’t pause. “No thanks. I like fixing things, not breaking them.”

      He barked a single laugh. “Fair. Still, you got a knack for details. Most people, they’d be lost in all this.”

      Sophie double-checked a label. “Most people lose their minds over a missing iPhone. I used to do returns at the store—this is way more organized.”

      Adams grunted, then flipped through the log. “You know, half of these are reported missing from the same three trailheads? I never realized how much junk people carried up there.”

      “It’s the ‘experience economy,’” Sophie said. “If you don’t have the right gear, did you even hike?”

      Across the room, Sloane, Jess, and Tyler slouched on a bench, wrists zip-tied to the old radiator. Sloane’s hair had lost its perfect wave, and a chunk of it stuck out at a weird angle where someone (probably Adams) had yanked her hood down a little too hard. Jess glared at the floor, expression set to “absolutely do not talk to me.” Tyler looked like he wanted to vanish, or at least nap until extradition.

      A deputy loitered nearby, working his phone and pretending not to listen as Sloane muttered about lawsuits.

      Sophie ignored them. She liked the part of a crisis when the mess became solvable, every piece snapped back into the system. She scanned a battered GoPro, wiped a smudge off the lens, and lined it up in the “return to owner” row.

      The front door banged open, and Tamantha spilled in with the force of a glitter bomb. Her scarf trailed behind her like a comet’s tail, and her cheeks were bright from either the cold or the cosmic importance of her news.

      She stopped dead at the sight of the makeshift evidence room. “Oh. My. Gosh.” Her gaze roamed from the stolen goods to the criminals, and then to Sheriff Adams, who looked up and braced himself as if for a weather event.

      Tamantha clapped her hands. “Did you catch them? Is this the stuff? The, like, pilfered treasure?”

      Adams, unamused, said, “It’s the stuff, all right. And the people who took it.”

      She beelined for Sophie, ignoring the deputy’s half-hearted attempt to intercept her. “You are a genius!” she squealed, gripping Sophie’s upper arms in a hug that felt like being tazed by friendship. “Did you do it? Did you totally Sherlock them?”

      Sophie, pinned, managed a smile. “We got some help. Leo did most of the chasing.”

      Tamantha dropped the hug, eyes wide. “Where is he? Is he okay? Is he, like, traumatized?”

      Before Sophie could answer, the side door banged again, and Leo entered, dusted with leftover fog and wearing a new rip across one knee. He saw the chaos, saw Tamantha, and visibly prepared for impact.

      Tamantha nearly tackled him. “You’re alive!” she shouted, and he barely had time to brace before she wrapped both arms around his neck.

      He patted her back, voice muffled. “Still in one piece, Tam. Thanks to—” he gestured at Sophie “—the Fixer.”

      Adams barked, “Save the lovefest. I need statements.”

      Tamantha let go, bouncing on her toes. “Wait. Wait. I need to know: was there mist? Like, a supernatural mist?”

      Leo blinked, surprised. “How did you⁠—”

      Tamantha pointed at the window, where a wisp of cloud still clung to the mountain, then at the row of hoodoos just visible from the lodge. “It’s the Stone People! They protected us! The spirits—” she looked at Adams, dared him to contradict her “—the spirits summoned the mist to reveal the thieves and save the wedding!”

      Sophie snorted. Adams rubbed his eyes, long-suffering. “Lady, it was a cold front.”

      But Tamantha’s face glowed. “No. It was a miracle. I knew it! The Stone People do not let greedy souls trespass. They let you get close, but if you’re not pure? Boom. They send a sign.”

      She pantomimed an explosion, complete with jazz hands.

      Sophie started to explain about temperature inversions, but Leo interrupted with a low, “Actually, Tam, you might be onto something.”

      Tamantha clapped, vindicated.

      He looked at Sophie, half-smiling, half-hunted. “You should’ve seen it. The fog… it moved. Like it was showing us where to look. I almost went over the edge, and I swear the rocks were—” He trailed off, not sure how to say it without sounding like Tamantha. “They looked alive.”

      Sophie raised an eyebrow, then checked the window herself. The hoodoos stood in their familiar array—weathered, ancient, and a little smug in the late moonlight.

      She shrugged. “If the mountain wants to help, I’ll take it. But next time, let’s set a net at the trailhead.”

      Adams, flipping through the latest files on his phone, looked up. “Speaking of, these three are part of a ring. More in Vegas, maybe Colorado. This could go federal.”

      Sophie whistled. “Guess you’ll be famous, Tam.”

      Tamantha straightened her scarf, satisfied. “I don’t care about fame. I care about justice. And cosmic balance.”

      Jess, from the radiator, said, “Gag me,” but nobody paid her any mind.

      The rest of the night blurred into clean-up and paperwork. The deputies tagged evidence, Adams called in updates, and Tamantha drafted a press release for her blog, painting the whole affair as “a triumph of local values over the forces of cynicism and greed.” She quoted herself several times.

      Eventually, the lodge emptied out. Adams and his crew ferried the criminals to the sheriff’s office. Sloane glared out the back window of the cruiser, hair perfect again, never once admitting defeat. Even the wedding party thinned, the last few guests drifting to their rooms, hands full of “liberated” wedding favors.

      Sophie found Leo on the back deck, looking out at the dark slope. The air had gone glass-clear, all traces of mist gone.

      She leaned on the rail next to him. “Still seeing ghosts?”

      He shook his head. “Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      He considered. “About what happens next, I guess.”

      She let the silence linger. Then: “You did good today.”

      He smiled. “You, too. Fixer.”

      They watched the moon edge up over the far ridge. The hoodoos, in the distance, looked unchanged—silent, unmoving, but a little more solid than before.

      “You know,” Sophie said, “there’s probably a scientific explanation. But I kind of like Tam’s version better.”

      Leo laughed. “Me, too. Makes a good story.”

      They stood in companionable quiet, the mountain below them at rest. If the Stone People were listening, they kept their opinions to themselves.

      But Sophie thought she saw a shadow shift, just for a second, and decided it was fine to let the legend stand.

      After all, every place needed its ghosts.

      And every fixer needed a story worth telling.
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      The last time Leo stood at the lip of Cascade Falls, he’d been twelve, wearing three layers of thrifted fleece and a helmet two sizes too big, tasked with carrying the world’s most embarrassing ring pillow for his cousin’s backyard nuptials. The memory came back in a rush as he leaned on the stone rail, the spray of the falls painting everything in a fine shimmer, and listened to the crowd gathering behind him.

      The wedding party perched on a sandstone outcrop so flat and perfectly situated it might have been carved by a team of Mormon masons just for the occasion. The rim of the falls frothed below, filling the canyon with a constant, cheering roar. The air, for mid-afternoon, was freakishly cold—just a hint of late-winter spite still clinging to the rocks. The crowd was split into two types: the bundled, out-of-town guests braving the weather in rented parkas, and the locals who’d opted for thick flannel and “groomed beard” as their entire style brief.

      Sophie found Leo near the edge, her own jacket zipped high, hair braided tight. “You got here early,” she said, bumping his arm with her elbow.

      Leo shrugged. “I wanted a good angle. Not every day you get to shoot a wedding with a seventy-foot waterfall in the frame.”

      She grinned, eyes flicking to the camera hung around his neck. “You think you can outdo the resort photographer?”

      “Professional’s got nothing on the Vibe,” he said, only a little full of himself.

      Guests drifted in from the trail: aunts, uncles, assorted wedding influencers already live-streaming the preamble, and Becky, radiant and windblown, carrying a box of emergency tissues and mini bottles of cocoa. She handed Leo one. “For the bride,” she said. “But if you need it, I won’t judge.”

      “Thanks,” Leo said, pocketing the cocoa and almost opening the tissues on the spot.

      He scanned the set-up. Melinda, in full wrangler formal (black jeans, white shirt, boots with extra twinkle), was shepherding guests into neat rows on the natural stone benches. A string quartet shivered behind a windbreak of plastic panels, their instruments already going out of tune in the cold. At the very front, Marcus paced with mathematical precision, hands in his pockets, lips moving as he recited something—probably not a vow.

      “He looks nervous,” Sophie observed.

      “He always looks nervous,” Leo replied.

      They both turned as a ripple of movement started at the far end of the trail. Tamantha was coming. She’d ditched her puffy jacket for a gown so diaphanous and white, it glowed against the canyon like the upturned root of a birch tree. The dress floated as she walked, heavy on the chiffon and edged with a ring of turquoise beads that clicked softly with each step. Tamantha’s hair was coiled in a halo of braids, pinwheels of crystal threaded through. She smiled at every single person she passed, as if bestowing blessings.

      When she reached the stone dais, the crowd gave a collective shudder, unsure whether to cheer, cry, or wrap her in a blanket.

      Tamantha lifted both arms and declared, “Thank you! Thank you all for braving the elements. The Stone People are especially grateful.” She swept her hand toward the canyon rim, where the first row of hoodoos watched in stony silence. “I have it on good authority they’ll be present for the vows.”

      Sophie whispered, “If one of them blinks, I’m out of here.”

      “Promise you’ll film it,” Leo whispered back.

      The ceremony began. Becky, acting as officiant, kicked things off with a rundown of how the bride and groom met—“Over a bowl of steel-cut oats at a Himalayan fusion pop-up, which I believe is the most Zion View thing that’s ever happened”—then pivoted into a heartfelt but speedy summary of what love meant to the couple.

      Tamantha went first on the vows, taking the cue like a TED Talk headliner. “Marcus, you are the rational to my radiant. The spreadsheet to my vision board. You keep me grounded, even when I want to float. I know our union is watched over by the Stone People, who have guarded this canyon for eons, and I will honor them—and you—for all the seasons to come.”

      Her words echoed, caught and rebounded by the rock faces. A few guests openly dabbed their eyes; even Leo felt a catch in his throat. Tamantha reached out and took Marcus’s hands, giving them a squeeze as she finished.

      Marcus, for his part, started with a long breath, then said, “Tam, you are every permutation of love that I never expected. You are the variable I didn’t know to solve for, and I can’t imagine this world—or any other—without you in it.” He hesitated, then added, “I promise to keep you warm when you refuse to bring a jacket. I promise to build the spreadsheets for your wildest dreams. And I will never, ever let you walk alone, even if you insist on exploring every side trail.”

      There was laughter, and not a little applause. The wind picked up, carrying the sound up the canyon.

      Just as Becky called for the rings, something changed in the air.

      It started as a hush, a pause in the waterfall’s roar, then a shimmer at the far end of the canyon. From the base of the cliffs, a low fog began to rise—tendrils at first, then a rolling front that climbed, wound, and flowed over the rim. In less than a minute, the stone amphitheater was wrapped in a shifting cloud, thick enough to dull sound, refract light, and make every hoodoo look twice its normal height.

      A collective gasp went through the crowd. Someone said, “Oh, wow,” and someone else, “That’s not in the forecast.”

      But Tamantha’s face—she was beaming. “See? They’re here! The Stone People have come to witness.”

      The mist bent the light in ways Leo had never seen: a prism on every droplet, a subtle rainbow on every guest’s shoulder. He snapped photos without thinking, filling the memory card in seconds.

      Sophie’s voice was low. “It’s just the temp difference. Sun hits the ice, warm air over cold rocks.”

      But her mouth was smiling as she said it.

      Becky, slightly thrown, managed to finish the ceremony. “By the power invested in me by the State of Utah and, apparently, all the Stone People of the Pink Cliffs, I now pronounce you married. You may kiss—” But Tam and Marcus had already gone for it, kissing with a theatrical sweep that drew every eye in the canyon.

      At that exact moment, the sun broke through the mist—a sliver at first, then a flood, shattering the fog into dancing, golden shards. The hoodoos on the rim appeared to lean in, their forms multiplied and haloed in rainbow light.

      It was so perfect, even Leo had to stop and just watch.

      He heard Sophie inhale, just once, sharp and bright.

      When the sun cleared the mist, and the crowd erupted in applause, Tamantha turned to the guests, tears streaming but her makeup somehow still perfect. “They blessed us,” she whispered. “They really did.”

      The mist began to lift. The hoodoos faded back to normal, the echoes stilled, and the spell of the moment lingered only in the stunned hush that followed.

      Leo kept taking pictures, even when his hands were numb and the lens fogged over. He looked at Sophie, saw her watching the sky, her face quietly content.

      He wanted to say something, something about magic or science or how sometimes they were the same thing, but he let it go.

      There would be time for words later.

      For now, there was the waterfall, the sun, and the Stone People—silent, unmoving, but forever watching.

      The wedding party shuffled off the dais, guests trading stories of what they’d just seen. A few skeptics grumbled, but most were caught up in the wonder.

      Leo lingered at the edge of the platform, framing one last shot: Tamantha, Marcus, and the rim of hoodoos, all framed by the last ribbons of mist.

      He clicked the shutter, satisfied.

      Sometimes, the legend was enough.

      Sometimes, the mountain made it real.
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      The wedding crowd scattered in little herds, half of them magnetized to the dessert table and the other half orbiting the fire pit where the hot cocoa (now spiked) was flowing like a second waterfall. Melinda corralled the string quartet into an impromptu square-dance demonstration, her voice cutting through the thinning mist like a drill sergeant with jazz hands.

      Leo lingered at the overlook, swapping out his camera battery with a move so practiced he didn’t notice the approach of Sheriff Adams until the man’s shadow eclipsed the next shot.

      “Mind if I join?” Adams asked, nodding at the view.

      Leo stepped aside, careful not to knock the sheriff’s coffee thermos. “Didn’t think this was your scene, sir.”

      “Not much is, these days.” Adams set the thermos on the stone railing, leaned back, and watched the last wisps of cloud uncurl from the canyon. “But you two? I owe you a thanks.”

      Sophie, appearing with the stealth of a seasoned hardware store ninja, slid into the conversation. “You’re welcome, Sheriff. But I’m guessing there’s more.”

      Adams’s face did something it rarely did—almost smiled. “The Garrisons had warrants in three states. Turns out they’ve been pulling versions of this scam for years—pick a legend, hype the local spook story, then send their crew to ‘help’ with the influx of gawkers and wedding parties. They grab the gear and vanish before anyone notices.”

      “They used the story as camouflage,” Leo said, not hiding the respect in his voice. “That’s almost… genius.”

      “Don’t encourage them,” Sophie muttered.

      Adams grunted, a sound equal parts pride and old injury. “What gets me is, my department never saw it coming. Not until you two started putting the pieces together. Makes me wonder if maybe we need more fixers and Vibe Boys on payroll.”

      Leo snorted. “Not sure you could afford Sophie.”

      Adams reached for the thermos, raised it in a kind of toast. “You did good, both of you.”

      A new voice broke in, loud and instantly familiar: “Is this the line for lost and found, or am I crashing a party?” It was Paul—the solo hiker, his face brighter and cleaner than Leo had ever seen it. He bounced in place, nervous energy at full tilt.

      Sophie grinned. “You came.”

      Paul held up a battered, still-sparkling invitation. “Wouldn’t miss it. Besides, rumor had it my gear got rescued.”

      Leo nudged Sophie. “He’s yours.”

      She led Paul to the table where the cache had been sorted—every phone, watch, or camera now lined up with sticky notes and bagged evidence tags. She handed over the GPS, then the satellite phone, then the ultralight stove, checking each as she did. “Still boots up. You lucked out.”

      Paul hugged the devices to his chest. “You guys are the best. I mean it. I’d be dead, or at least posting angry rants, if not for you.”

      He fished in his jacket and produced a card, hand-lettered with his email and a promise: “If you’re ever in the Pacific Northwest, look me up. Or—” he hesitated, cheeks reddening “—I could buy you dinner tonight?”

      Sophie glanced at Leo, who grinned and shrugged.

      “We accept,” Sophie said. “But only if you stop calling us heroes.”

      Paul grinned so hard his ears turned pink. “Deal.”

      He drifted off, already texting what was sure to be an epic review for the Zen Nest, leaving Leo and Sophie to watch the last guests trickle back toward the lodge.

      Sophie nudged Leo, voice soft. “You ever get tired of this?”

      He thought about it—the wild chases, the weirdos, the way the mountain always seemed to throw a new mystery the moment the last one ended. He shook his head. “Nope.”

      She smiled, then pointed at the rim, where the mist had almost disappeared. The hoodoos looked smaller now, but more real. More part of the world.

      Sophie said, “You think they’ll rest now?”

      Leo considered, then slipped his camera into its case. “Maybe. Or maybe they’re just waiting for the next story.”

      They shared a long, comfortable silence.

      Then, with the last flicker of gold on the stone, Sophie said, “Let’s get to the reception before Tam tries to summon another miracle.”

      Leo offered her his arm, and together they headed back up the trail, two locals who’d just saved their own little corner of the world.

      And if the Stone People were watching, they could do it with pride.
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      The Zen Nest deck was built to defy gravity. Perched at the canyon’s lip, it jutted out in a sweep of weathered wood and glass, daring the wind to tear it off every winter. Tonight, it was full to the rails with the wedding crowd—locals and out-of-towners, kids already streaked with frosting, parents swapping stories, Tamantha holding court at the head table, and Melinda presiding over the dance floor like it was the final round of a championship rodeo.

      String lights zigzagged overhead, casting every face in a flicker of gold and shadow. The kitchen rolled out trays of barbecue and tiny, suspiciously vegan tacos. The air hummed with the chatter of three generations and two rival factions of wedding influencers, each determined to hashtag their way into legend.

      Leo followed the sound of music, weaving through a crush of people until he found Sophie at the buffet, gamely forking noodles onto a plate while Becky fussed at her shoulder.

      “Come on,” Becky said, voice low but fierce. “It’s the Duck Creek Shuffle. You can’t not.”

      Sophie arched an eyebrow. “My shuffle is more of a lateral drift.”

      “Perfect,” Becky said, and with a conspiratorial wink, she took both plates and sent Sophie toward the dance zone.

      Melinda was in her element, boots slapping in perfect time. She called out the steps with drill-sergeant clarity: “Right, kick, left, stomp, grapevine, quarter turn!” Her whistle hung around her neck, but she never needed to use it—the force of her personality kept everyone in formation.

      Leo edged up behind Sophie and stage-whispered, “On three, we make a break for the cookies.”

      She didn’t look back. “We could do both. But you first.”

      The music swelled, and Melinda locked eyes with Leo. “You! Vibe Boy. Front line. Show ‘em how it’s done.”

      He laughed, caught off guard, but stepped in anyway. The line filled with groomsmen, bridesmaids, uncles, and at least one neighbor who had clearly never line danced in his life. Sophie drifted to the end of the line, standing awkward but game.

      Melinda barked, “Five, six, and—” The group lurched into motion.

      The Duck Creek Shuffle was not designed for subtlety. It stomped, it whooped, it made every table rattle and every bystander clap in rhythm, even when the rhythm fell apart. Leo flailed at first, then found the pulse and leaned into it, his boots hitting the deck with more enthusiasm than style. Sophie hesitated, watching, then picked up the steps—smaller, lighter, but laser-precise.

      At the first spin, Leo almost took out the flower girl. Sophie grabbed his wrist, steadied him, then let go with a smirk. Melinda shouted, “Nice save!” and stomped twice, just for punctuation.

      They danced through two songs before the whole group collapsed into applause and a line at the dessert table. Leo and Sophie found their plates—untouched but still there—and retreated to the overlook’s edge, where the noise faded and the canyon opened up below.

      “Not bad,” Leo said, stealing a bite of Sophie’s noodles. “You’ve got the moves.”

      She rolled her eyes, but her mouth twitched into a smile. “I have the survival instinct. Melinda’s a force of nature.”

      They watched the sun dip, the canyon shifting from blue shadow to orange glow. The hoodoos across the way picked up the light and held it, glowing like a row of old, wise teeth.

      For a moment, nobody spoke.

      Then Tamantha appeared at their side, veil trailing, arms full of tiny packages. “I have something for you,” she announced, voice wobbly with emotion and maybe a little champagne.

      She thrust the boxes at them, one each. “Open them together,” she said, then hovered, unable to wait.

      Inside, each box held a hand-carved stone, polished smooth but still full of the old canyon’s warmth. The stones were shaped into hoodoos—miniature, but unmistakable. Leo’s was tall and straight, with a caprock like a helmet; Sophie’s was more delicate, balanced on a fluted pedestal.

      “They’re amazing,” Sophie said, turning hers in the light. It was heavier than she expected, etched with what looked like a sunburst.

      Tamantha beamed. “I found them at a weird little shop on the rez road. The guy said they had the spirit of the mountain in them. I thought… you deserved something to remember.”

      Leo grinned, brushing a thumb over the stone’s edge. “Thank you, Tam. Really.”

      She dabbed her eyes. “You two saved my wedding, and possibly my soul. You’re the best.” Then she air-kissed them both, nearly knocking Sophie’s glasses off, and floated back to the crowd.

      Sophie traced the carving, her thumb settling into a groove that fit just right. “The spirit of the mountain, huh?”

      Leo nodded. “Seems legit.”

      They stood together, leaning on the rail, the party behind them and the canyon below. The sun’s last light painted the hoodoos gold, each one looking for all the world like a silent witness.

      Leo glanced at Sophie, the lines of the day settling into something soft and bright.

      “Next time you want to solve a mystery,” he said, “let’s try one that doesn’t involve cliffs.”

      She bumped his arm. “No promises.”

      They watched the sunset, the hoodoos standing guard, and listened to the laughter, the music, and the wild, sweet hush of the wind. For a moment, the world felt whole—no scams, no chases, just the mountain and the people who loved it.

      And in the last shine of day, Leo was sure the Stone People smiled.

      Maybe just for them.
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      The sun was low enough to turn Cascade Canyon into a mouth of shadows and gold when Leo and Sophie made their way out to the Zen Nest’s deck. The last wedding guests had cleared out hours ago—bundled into cars, tottered up the trail to cabins, or vanished into the pine-thick air like figments never meant to last. The quiet that followed was a thing you could taste: cold, sappy, a little metallic, like the aftertaste of snowmelt.

      They plopped into a pair of Adirondack chairs, both creaking in protest. The railings had a dust of powder from last week’s storm, but the deck boards themselves were dry, sun-bleached, and still faintly warm from the day. A few string lights flicked on overhead, their bulbs the shape of tiny pine cones.

      Below, the world did its slow work—canyon blue deepening to indigo, the wind combing through stands of aspen, the river below just a hush, as if not to break the spell.

      Sophie tucked her knees up, chin on denim, arms looped around her shins. “I can’t believe they pulled it off,” she said. “The wedding, I mean. Tam really got her moment.”

      Leo grinned, chest still warm from the last round of cocoa and the weird new comfort that came from things being resolved. “She always does. Even if it takes conscripting half the county.”

      Sophie snorted. “That’s what you call ‘manifesting’ now.”

      They let the silence settle between them, neither in a hurry to fill it. The party sounds—laughter, boots on wood, the off-key tangle of line-dance music—had faded to nothing. Just them, the wind, and the long echo of everything that had happened.

      Sophie said, “You think the Stone People are real?”

      Leo propped his heels on the bottom rail, looked up at the first cut of evening stars. “Don’t know. Never met one. But the story… it’s nice. Gives people something to root for.” He glanced over. “You believe?”

      She shrugged, watching a single crow glide across the rim. “I believe in the canyon. Everything else is just… layers.”

      He nodded, thinking of the wedding, the mist, the way the rocks seemed to rearrange themselves when you looked away. “Layers are good. Sometimes the legend helps you see what’s really there.”

      Sophie grinned. “You just like the drama.”

      “I mean, you could say the same about you, Fixer.”

      She groaned, but it was a happy groan. “I’m retiring the nickname. After tonight, I think I deserve ‘Detective’ at minimum.”

      “Detective Fixer.” Leo tested it. “I’d watch that show.”

      Their laughs carried, soft and easy, into the evening.

      The door behind them thumped. Becky, in an overlarge hoodie and leggings patterned with cartoon foxes, shouldered her way out, balancing a trio of heavy mugs. Her hair was up in a knot, but half had escaped, making a dark halo in the backlight.

      “I come bearing gifts!” she announced, holding the mugs high. “I only slightly burned myself getting these, so please appreciate my sacrifice.”

      She handed one to Sophie, who sniffed it warily. “Did you spike it?”

      “Just a skosh,” Becky said, winking.

      Leo got his own and immediately tested the rim. The chocolate was thick, the marshmallows already collapsing. “To the heroes of Duck Creek,” Becky said, raising her own.

      Sophie and Leo clinked mugs. “Heroes?” Sophie said. “Didn’t we mostly just cause chaos and annoy the sheriff?”

      “Exactly,” Becky said, sinking into a chair with all the grace of a sack of rocks. “That’s what makes you legends.” She stretched her legs, toes pointed at the night. “You know, I always thought the Garrisons were shady, but I didn’t have anything but vibes.”

      Leo leaned in, interested. “You did?”

      “Oh, absolutely. Nobody that shiny is ever real. Did you see Sloane’s hands? Never a chip, not even after three days setting up wedding tents. She claimed she used ‘healing gloves.’ That’s not a thing. I googled it.”

      Sophie snorted into her cocoa. “Maybe she’s born with it.”

      “Maybe it’s kleptomania,” Becky said, deadpan.

      They all laughed, a shared joke stitched with relief.

      Becky sobered a bit, brushing cocoa foam from her lips. “Seriously, though. You two saved more than just a wedding. This place… the Zen Nest is basically my life. If word got out that we were running a heist ring, or even just attracting criminals, it’d be over.”

      Sophie nodded. “Wouldn’t let that happen. Even if it meant line dancing in public.”

      Becky set her mug down, looked at the two of them with something like real affection. “You know,” she said, “if either of you ever want to stick around—past the season, I mean—I could make it work. Year-round jobs. Actual salaries, not just room and board. Maybe even a title for you, Detective.”

      Leo was surprised to find his heart thumping, like the words actually meant something. “You’re serious?”

      Becky nodded. “Duck Creek gets a bad rap, but this—” she waved at the canyon, the stars, the deck “—this is the good stuff. I want to keep it, you know? And you guys are good at… keeping.”

      Sophie didn’t answer right away. She stared into her cup, thinking hard, then smiled—a soft, real one. “I’ll think about it. But only if I get to pick the next line-dance playlist.”

      Becky groaned. “Not the Fixer’s ‘90s Country Megamix again.”

      “Dealbreaker,” Sophie said.

      They drank in companionable quiet, mugs slowly emptying, the last light melting off the canyon until only the string bulbs and the first, early stars gave the world a shape.

      Leo, feeling braver than he expected, said, “You ever get the sense that the mountain just… keeps going, after you leave? Like the stories still happen even when no one’s here?”

      Sophie nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Becky said, “Once I found a fresh pie on the back stoop, no note, still warm. I’m convinced the forest animals have their own wedding industry.”

      Leo laughed, but then he heard it—a soft, steady hum, barely audible, almost more vibration than sound. It tickled the rim of his mug, made the cocoa shiver in tiny rings. He looked up, and saw Sophie tilt her head at the same instant.

      “You hear that?” Leo said.

      Sophie’s face was intent, eyebrows knit. “Yeah. It’s not the generator. And it’s not wind.”

      Becky listened, squinting into the night. “Is it a drone?”

      Leo shook his head. “No lights. No whine. It’s…” He stood, tried to triangulate. The hum was stronger by the rail, a little higher in pitch, almost like a didgeridoo played by the mountain itself.

      Sophie joined him. “Acoustic mirror,” she guessed. “The canyon does weird stuff with sound. Remember the echo we got yesterday?”

      Leo nodded, but this felt different—less echo, more message. It was as if the whole canyon, now empty of wedding, had found its real voice.

      They all listened, the three of them on the deck, while the stars multiplied and the hum settled in, both warning and invitation.

      Becky, never one to let a moment get too heavy, raised her mug again. “To the Stone People,” she said, voice a little wobbly. “And to whoever’s trying to sing us to sleep.”

      Leo grinned, feeling goosebumps race up his arms.

      Sophie, eyes wide, said, “Should we check it out?”

      The hum grew, just perceptibly, and for a moment Leo thought he saw the far side of the canyon move—just a flicker, just a shadow, but enough.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I think we should.”

      The last of the cocoa was sweet on his tongue, and the night, for once, felt full of promise.
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      They hit the trail a few minutes later, jackets zipped high and flashlights in hand, the last thread of wedding warmth traded for the snap of real cold. Becky stayed behind, supposedly to “guard the cocoa” but mostly because she claimed her slippers weren’t trail-rated. The night did that old trick of flipping from cozy to Arctic the second you left the lights.

      The rim trail was familiar, but everything about it felt different. The air stung inside the nose, sharp enough to make Leo blink. The sky had gone full black, the kind that made the canyon seem even deeper and the stars brighter—so bright they actually made shadows. Their boots crunched on the sugar crust of refrozen frost, every step a small, satisfying snap.

      Sophie’s breath fogged out in puffs. “You think it’s an animal?” she asked, her voice extra loud in the hush.

      Leo paused, listened. The hum was still there, stronger and more distinct—a note, not just a drone, rising and falling like the world’s slowest siren. “Never heard a mountain lion sound like that.”

      Sophie grinned. “Wouldn’t rule it out. Or a coyote choir, if they started a band.”

      He liked how she walked: steady, sure, eyes always ten feet ahead, like she was waiting for the trail to argue so she could win. She let the silence close up behind her, but every so often she’d turn and check that Leo was still there.

      They made their way past the old lodge, out to where the rim bent around a shallow curve. Leo checked his phone’s compass, holding it flat so the blue dot didn’t jump. “Wedding site’s about two hundred yards,” he said. “Want to race?”

      Sophie just laughed, the sound soft and warm, and picked up the pace. The trail wound between clusters of young pine and old, wind-gnarled cedar, their branches clutching at moonlight. The hum got louder, distinct enough now that you could almost hear an overtone—like a harmony, or a second voice layered just underneath.

      They hit the overlook and stopped, side by side. The platform was empty, the stone benches rimmed with frost, the little altar bouquet from Tamantha’s wedding still perched at the edge. The hum here was loudest, buzzing up through their boots, not just heard but felt, like the vibration of a heavy truck passing far below.

      Sophie aimed her flashlight at the ground, sweeping the beam in slow arcs. “You feel that?” she said.

      “Yeah,” Leo said. “It’s like a phone on vibrate, but everywhere.”

      They knelt, hands flat to the frozen dirt. Leo’s palm tingled, then grew numb. He followed the feeling—up the slope, along the edge, until his hand passed over a small stone jutting from the earth. It was round, the size of a hockey puck, half-embedded and glazed with rime.

      Sophie squatted beside him. “What is it?”

      “Looks like a geode,” Leo guessed, “but I’ve never seen one hum before.”

      He brushed the frost off. The stone was veined in gray and yellow, the surface oddly warm despite the air. He set his fingers against it, and the hum was suddenly direct—inside the bones, tickling his teeth. He jerked back, startled.

      Sophie grinned, delighted. “It zapped you?”

      “Not zap. More like… tuning fork?” He steadied himself and tried again, letting his palm rest on the stone. It vibrated, sure enough, the rhythm matching the rise and fall of the hum.

      Sophie pulled out her phone, flicked on the flashlight, and leaned in for a close shot. The flash washed the stone in bright white, and for a second, Leo saw marks on its side—a row of crescents, carved and overlapping like the phases of a cartoon moon.

      She snapped a picture. “Sam would lose his mind over this.”

      Leo turned the stone, letting the light catch the carvings. “Is this…?” He trailed off, not wanting to sound like Tamantha, but Sophie finished it for him.

      “Stone People writing?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Or bored geologists with a chisel. Either way, this thing is not just a rock.”

      He dug a bit around the base. The hum intensified—so much that the air in his ears went fuzzy. He braced his boots, pulled gently, and the stone popped out of the ground with a sound almost like a gasp.

      It was heavier than he expected, and the hum went from low to bright the instant it cleared the dirt.

      Sophie held it up to her ear. “It’s singing,” she said, voice awed.

      Leo nodded. “Let me try something.”

      He set the stone on the platform, right at the edge. The hum changed, grew softer, then sharper—a whole chord instead of just one note. He could hear it bouncing off the far wall of the canyon and back, the delay just long enough to feel like a reply.

      Sophie laughed, sudden and loud. “It’s talking to itself.”

      Leo found himself grinning, too. “Or maybe to us.”

      She snapped another photo, then set her hand on his shoulder, steadying herself against the weird, pulsing cold. “You want to take it back to the lodge?” she asked, not quite joking.

      He considered, then shook his head. “Not yet. I want to see what it does when the sun comes up.”

      Sophie checked her phone, the clock blinking midnight in blue. “We could stay, if you don’t mind freezing.”

      He looked at her, the moonlight picking out the pink on her cheeks, the little whorls of frost on her eyelashes. He said, “Wouldn’t mind at all.”

      They sat together on the cold stone bench, the hum a gentle thrum between them, and watched the canyon fill up with the slow, impossible light of the winter night.
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      They made it almost twenty minutes before Leo caved and reached for the stone again. It wasn’t that he wanted to mess with it—it just seemed a waste to leave something so weird, so obviously important, out in the open where some tourist with less respect might come along and kick it straight into the river.

      He ran his fingers along the carvings, the cold somehow softer now, almost inviting. “I’m just saying,” he muttered, “it’s practically a sign. What if it’s, like, a message, and we’re supposed to take it?”

      Sophie rolled her eyes, but gently. “That’s what Sam said about the first arrowhead he found. Next morning, the wind took out his tent, his truck battery died, and he got bit by a yellow jacket the size of a thumb.”

      Leo grinned, the memory sharp. “Sam’s a legend, but not for his luck.”

      They sat in the hush, only the hum and the far-off trickle of the river filling the space between. Sophie’s gaze flicked from the stone to the sky and back, her brain clearly spinning up a thesis.

      “You know what I think?” she said at last.

      “What?” Leo’s hand hovered, not quite touching the stone now, like he was waiting for permission.

      “I think the Stone People stories are just how the canyon keeps itself alive. You take the stone, maybe the hum goes with it. But the story—the weirdness, the legend—that’s what matters. Not whether we have proof.”

      Leo blinked, a little thrown by how good that sounded. “So… you’re saying we leave it?”

      She nodded, then smiled sideways at him. “Besides, if we take it, we have to explain to Becky why the espresso machine is now possessed.”

      He laughed, letting his hand drop. “Not worth it.”

      They stood, stretching the cold out of their legs. Leo set the stone back into its nook, pressing it flush so the hum vibrated up through the soles of his boots one last time.

      As they started back, Sophie shivered. “Did you feel that?” she whispered.

      Leo was about to tease, but then he felt it too—goosebumps, neck hair prickling, a whole body shudder that had nothing to do with the temperature.

      He spun, flashlight cutting the darkness in a perfect arc. The rim was empty—just the stone, the fresh frost, the quiet benches. But for a second, he thought he saw a shape, small and distant, watching from the shadows where the overlook met the scrub.

      Sophie saw it too. “Probably a deer,” she said, but her voice wasn’t as steady as usual.

      Leo kept scanning, half expecting a hoodoo to blink or shrug.

      But nothing moved, and the hum had softened, as if the canyon was satisfied with the night.

      They walked faster, the path familiar but suddenly urgent. At the last curve before the lodge, Leo looked back. The overlook was empty. The stone, just barely visible in the moonlight, sat where they’d left it.

      He smiled to himself, relieved.

      Then, just before the trees swallowed the view, he thought he heard it again—not a hum, but a laugh. Not mean, not scary—just amused.

      He grinned, and, without thinking, gave a little wave.

      Sophie nudged him with an elbow. “You’re such a sap.”

      “Yeah,” he said, “but so are the Stone People.”

      They reached the deck. The lights were still on, cocoa mugs waiting. The air, somehow, felt warmer.

      They didn’t mention the stone, or the watcher, or the legend. They just sat, letting the night do what it did best—surprise, unsettle, and, in the end, keep you company.

      And somewhere behind them, the hum started up again, soft and steady, echoing through the canyon like a story retold.

      Which, Leo thought, was exactly how it should be.
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      The Zen Nest, two weeks after the wedding, wore the hush of early spring—a hush that only sharpened the sounds that survived it. The wind set the pines to talking, an argument broken by the slam of a car door or the bark of a guest’s laugh from the breakfast deck. A blue jay, new to the feeder, screamed at the feeder’s regulars and promptly fell off it. Out on the canyon rim, Leo chased the last of the frosted icicles from the hot tub with a pool net, while Sophie made her rounds through the cabins, clipboard in hand.

      They ran the place now. Not in the legal sense—Becky was still the boss, on the lease and in everyone’s phone—but the “front of house” belonged to them. Leo had the charm, a knack for remembering names and coffee preferences; Sophie had the system, a brain that saw every guest request as a solvable flowchart. Together, they’d found a rhythm as comfortable as the cabins’ fleece blankets.

      Sophie materialized at the edge of the deck, her steps nearly silent, except for the scuff of her boots on the new-mopped planks. “Hey, Vibe Boy,” she called, waving her clipboard like a conductor’s baton. “Guest in the Falcon 2 says the trail cam is down. Claims she saw a bobcat.”

      Leo set the net aside, letting the last icicle bob like a doomed glass submarine. “Are we charging extra for the wildlife tour, or is that still ‘value added’?”

      She smirked. “Depends if it eats her poodle.”

      He rinsed the net in the snowmelt bin and stomped up the steps, already scrolling through his phone. “You know, it’s official now. Four different posts this week with me tagged as ‘concierge of the wild.’ I’m not even sure I spelled concierge right.”

      Sophie eyed the screen. “You didn’t. But you got five stars, so who cares?”

      Leo thumbed a few more notifications, mouth turning up. “We’re trending. Becky sent me a screenshot—the Zen Nest hashtag is up a thousand percent. Even the reviews about the towels are weirdly enthusiastic.” He found one and read aloud, “Quote: ‘Never met a towel so soft, I wanted to elope with it.’ End quote.”

      Sophie snorted. “That was Falcon 3. She also tried to tip me in raw agate.”

      “She tipped me in gummies,” Leo said, sounding almost wistful. “The real kind, I think.”

      He ducked inside for a second, grabbing his vest from the hallway peg, and reemerged with Sophie in tow. The lobby, once a chaos of wedding prep, looked tidy and almost spa-like: sage candles, a bowl of tumbled stones, and a printout of local wildlife sightings taped above the guest log.

      Sophie set her clipboard down and gave Leo a sidelong look. “You ever think this would be your thing? High altitude hospitality?”

      He considered. “Better than cleaning mountain bikes for a living. Or, you know, getting chased by thieves through the hoodoos.”

      Her face grew serious for a half-second, then she brushed it away. “It’s quieter now.”

      “Even the weird is just—” He made a looping motion, searching for the right word. “Mountain-normal.”

      She nodded. “Except for the part where everyone in town recognizes us at the market.”

      “You get used to it,” Leo lied, and they both laughed, the old tension gone from it.

      The phone on the counter rang—a real, analog ring, as loud as a warning bell. Leo reached it first. “Zen Nest, this is Leo⁠—”

      The voice was pure grumble, soft around the edges. “Hey there, Vibe. It’s Doug.”

      Sophie mouthed “hardware store” and made a checkmark on her clipboard.

      “Hey, Doug,” Leo said. “What’s up?”

      “You and the Fixer got plans tonight?”

      He glanced at Sophie. “Not unless you need an emergency leak repair.”

      Doug chuckled. “Nothin’ like that. We’re doing a bonfire at the store—just a little get-together for the end of season. Hot dogs, maybe some apple cider, if you bring your own mug.”

      Sophie’s face lit up. “Are we invited, or are we the entertainment?”

      Doug heard her, and Leo could picture him rolling his eyes. “You’re the guests of honor, for once. Sam’s telling stories. The whole village would love to have our newest local heroes there.”

      Leo looked at Sophie, eyebrows up. “We’ll be there.”

      “Good. Dress warm, and bring the Fixer’s famous cornbread if you’re feeling generous.”

      Sophie gave a thumbs up and scribbled a new note on her list. “Cornbread,” she whispered.

      “See you at six,” Leo said, and hung up.

      He waited for Sophie’s inevitable commentary. She did not disappoint. “Did Doug just try to make a move on me via baked goods?”

      “Honestly, if you’d seen his face the first time you fixed the espresso machine, you’d know it’s real.”

      She rolled her eyes, but he could tell she was pleased. “Guess we’d better not let the village down.”

      He turned the phone toward her, showing the latest review: a selfie of two guests wrapped in Zen Nest robes, faces flushed and hair in perfect wedding curls. The caption: “This place saved our marriage, and the Fixer is a miracle worker.”

      Sophie stared at the photo, then at him. “You think Becky’s going to want to keep us after the snow melts?”

      “Depends if we bring back the cornbread,” Leo said.

      They prepped the evening checklists: Sophie handling the guest notes and emergency numbers, Leo rounding up the propane canisters and swapping out dead batteries in the motion lights. They worked in sync, moving through the property like they’d always been there.

      At five-thirty, they reconvened at the kitchen island, where Sophie had a pan of cornbread cooling and Leo was packing the last of the hot cocoa into an insulated jug.

      “You ready for this?” he asked, half-joking, but not really.

      She met his eyes. “Not even a little.”

      He laughed, feeling the old tightness return, but this time it was the good kind—a buzz in his stomach, the sense that he was walking into something that mattered.

      They zipped up their jackets, set out for the village, and left the Zen Nest to the quiet.

      Just before they hit the driveway, Leo glanced back at the deck, where the last rays caught the empty chairs.

      “Next time,” he said, “we bring marshmallows.”

      “Only if you promise not to eat half the bag before we get there.”

      He grinned. “No promises.”

      They stepped out into the pine-sweet dark, heading for the promise of fire and the company of people who now, impossibly, seemed to belong to them.

      For the first time in weeks, Leo was glad to be exactly where he was.

      And he had a feeling, from the way Sophie kept pace beside him, that she felt the same.
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      Doug’s “little get-together” looked more like a festival, or maybe a preemptive evacuation drill, if you squinted at the number of pickups and snow-beaten SUVs that ringed the old country store lot. The bonfire blazed in a drum cut from a water tank, shooting sparks that tangled with the stars overhead. Benches made from split logs and milled-off lumber scraps radiated out from the heat; every seat was taken, and half the village seemed to be standing, hands in pockets, faces flushed and smiling.

      The air was a stew of pine smoke and toasted sugar. Someone had brought a sack of marshmallows, the kind that turned nuclear and liquid in half a second; a kid shrieked as one drooled down his stick and glued itself to his coat. Three generations jostled for a spot near the food tables, where foil trays steamed with pulled pork and a stockpot of cider gave off the scent of clove and orange.

      Leo and Sophie ducked under the string of bare-bulb lanterns, the cornbread wrapped in a towel between them. Doug met them at the edge of the firelight, hands open for a double handshake, his beard trimmed but still wild enough to trap at least two marshmallows per hour.

      “There they are!” he boomed, as if the canyon itself had been waiting. “The stars of Duck Creek.”

      Sophie set the cornbread on the table, just as Doug pulled her in for a careful, avuncular hug. “You bring the good stuff?” he asked, peeking under the towel.

      “I even used honey this time,” she said. “So nobody can call it dry.”

      He thumped her on the back. “Legend.” Then, to Leo: “You got a second for some introductions? Lots of folks wanted to meet the new locals.”

      Leo hesitated, but Sophie nudged him forward. “Lead the way, Doug.”

      They did the rounds: a lumberjack couple from Swains Creek, a retired vet who claimed to have been best man at three weddings on the same deck they managed, a couple of line-dance moms from the rec center, their boots already thumping in anticipation of a post-story session. Everyone wanted to shake Leo’s hand, tell Sophie about the time they “knew Becky way back,” or just offer a spare folding chair and a mug.

      Leo saw the phone cameras out—nothing major, but enough to feel the eyes. He was a little unnerved at first, but then one of the kids tugged at his sleeve. “You really saw the ghost runner?” the boy asked, marshmallow crusted on his upper lip.

      Leo grinned. “Only in the fog. I think he’s camera shy.”

      The boy accepted this, wide-eyed. “Cool.”

      They drifted toward the fire, which was ringed by a double row of listeners. Sam, the archivist, sat nearest the flames, his battered Thermos in one hand and a knitted cap pulled down over both ears. He wore an old fleece, the patches visible even in the glare, and his feet were propped on a cracked cinder block that was probably older than the lodge itself.

      When Sam saw them, he waved his Thermos in greeting. “Glad you could make it,” he said, voice raspy but warm. “Good night for stories, eh?”

      Sophie agreed, “Best I’ve seen in a while.”

      They claimed a spot two seats down. Leo balanced his cocoa and watched as the faces in the firelight rotated in and out of clarity. He caught sight of Melinda, boots crossed at the ankles, hair in its trademark braid. Becky sat with the catering crew, holding court but also keeping one eye on the newcomers. Even the sheriff had a presence, his cruiser parked at the edge of the lot, Adams himself leaning against the hood with a paper cup and a posture that said he was off-duty, but not really.

      Doug made a pass with the cider, then circled back with a plate of something spicy and pickled. “You settle in okay?” he asked Sophie, voice low enough for just them.

      She smiled. “Better than we thought. Thanks for putting in a good word.”

      Doug shrugged, like it was nothing. “Mountain needs people who can take care of her. And not just in the stories.”

      He gave Leo a nudge. “You learn to ride a snowmobile yet?”

      “Not unless you count the time I crashed the Zen Nest utility sled,” Leo said.

      Doug barked a laugh. “Nobody counts the first crash.”

      Conversation settled, a hush moving outward from the fire as Sam cleared his throat. He held up the Thermos as a kind of bell. “If everyone’s ready,” he announced, “I got a tale for the new season.”

      People shifted, finding more comfortable seats, kids squeezed onto laps or perched on logs. The hush was total, except for the sizzle of wet wood and the muted crunch of someone demolishing a cookie.

      Sam began, “There’s a story the Utes used to tell, about the hoodoos out in the Pink Cliffs. Most folks think the Stone People are just rocks, but the old ones said they were put there to watch. Not just over the land, but over us, too.”

      His voice was pure dry canyon, rough in a way that felt right. “Back in the day, when a stranger came to Duck Creek, they said the Stone People would test ‘em. Not with a riddle, or a challenge, but by waiting. Seeing if the new ones had it in ‘em to stay.”

      A pause. The fire popped, scattering a meteor shower of sparks.

      Sam scanned the crowd, his eyes sharp in the shadows. “Sometimes, the Stone People pick someone. Not everyone sees them, but they always see you. And if you do right by the land, and your neighbors, they let you be.”

      He looked at Leo, then at Sophie, the gaze a weight and a gift at once. “Heard some say the guardians of Duck Creek don’t just come from old families, or even from here at all. Sometimes they’re folks who show up outta nowhere, fix a thing or two, and just… fit.”

      A murmur from the benches—one of those wordless agreements that everyone felt.

      Sam’s voice dropped, solemn but hopeful. “Legend says if you hear the hoodoos singing in the cold, or feel a thrum in the earth, that’s them telling you you’re welcome. And if you ever find a stone that hums, keep it close—it means the canyon wants you to stay.”

      The fire roared, lifting the last of the night chill. Someone in the back whistled, then others clapped, the applause soft but insistent.

      Sam bowed his head, then raised the Thermos. “To the new guardians,” he said.

      Leo felt his face go hot, though it could’ve just been the bonfire. He tried to make a joke about being a “guardian,” but the words got tangled up and stuck.

      Sophie leaned in and whispered, “Now you’re obligated to never screw up.”

      He grinned, nudged her back. “You, too.”

      The rest of the evening folded in on itself, a blur of jokes and toasts and someone (Melinda, it turned out) organizing a sing-along to “Ring of Fire” with two guitars and a harmonica. Leo never liked country, but somehow the night made it perfect.

      Doug found them again, this time with mugs of hot chocolate. He handed them over with a sly wink. “Don’t tell Becky, but I spiked yours a little. Housewarming, or whatever.”

      Leo took a sip, then another, the marshmallow foam sticking to his lip. “Thanks, Doug.”

      Doug watched the fire, his face unreadable. “You know, the mountain’s had some tough years. Lotta folks move in, then out, never get it. But you two… I think you’re going to be good for this place.”

      Sophie smiled. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      He nodded, then left them to the warmth and the crowd.

      They watched the fire burn down to coals. Leo felt the eyes of the town, friendly but measuring, and he didn’t mind. Sophie traced little rings in the air with her mug, lost in thought or just making circles to see if they’d last.

      When the embers finally dimmed, and people wandered back to their trucks, Sam caught them by the sleeve. He pressed something into Leo’s hand: a river-smoothed stone, shot through with a seam of yellow. “It’ll keep you company,” Sam said, voice just for them.

      Leo turned it over, feeling the faintest thrum—a trick of the nerves, or maybe just the aftershock of the story. He grinned. “Thanks, Sam. Really.”

      Sophie slipped the stone into her jacket pocket. “If the canyon starts talking, I’ll send it your way.”

      Sam winked. “That’s the spirit.”

      They set off up the road, the fire’s afterglow warming their backs. Neither spoke for a minute, content to just walk.

      Then Sophie said, “You think the Stone People really pick people, or is that just something they say to make outsiders feel welcome?”

      Leo watched their breath curl in the air. “I think it doesn’t matter. As long as you believe it, it’s true.”

      She nodded, satisfied. “Let’s make it true, then.”

      He bumped her shoulder, gentle. “Deal.”

      They walked on, two new guardians in a place that needed them. And behind them, in the hush between breaths, Leo thought he heard a low, contented hum.

      Like the mountain had approved.
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      The hike back up the hill was brisk, the kind of cold that worked its way into your teeth and made you feel alive again. Above, the stars had multiplied, gathering like a rumor in the clear air. The trailhead was empty, but the world was full: the hush of night, the rubbery squeak of boots on old snow, the far-off bark of a fox or coyote. Sophie zipped her jacket to the chin, hands in pockets, while Leo balanced the leftover cornbread under one arm and his phone in the other, thumb already drafting the night’s story.

      “I think we just got inducted into a cult,” he said, mock-dramatic, aiming his voice up at the stars.

      Sophie huffed a laugh. “Sam’s stories are older than the town. It’s more like we got conscripted into folklore.”

      He grinned sideways at her. “I could live with that.”

      A pause, the world flexing around their footfalls.

      “You believe any of it?” Leo asked. “The Stone People, the choosing?”

      Sophie thought it over, letting the air sting her nose before answering. “I believe the mountain keeps score. The rest is just how people make sense of it.”

      Leo recorded a quick voice memo: “Duck Creek chooses its heroes. If you ever feel out of place, just wait for the bonfire invite.” He added a wink to the end, knowing the sound wouldn’t translate but hoping the feeling would.

      They reached the Zen Nest with cheeks flushed and boots dripping snow. The place looked different at night—cabins aglow, the main lodge lit from within like a snow globe, the canyon beyond swallowing all but the edge of the deck. Leo unlocked the door and waved Sophie in, but she shook her head.

      “Let’s hit the overlook first,” she said, voice lower now. “Just for a minute.”

      He set the cornbread in the mudroom, grabbed two of the emergency blankets, and followed her out to the deck. The chairs creaked under their weight, but the view was worth it. The hoodoos in the canyon rim stood out against the moonlit snow, so sharp and crowded together that they looked almost like a team huddled for a last play.

      Sophie wrapped the blanket around her knees, tucking in against the wind. “You ever wonder if the Stone People are just what’s left of everyone who comes here?” she asked. “Like, maybe the legend is just a fancy way of saying nobody ever really leaves.”

      Leo considered it. “Makes sense. This place does a number on you.”

      They sat for a while, silence comfortable, the sky in motion above them. The wind came up, slicing across the canyon and lifting the blanket at their feet. Sophie tucked it tighter, then stood and pointed at the far end of the deck.

      “Come here,” she said, already moving.

      He followed, not sure what she was doing until she crouched at the edge, angled her face toward the canyon, and cupped her hands. “If you get the angle just right,” she said, “the echo bounces straight back.”

      She called out, “Hello!” and the word shot down into the dark, then came back: a perfect, smaller “hello,” like a voice trapped in the rocks.

      Leo tried it, but instead of a word, he made a whoop. The sound echoed, then returned—softer, older, as if the canyon remembered every sound ever made.

      “Acoustic mirror,” Sophie explained, scientific now. “The hoodoos bounce it back. They say the ancestors used to call each other that way.”

      He squinted at the dark. “You think they still do?”

      She shrugged. “Depends who’s listening.”

      He watched the moonlight on her face, her eyes reflecting the canyon in miniature. He wondered if she knew how at home she looked here, how much the place had already claimed her.

      She cupped her hands and tried again, this time with a softer voice: “Thank you.”

      The echo came back, quieter than the rest, but still there.

      They stood like that, listening for a reply that might not ever come, until the cold won out. They retreated inside, shedding boots and jackets in the warmth of the entryway.

      Leo checked his phone, thumbing through the day’s photos and drafts. He posted a shot of the bonfire, the community crowded close, everyone’s faces a blur of orange and shadow. For the caption, he wrote: “In Duck Creek, even legends need a little help sometimes. Here’s to the keepers, old and new.”

      He showed it to Sophie before posting. “That work?”

      She nodded, then tapped the screen to add a hashtag: #GuardiansOfDuckCreek.

      He laughed and sent it live.

      She hung up her jacket, then turned back to the window, watching the wind ripple the snow on the deck. “Some mysteries are better left unsolved,” she said. “But I think the mountain solved us.”

      He grinned, leaning on the wall. “Guess that makes us locals.”

      Outside, the wind carved new patterns in the snow, the canyon alive with echoes and secrets. The hoodoo formations, in the moonlight, seemed to rearrange themselves: a little tighter, a little more watchful. Maybe it was just
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