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        When the FBI sidelines Special Agent Stephanie Kramer over health concerns, she sees her hard-won dream career go down the drain. Suddenly adrift and without purpose, she jumps at the chance when a friend offers for her to stay in their trailer by a quiet, secluded creek near Libby, Montana. As much as she tries to enjoy the tranquil settings, it’s not long before local wildlife—and the man chasing it—invade her sanctuary. When it appears the job she’s trying to leave behind is following her to Libby, the illusion of her solitary retreat is shattered.

         

        After that last special ops assignment cost Jackson Hart his leg, he’s had a hell of a time getting back on his proverbial feet. Being hired as a member of the High Mountain Trackers team went a long way to reclaiming his sense of identity. He’s back in the saddle and adapting to a pared-down, mostly solitary existence. So the sudden jolt to his gut, when he encounters the blond federal agent he remembers well, is a harsh reminder of what is missing from his life.

         

        Still, as much as they try to avoid the other, they seem destined to cross paths. Whether it is the intimidation of a local predator, or the threat of a former nemesis, it becomes clear they stand stronger together.
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      Stephanie

      

      Thank God for the small wood stove, I’d be freezing otherwise.

      Of course, the downside is I have to go outside from time to time to grab some more firewood.

      Not so bad during the day, when the temperatures venture into the fifties, but at night—when they dip below freezing—it’s still a shock to the system. Hopefully, by the time May comes along, I won’t need those extra blankets at night.

      Not that I’m sleeping much, I spend most of my nights rewatching episodes of House. I’m almost through season seven, which leaves me with just one more season to go. I hope my sleep improves before I run out of episodes, otherwise I’ll surely go nuts. The days are already hard enough to get through.

      I can’t believe I’ve been hiding out here for close to two weeks already. In some ways it doesn’t feel quite that long, and yet, it seems like I left Kalispell ages ago. Maybe it’s just that I’m determined to bury the events leading up to my departure deep. Nothing I particularly care to be reminded of, but my mind won’t let me forget.

      Then to add insult to injury, I was forced to take a leave of absence to sort myself out. My boss’s words, not mine, but they were delivered in the hospital by my bedside, where I was recovering from what appeared to be a cardiac event.

      It wasn’t. According to the doctor, what I’d suffered was an anxiety attack. However, they did discover my blood pressure was concerningly high and I was put on medication for that.

      When Don Bellinger—my boss at the Kalispell FBI office—walked into the hospital room the next morning, the serious expression on his face made it clear he didn’t come bearing good news. He explained the health scare had been the last in a culmination of reasons he felt it was better for me to take some time off. It hadn’t been a question, it was clearly an order, and it couldn’t have hit me harder.

      The FBI is my life. It has been for the past twelve years, and I don’t know anything else. Other than going to the gym regularly, I don’t really have anything but my work to keep me occupied. Which is why my life feels like an endless void now that I’ve been sidelined.

      After only one week stuck in my apartment in Kalispell, I’d been climbing the walls. A random phone call from Janey—who I’d remained friends with after she’d found herself at the center of not one, but two intertwined cases I was working on last summer in Libby—gave me the idea a change of scenery might be better for me.

      I don’t really have many friends outside of my colleagues, mostly because work takes up all of my time, but I connected with Janey. Probably because we’re not all that different. She’s a veterinarian, but she’s also a bit of a workaholic. Anyway, I ended up spilling the beans. I told her the entire sordid story and she immediately offered me a place to stay and lay low for a while.

      That’s how I ended up in JD Watike’s trailer on the banks of Libby Creek.

      JD is Janey’s man, and although they now live together at her place on the other side of the highway, he still has this trailer sitting on his pretty patch of land. I can see why he wouldn’t want to let it go, it’s a beautiful spot. It definitely offers a better view than I had from my second-story apartment in Kalispell.

      It’s also lonely though, something I never thought I’d feel. Other than Janey meeting me here with boxes of groceries when I arrived, I haven’t seen anyone. Besides the occasional sighting of wildlife, that is. However, I don’t know that I’m ready to face people just yet. I’ve spent enough time in Libby over the past years since I was transferred to the Kalispell office, I don’t think I’d be able to avoid bumping into someone I know. I’m feeling a bit too brittle, still.

      Unfortunately, after two weeks here my groceries have dwindled to the point of a limp stalk of celery, a quarter onion, the butt end of my last loaf of bread, and half a jar of peanut butter. Not exactly the sum of a meal. I’m not going to have any choice but to hit up a grocery store once the sun is up, which should be in another half hour or so.

      With the quilt wrapped around my shoulders, I get up, shove my feet in my Crocs, grab the bucket by the back door, and slide it open to get to the firewood I chopped and stacked on the deck yesterday afternoon. It actually felt good, doing something physical after weeks of inactivity, staring into space like a couch potato. It was a decent workout I’m still feeling in my arms and shoulders. I groan as I fill my bucket and lift it up.

      A rustle draws my attention just as I’m about to step back inside. Swinging around, I squint into the morning’s deep shadows, trying to focus in on what I heard. As I scan the faintly visible tree line on the far side of the creek, I hear it again and my eyes snap in the direction of the sound.

      Even with only the first faint hint of dawn in the sky, I have no trouble recognizing the large shape of a bear at the edge of the water on the other side of the creek. I can just see him off to my right where the creek bends out of sight. His front legs are in the water as he bends down for a drink, not paying me any attention. This is his domain, after all, and he’s at the top of the food chain.

      Then suddenly his large head snaps up and he appears focused on something on this side of the creek. I can’t see what might’ve spooked him, but I jump when I hear the snap of a rifle shot.

      Instinct has me drop the quilt and the bucket, and I duck inside, where my gun is sitting on the kitchen counter. When I slip back out, brandishing my weapon, I notice the bear is down. A splash of water has me glance to the far right, but I can’t see anything. Trees block my view of the creek as it meanders its way south. Careful not to make any noise, I move to the edge of the deck and step down, keeping my eyes peeled and my gun aimed at the spot where I heard the splash.

      I stop in my tracks when I see a figure appear, crossing the icy waters of the creek.
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      Jackson

      

      From what I hear, sightings had been piling up this past week.

      This isn’t an unusual issue for April in these mountains. The animals come out of hibernation and are generally starving for food and water. With a rising population in recent years, food has become more scarce and some of the bolder animals venture closer to populated areas, where they can find alternate sources. It’s been a growing concern for fish and game wardens because of the danger to the public.

      Last week, April fifteenth, the spring hunt on bear opened, and I’ve been keeping an eye on this big guy for days now. He was seen on trail cameras along the creek and has rampaged a few hunting shacks along the way, slowly moving closer to civilization.

      I’d set up a few cameras of my own, hoping he’d eventually show up here, and this morning he did. I’ve been tracking him since the first watery signs of dawn.

      This isn’t my land, it’s my friend JD’s, but since he moved in with Janey, he doesn’t seem half as interested to join me hunting. I don’t blame him; I probably wouldn’t want to get out of bed at the ass crack of dawn if I had a fantastic woman like Janey warming my sheets either.

      But I don’t mind being out here by myself. When it’s just me and nature, I don’t feel my limitations half as much as when I’m around able-bodied people. Don’t get me wrong, I get around pretty well on my prosthesis—most people probably wouldn’t even notice much more than a slight limp—but I am all too aware my right leg is missing.

      They say it becomes second nature at some point, but the fact is about fifteen percent of the body I was born with is missing, which isn’t that easy to adjust to. Every time I catch a glimpse of myself coming out of the shower, I’m still startled at my own reflection. This mental image I have of my former intact body persists, and I’m shocked each time to find part of it gone. Even in my dreams, I still have my right leg.

      I went through a really dark phase for a while, especially right after my official medical discharge came through. Special ops had been my dream and I worked my ass off to get there. The training was brutal, my position on my team hard-earned, and our operations were dangerous, but I loved every goddamn minute of my years in service. I was good at my job too; as a sniper I could pick off a moving target at a thousand yards.

      But in the end, my excellent marksmanship was irrelevant. We were on our way back to base when we ran into an ambush. Grenades from a Russian GM-94 were launched into the lead vehicle I was in. I don’t remember much more than one minute I was looking forward to a shower and a hot meal back at base, and the next there was a scream, right before a blinding flash of light and a loud explosion filled the Humvee. The last thing I remember is the acrid smell of burning flesh.

      A sound from across the creek drags me from my slippery slide down memory lane. Lifting my rifle to my shoulder, I squint through my night-vision scope to see the large lumbering shape of the bear moving out of the trees toward the water.

      I wait a moment, allowing him to step into the creek for a drink, as I take in a breath and let it out slowly, grounding myself. I place the reticle of my scope right behind the bear’s front shoulder, just as the animal raises its large head, blocking my side shot. From across the creek, I swear the animal is looking right at me, but I can’t let it unnerve me. If this was just another bear or any other hunt, I might hesitate to pull the trigger, but this bear clearly has no fear and could pose a serious danger to the public.

      Determined, I reset my scope, my target now low, between the bear’s eyes at the bridge of his snout. The animal still hasn’t moved a muscle when I slowly depress the trigger. The crack of the rifle reverberates loudly in the early morning silence, and the bear drops down instantly.

      It’s not until I start wading across the creek I detect the smell of a wood fire. Odd, there’s not much out here except for JD’s vacant trailer. I turn my head and find it just a few hundred yards from where I came out of the trees.

      The first thing I notice is the faint glow of light through the small kitchen window and it stops me in my tracks. Next, I catch movement on the bank of the creek, and see the outline of a woman, her arms stretched out in front of her. She’s holding a gun in her hands and it’s aimed at me.

      “You’re on private property!” she yells.

      Her voice sounds familiar, but at this distance I can’t make out her face.

      “I’m well aware,” I call back, changing direction as I start moving toward her.

      Whoever she is, I’m pretty sure she has no business being here or I would’ve known about it.

      “Not another step,” she warns me as I approach.

      Now that I can see more of her, I have no trouble recognizing her voice. In fact, I’m surprised I didn’t recognize her sooner. Although, in my defense, the last person I expected to find camped out here in JD’s trailer is Special Agent Stephanie Kramer.

      “Easy…it’s just me.”

      I pull off the camo-print balaclava I covered my face with, and see her expression change as she recognizes me. She immediately lowers her gun, but keeps it in her hand by her side, aimed at the ground.

      “Jackson. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I should ask you that question,” I return. “I live a few miles down the road and this is my friend’s land, but you’re quite a bit farther from home.”

      I notice her eyes drifting over my shoulder toward the dead bear. I get the sense she’s not eager to share.

      Too bad.

      “Are you here on another case?” I push. “Does JD know you’re using his place?”

      Her eyes come back to mine and her shoulders slump visibly.

      “Yes, he does, and can you just forget you saw me?”

      It sounds more like a plea than a question, and either way, it’s a laughable request. Like I’d be able to forget, I’ve had a hard enough time forcing thoughts of her from my head when she was safely tucked away in Kalispell. There is no way I’d be able to ignore the fact she’s camping out right under my nose.

      I’m also going to need a serious talk with my so-called friend, who is clearly keeping shit from me.

      “Not a chance in hell,” I tell her honestly. “So you may as well clue me in. Are you here for work?”

      Her gaze drifts again, but this time she answers with a shake of her head.

      “I’m on a break. Call it a vacation. I just needed some peace and quiet.”

      Something doesn’t quite ring true. The Stephanie Kramer I met last year does not take breaks or vacations. She struck me as a bit of a workaholic, someone who doesn’t have any quit in her and gives her all to the job. I recognized the drive. It’s the same one I used to have. I have a strong sense she’s not telling me the whole story.

      “And you picked Libby?”

      She shrugs. “That was Janey’s suggestion. She offered JD’s trailer which, she assured me, was sitting empty anyway. She was right, this place is peaceful and quiet. At least it was until this morning.”

      The last is said in a somewhat accusatory tone. It’s a challenge I chose to ignore.

      “Why did you shoot him?”

      “Spring hunt opened last week and this guy was getting a little too comfortable around the more populated areas. Two birds with one stone.”

      Her eyes are still fixed on the bear’s carcass, giving me a chance to take in her appearance in the pale light of dawn. She looks haggard—almost gaunt—with dark circles under her eyes, and I wonder if maybe she’s ill. The messy bun, worn sweats, and ridiculous pink Crocs she’s wearing are a far cry from the pony-tailed, buttoned-up, suit-wearing agent I know.

      Something more is definitely going on and I am determined to find out what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephanie

      

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I wave off Janey’s repeat apology.

      I’d finally braved the grocery store in town, only to bump into her in the produce section. After this morning’s encounter with Jackson at the creek, it suddenly seemed moot to try and keep my presence in town a secret. It wasn’t going to last forever anyway.

      I could sense he was curious and to avoid the close scrutiny from those somber brown eyes, I left him to deal with his bear and retreated inside. There, like the coward I am, I watched him from the safety of the small bathroom window.

      Jackson is a bit of an enigma. He seems moody, a bit sharp-edged at times, but then there are these odd moments when he suddenly looks inexplicably fragile. Yet, there is nothing vulnerable about his tall, powerful body, despite his artificial limb.

      Yes, I did my research when I was here last year. In part because I do my due diligence in every case I work, but I also looked into Jackson in particular because there was something intriguing about him. He seemed a bit uncomfortable in his skin, and looked almost out of place in small-town Montana. What I uncovered about him gave me some insight.

      Twelve years in the armed forces with an honorable, medical discharge after he lost his right leg in what was described as a roadside incident. No further details or location, which is why I figured he was likely special ops. It fits.

      All of this happened two years ago, so it’s not a surprise he’s still adjusting. Both to civilian life, and living with part of him missing. Although, you’d hardly be able to tell from the way he moves. His body is strong and his strides are long and almost graceful, despite the slight hesitation when he plants his right foot.

      Still, for all his physical power and grit, there is something brittle about him. I saw it again this morning.

      “It’s fine,” I tell Janey, while examining an avocado for ripeness. “I’m sure he had more reason to be shocked to see me there than the other way around.”

      The avocado passes muster and is placed in my cart with the rest of my groceries. I’m loading up for at least another week or two.

      “I plumb forgot about the start of hunting season,” Janey comments as she makes her way around the produce bins. “JD didn’t mention anything either. It’s a good hunting spot. Last fall, the two of them took down an elk on that stretch of land just east of the creek. We still have some meat left in the freezer, if you’d like some.”

      Growing up, I can’t remember ever eating game meat, although my father supposedly went out on regular hunting trips. I only discovered later he was hunting animals of the two-legged variety. I’ve tried it since and enjoy a good elk steak or venison strap, but I’ve never actually cooked the meat myself.

      “I love it, but to be honest, I wouldn’t know how to prepare it.”

      Janey follows me as I circle around to the fruit and toss a few Honeycrisp apples in a bag.

      “JD could tell you. He usually does the meat on the grill or in the smoker, and I think I have a good recipe somewhere for a nice stew I can dig up.”

      I glance at her, suddenly curious.

      “Hunting doesn’t bother you? I mean, being a vet and all?”

      She grins and shakes her head.

      “Not in the least, as long as it’s for food. I’d rather eat that than those impersonal packaged pieces of meat you find in the cooler. It’s too easy to forget that was an animal once, raised and kept under generally poor conditions for the sole purpose of ending up on a Styrofoam tray in a grocery store. At least the animals hunted for food had a fair chance and a free life.”

      I glance over at the meat section where all the packages are neatly lined up, unrecognizable as having once been a living, breathing creature, and I at once feel guilty for all the years I’ve thoughtlessly grabbed an anonymous protein for my dinner.

      Janey’s rationale definitely puts the bloody tableau I finally turned my back on this morning—as Jackson processed the bear on the other side of the creek—in a different perspective. What may have looked like a lot of messy work for some meat, suddenly seems the more fair and humane approach.

      When I walk past the meat cooler without picking anything, Janey softly chuckles behind me.

      “I’ll drop some elk off this afternoon, and I’m sure Jackson will be happy to share some bear meat too.”

      I give her a thumbs-up and make my way through the aisles. I’m trying to stick to healthy food items, but when I get to the baking aisle, I find myself perusing the shelves, thinking maybe I can try some baking. I’ve read making your own sourdough bread can be gratifying. So I start by picking up a bag of flour and some yeast, but by the time I get to the cash register, my cart is almost full with other baking-related items.

      Janey is through the checkout line faster than I am, but is waiting for me just outside the doors.

      “I was thinking, why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? JD can give you a quick tutorial on how to cook elk meat and I can find you that recipe. That is, if you feel up to it,” she adds carefully.

      I hesitate for a moment, wondering if maybe after my run-in with Jackson and this outing to Rosauers for groceries was enough for today. After my near solitary existence these past weeks, perhaps it’s too much people exposure at once. Then again, it feels almost rude to refuse after what they’ve done for me.

      “Sure. Yes,” I reply clumsily, quickly adding, “I’d love to. I’ll bring dessert.”

      Lord knows I bought enough baking ingredients to feed a family of six comfortably. At least I’ll have an opportunity to share some of those calories, otherwise they’ll just end up on my hips.

      I load my groceries in my vehicle and wave at Janey a row over before climbing in behind the wheel. No sooner have I started my engine, when a call comes in over the CR-V’s sound system my phone automatically hooks into. The screen on my dashboard lists a Michigan number I don’t recognize, so I silence it and turn on the easy-listening playlist I found on Spotify.

      If it’s important, they’ll leave a message.
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        * * *

      

      Jackson

      

      “That’s great. Yeah, we’re home, drop by any time.”

      It had taken me a good chunk of the day to process that bear, and haul all of it in parts across the creek. No way I was going to get it to my truck any other way, he was a big guy. So I opted to butcher him in place. I’d already given Buck Adams—our fish and game warden—a heads-up, and he showed up to take a look to make sure this was the same bear they’d been receiving complaints about. He confirmed it and, with his blessing, I got to work.

      It’s a messy job, but also very gratifying. There is some primal satisfaction in hunting and gathering to feed your clan. I could never eat all this meat by myself—heck, I wouldn’t even have the room to store it in my cabin—so it gets divided. Some of it will go to the ranch house for Jonas, my mother, and Thomas. At least half goes to JD; not only did I shoot the bear on his land, but even when we hunt together, we always split the meat between us.

      My share is already hanging in bags in the garage at the ranch, where I’ll let it age for a couple of days before wrapping it up for the freezer. The other half is in the back of my truck waiting to be delivered. I’ve already taken a quick shower to wash the stench and the grime off me, and grabbed a quick bite to eat.

      “I’m on my way,” I tell JD as I walk to the door.

      My dog, Ash, starts to whine, none too pleased I’m leaving him alone again. He’s a border collie cross, smart as a whip, but very excitable. At not quite a year old, he’s going to need a bit more training before I let him tag along on a hunt.

      “You wanna come see Ginger?” I ask him as I tuck my phone in my pocket and grab my keys off the hook.

      Ash is by my side like a shot, his tail wagging furiously. Ginger is Janey’s dog—or I guess now both Janey and JD’s—and Ash loves her, even though she’s not that sure about him. He’s a bit too rambunctious still, but she doesn’t hesitate putting him in his place when he gets out of hand. Something that doesn’t appear to bother Ash in the least.

      He’s already standing by the passenger side of my truck before I can close the door to my cabin.

      “Heading out?” Thomas yells from his perch on the porch.

      Thomas is technically my stepgrandfather. He’s my mother’s father-in-law. My dad died in combat when I was just thirteen. Ma was alone for a dozen or so years before she moved her horse rescue to Libby and bumped into a local rancher. That was Jonas, my stepdad, and Thomas is his father. Jonas doesn’t have kids of his own, and even though I was already twenty-three when I met him, he has treated me like his son. Maybe it’s because I was already older, but for some reason I’ve never called him Dad, although I do occasionally call Thomas, Grandpa. If only to see the smile it puts on the old man’s face.

      “Just dropping off the rest of the meat at JD’s,” I share.

      “You tell that boy to smoke me some bear jerky. My mouth needs something to do now his ma cut me off my cigars.”

      Ama, JD’s mother, runs the ranch house and tries to keep Thomas—who she treats like he was her own father—on the straight and narrow. He’s a bit of a handful, especially now that his mind is slowly starting to go. He’s forgotten he’s been cut off from his cigars for a while now.

      “I’ll pass it on,” I tell him as I open the passenger door and let Ash jump up. “Later, Grandpa.”

      He raises one bony hand in acknowledgement before tucking it back under the blanket covering his lap. Then he leans his head back against his rocking chair and closes his eyes. He’ll probably be asleep before I turn my truck down the driveway.

      The garage door is already open when I get to Janey’s place, and JD steps outside as I back my truck in. I have to maneuver past a small SUV I don’t recognize. Impatient, Ash jumps over my lap the moment I open my door and is already assaulting JD for pets by the time I get to the back of my truck.

      “Still can’t curb his excitement, can he?” JD observes, scratching my mutt behind the ears.

      “He’s been cooped up inside for most of the day. He hasn’t had much exercise.”

      “We’ll throw him out back with Ginger in a bit, she’ll give him a workout.”

      As I’m lowering the tailgate, my eye catches on that SUV.

      “Whose is that?” I ask, even though I have a faint suspicion.

      He narrows his eyes on me before confirming, “Someone I hear you had a run-in with this morning.”

      “Right. Stephanie Kramer.” I climb into the bed of the truck and grab the first bag of meat, tossing it at JD. “Any reason you never mentioned she’s staying at your place?”

      He lifts the bag onto a hook hanging from a chain attached to the rafters.

      “Hey, tonight’s the first I’ve seen of her myself. Janey talked to her, she told me Stephanie needed a quiet place to recover, and offered her my trailer.”

      My ears perked up at that.

      “Recover?”

      I’d wondered whether maybe she’d been ill. She didn’t look well.

      “She’s had some health issues,” he clarifies.

      “What do you mean, health issues?”

      That came out sharper than I intended and JD throws up both hands defensively.

      “Brother, that’s not mine to share.”

      Frustrated, I toss him another bag.

      I don’t understand where that need to know is coming from. I don’t normally stick my nose in other people’s business. In fact, I generally avoid getting sucked into someone else’s issues, I have plenty of my own. Yet here I am, grinding my teeth because JD has information he won’t share.

      Information about Stephanie Kramer, to be more specific.

      “Come in for a drink?” he offers when he’s hung the third and final bag of meat.

      “Yeah, sure.” I hop down from the tailgate and pull the bear’s pelt toward me. “Where do you want this?”

      I don’t have any use for a bear hide, but there are those who do. In the past, JD or one of his parents would take an animal’s pelt, clean and cure it, and find someone who had use for one. Sometimes, they’d end up with their family or friends at the Flathead Reservation, or were used as part of the ceremonial garb worn at powwows. Sometimes, one would be donated to a school, a wildlife information center, or some other educational facility. I like the idea as few as possible of the animals’ parts I shoot go to waste.

      JD helps me carry the pelt—which probably weighs a good eighty pounds with the head still attached—to an old chest freezer in the far corner.

      “I’ll probably have a chance this weekend to frame it up,” he comments when we tuck it inside. “Looks a good size.”

      “Yeah, he was a big boy. Bold as hell. Didn’t even flinch when he caught sight of me.”

      JD kicks off his boots in the mudroom and I do the same before following him inside.

      The women are sitting across from each other at the table. Stephanie looks up when we walk in, and Janey spins her head around.

      “Jackson,” she greets me with a smile. “Have you eaten? We have leftovers I can easily heat up.”

      I hold up a hand. “I ate. Thanks. Hey, Stephanie,” I provoke when she stubbornly keeps her back turned.

      “Jackson,” she replies, with a quick flash of her face as she lifts her head for a second.

      “Beer?” JD asks from behind me.

      “Thanks.”

      I grab the bottle he hands me over my shoulder and walk around the table to sit down next to Janey, so I’m facing Stephanie. Except her eyes are on her hands, which are clasped together on the table in front of her.

      Ash, who lumbered in behind us is doing the rounds, getting rubs from Janey, growls from Ginger. Then he discovers Stephanie, a new-to-him human he’s eager to explore with nose and tongue. Her soft chuckle when he jumps with his front legs on her lap, so he can reach her face, has me smiling too.

      “Sorry. His name is Ash and I’m trying to teach him manners,” I volunteer

      She raises her eyes and sends a faint smile.

      “He’s fine. I happen to like dogs.”

      Definitely a point in her favor.

      “Also, I apologize for the early morning disturbance,” I add.

      “No problem. I was awake anyway.” She abruptly gets up from the table. “Which is why I should probably get going.”

      “Wait,” Janey stops her as she’s already moving toward the door. “Let me grab you some elk.”

      Stephanie waits awkwardly by the door while Janey digs through her freezer drawer, and I take a sip of my beer during the loaded silence.

      “Here you go,” she says, joining Stephanie at the door and handing her a paper bag.

      With a hug for Janey and a quick wave at us, she darts outside.

      “What did you do to her?” JD wants to know from me when Janey returns to the kitchen.

      “Me? Nothing.”

      Still, I can’t help wonder if her hasty departure is directly connected to my arrival.

      Is it possible she’s running from me?
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      Stephanie

      
      “Vallard.”

      I’m annoyed when my stomach gives a little twist hearing his voice. Taking in a deep breath, I get right down to business.

      “Ben, it’s Stephanie. I just got your message.”

      I don’t tell him that irrational anxiety had me staring at the little red dot marking the voicemail icon on my phone half the morning, before I finally listened to it. That unknown Michigan number had been his, but I never checked my phone until early this morning while I was once again waiting for the sun to rise.

      Another rough night.

      Dinner had been amazing, and I’d enjoyed the human interaction. The conversation was laid-back, I even had a good chuckle at Janey’s description of her new intern’s first encounter with the back end of a pregnant donkey. JD also shared some funny anecdotes of life at the ranch in his calm voice. I didn’t have to talk much and just listened, appreciating the fact I didn’t feel I needed to work hard at being social. They didn’t ask questions, didn’t probe me about work, or how I was doing, and instead simply let me be.

      Yeah, I’d really enjoyed the evening. That is, until Jackson walked into the house with that friendly pooch.

      Not that he did anything wrong—he was just being friendly—but I could feel the keen scrutiny from those serious, brown eyes. Like earlier yesterday morning, he looked at me in a way that made me feel exposed to the core, leaving me with no place to hide.

      So, I ran, for the second time in one day.

      All that to say, I had a restless night, my mind rarely still long enough to get some decent sleep, and that strange Michigan number was all but forgotten until I saw the evidence of a message on my screen this morning.

      Ben Vallard.

      He didn’t need to introduce himself, even though he did so on the message. I don’t think I could forget the slightly raspy quality of his voice if I wanted to. It’s actually the first thing that drew me to him all those years ago when I was a rookie agent, walking into the Traverse City, Michigan office for the first time.

      God, I’d been so green. So excited I’d been assigned to the office where my father spent most of his career. This was every dream coming true…until I fucked it up.

      “Hey, Steph, how the hell are ya?”

      Well, if that isn’t an empty question. If there’s one thing I’m sure about, it’s Ben has no interest whatsoever in knowing how I am.

      “Fine.” I brush him off, not bothering to return the interest. “Why are you calling me, Ben? All you say in your message is that you need help on a case.”

      His chuckle grates on me, and so do the words that follow.

      “I see we’re getting right down to business. No catching up on old times?”

      I close my eyes against the rush of anger, and breathe in through the nose and out through my mouth in an attempt to curb my temper.

      “What do you need, Ben? And how did you get this number?”

      This is my personal cell. I handed over my Bureau-issued phone along with my badge and service weapon to SAC Bellinger when he put me on leave.

      “Come on…give me some credit,” he taunts. “It took me five minutes to find after someone at your office told me you were on hiatus. What does that even mean?” he adds.

      I glance out at the creek. The water looks higher than it did yesterday, and I’m pretty sure it’s flowing faster. It must be the start of the winter runoff now the days are getting warmer.

      Whatever he thinks he needs me for, he’ll have to find another way. The building volume of water in the creek functions as a visual reminder of the rising blood pressure in my veins that got me here in the first place. Already I can feel my heart pumping harder.

      “What it means is you’ll need to find someone else to help you on your case,” I tell him with determination.

      “Ah, but I have a feeling you would want to be in on this one. I’m sure you remember Mitchel Laine?”

      Damn right I remember him. My first collar twelve years ago. I was twenty-four and feeling pretty damn good about bringing down the man who had robbed a series of bank branches in smaller towns across several states. He’d repeatedly and brutally pistol-whipped an elderly teller at a bank in Manistee, Michigan, when she couldn’t get the vault open, leaving her with a shattered jaw and a fractured skull. Almost two years after I caught up with him, that miserable punk was sentenced to fifteen years in jail. I didn’t think it was enough at the time.

      “What about him? He should be safely behind bars for at least another five years or so.”

      “Sadly, no. He was released on good behavior three months ago. Overcrowding and a turn to Jesus granted him early parole.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me?”

      It’s a slap in the face to law enforcement who spill sweat, blood, and tears catching these animals, only to have them released because of administrative inadequacies or limited capacity. Especially since in a lot of these cases, we have to spill more sweat, blood, and tears to get those same assholes back behind bars when they offend again, which a lot of them do.

      “Not even a little,” Vallard returns, sounding grim. “He was released and never even showed up for the first visit with his parole officer. I’m pretty sure he’s responsible for a couple of bank heists; one in Monmouth, Illinois, one in Fort Dodge, Iowa. Similar MO; small branches, same kind of language used, ball cap, facial hair which is likely fake.”

      I remember that’s what threw off investigators for so long last time, he’d change his appearance just enough. He’d go from a black mustache and goatee with a beanie, to a full beard and ball cap between robberies. He also traveled, crossing state lines and never hitting the same region twice. It took a while to pick up a pattern with the crimes taking place in different jurisdictions.

      “Bigger towns though. He used to stick to populations under ten thousand. The ones you mentioned are well over.”

      The theory had been, he picked the small towns, hoping for a more inexperienced and perhaps understaffed sheriff’s department or police force. Not that he ever copped to that, he never admitted to anything.

      “He’s escalating. Two days ago, a Great Plains Bank branch near the Aberdeen airport in South Dakota was hit,” Ben relays in a serious tone. “Two civilians and an off-duty police officer were shot. The police officer is still in critical condition. Suspect took off running through a back door. His fake beard, ball cap, and navy hoodie were found in a dumpster in an alley on the next block over.”

      “Jesus,” I hiss.

      If this is Mitchel Laine’s doing, he definitely has escalated.

      Despite my earlier determination, I feel myself getting sucked in, and I hate myself for asking, “What makes you so sure it’s him?”

      “For the past five years, Laine has been corresponding with a woman named Tracy Elliston. She’s a twenty-nine-year-old hairdresser from Troy, Montana,” he explains.

      I see now why he contacted me; Kalispell would be the closest FBI office to Troy, which also happens to be only thirty miles or so from where I am now. Although Ben doesn’t need to know that.

      “You think he’s on his way to meet up with this woman.”

      “All you have to do is draw a line on the map to see that’s where he’s heading,” Vallard points out. “Unless he’s already there.”

      It does appear that way.

      Dammit, this is hard. Every instinct in me wants to take this on, but I’ve had to hand in my badge and weapon, and I don’t think Bellinger would be too happy if I defied his orders.

      If I started messing around in an active investigation without the necessary credentials, I could risk losing my badge altogether.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you.”

      Before he can get a word in edgewise, I end the call and power down my phone.
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      Jackson

      
      “Got a call from the game warden’s office.”

      Dan, Fletch, JD, Bo, Wolff, and I were working around the ranch when Jonas put out a call for everyone to meet him at the ranch house. I guess because of the size of the group, we ended up gathering in the kitchen, where Ama already had a fresh pot of coffee on the go.

      Jonas waited for all of us to be present before getting into the reason for this impromptu meeting.

      “A hunter radioed in from up on Quartz Mountain. He and a friend were on the trail of a bear when he stopped to take a whiz, while his hunting buddy had gone ahead. When he tried to catch up with his friend, he couldn’t find him. The guy had disappeared. He’d been looking for over an hour before calling it in. He thinks his buddy—the name is Juan Pérez—may have tried to cross a stream of runoff water in their path, slipped, and got swept away. According to Buck, it’s probably one of the tributaries feeding into West Fork Quartz Creek which is currently near cresting its banks with all the snowmelt coming down from the mountains.”

      “Yeah, I heard a few areas on the north side of town are already dealing with some flooding,” Fletch contributes.

      Spring flooding is not uncommon but, with the rapid temperature rise these past few days, it’s shaping up to be a particularly bad year.

      I shake my head when Ama comes by with the coffeepot for refills. These days even that first cup of coffee makes my gut hurt. I don’t know if I’m getting old at thirty-eight, or whether drugs burned a hole in my stomach. I don’t take them anymore—some of those medications I was prescribed while I was recovering were pretty heavy duty—but the damage could already have been done.

      Whatever the case may be, I’m not in the mood to examine either possibility too closely at the moment. Sounds like we have more important things on the go.

      “Yeah, the rivers and creeks in the valley are starting to crest as well. It’ll likely be a bad year for flooding,” Jonas echoes my earlier thoughts. “At any rate, the guy could be halfway down to the Kootenay River by now. Adams wants us to meet him at the cutoff to forestry road NF-4654,” he gets us back on track. “Fletch, if you don’t mind covering the ranch?”

      Fletch nods in acknowledgement. He’s been dealing with arthritis for a few years now, making it difficult to be effective on these potentially long searches. Even on a healthy body, a couple of hours in the saddle can be a challenge. The man knows his limitations, the last thing he wants to do is risk slowing down or holding up a search when time is often of the essence.

      Sully limits himself to operating the drone and manning base camp communications. Not even Jonas himself goes out much anymore. James and Bo are the only ones of the old guard who still regularly make up part of the tracking team.

      Bo is in pretty good shape for his age, plus he’s our
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