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        When her sister, Pippa, goes missing, Nella Freling tells her boss she’s taking time off from her job as a research librarian, hops in her sensible van, and heads south of the border to Montana. However, local police don’t seem too concerned about a missing woman living in her motorhome. So Nella will have to look for Pippa by herself, unless she can convince a highly recommended tracker to help her, but sadly the rude and angry cowboy won’t even listen to her at first.

        But Nella can be persuasive.

      

        

      
        The first time High Mountain Tracker, Fletch Boone, laid eyes on Nella, her ass was stuck in his grocery cart. The next time was at the ranch; she was wearing mud, head to toe. But when he catches sight of her a third time, hanging off a cliff, he can’t turn his back again. What Nella lacks in survival skills she makes up for in sheer determination. Unfortunately, neither of those is enough protection when bullets start flying.

        Fletch has no choice but to jump in before the woman gets herself killed.

        And that would be a damn shame.
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      Nella

      

      “How can I help you?”

      The woman behind the desk has a friendly smile, but her eyes are cautious.

      “I have a reservation. Antonella Freling.”

      I picked the Sandman Motel because I can park right in front of my unit, which I prefer.

      “Ah, yes. I have you here. Four nights?”

      “Yes.”

      “You requested the end unit with a kitchenette?”

      “That’s correct.”

      I’m not here to see the sights or waste money and time on eating out. Much cheaper and faster to pick up some groceries and fend for myself. I keep a small cooler in my van for drinks and something to eat in case I’m out all day.

      She slides a form across the desk and I quickly fill it out before handing it back to her.

      “I’ll need a credit card, please.”

      I look around the small front office and shudder at the pictures of proud hunters with their prize kills. My dislike must’ve shown on my face.

      “Not here for hunting, I gather?” she inquires, a little smirk on her face.

      “No. Not a fan,” I admit.

      I’m the biggest hypocrite on two legs because I won’t say no to a good steak from a poor anonymous cow, who never had a chance to start with, but I can’t bring myself to try game meat from an animal at least able to live its life free. Somebody offers me venison and all I can envision is Bambi with those big brown eyes.

      My meat comes shrink-wrapped in plastic so I can keep my emotional detachment. I tried a vegetarian lifestyle for a little over a year but found it a challenge living in a small mountain town in British Columbia, Canada. My first juicy burger after that episode was a purely orgasmic experience.

      She smiles, a sparkle in her eyes. “We cater to a lot of hunters, but they won’t be coming in until next week when the season opens. Until the fifteenth only bowhunting is allowed and there aren’t that many of those. Mostly locals anyway.”

      I mock-wipe my brow and smile back as she hands me the key card.

      “Unit twenty-three is yours.”

      “Thank you. Oh, where can I find the closest grocery store?”

      “Just down the road. It’ll be on your right-hand side as you get into town. Rosauers, you can’t miss it. If you need anything else, my name is Martha.”

      “Thanks so much, Martha.”

      I’m almost out the door when I think of the more important question.

      “The police station, is it easy to find?”

      After shooting me a curious look, she gives me directions. The station is only a few minutes from the grocery store, so I’ll head there first and pick up supplies after.

      My unit is nothing special. A generic motel room with an art-by-numbers painting on the wall over two double beds, a dresser holding a TV, a functional—and thankfully clean—bathroom, and beside it a tiny kitchenette with microwave, hotplate, coffee maker, and a bar-size fridge. It’ll do.

      I spend twenty minutes putting my stuff away, toiletries lined up on the small vanity in the bathroom, some things in the dresser, and the rest of my clothes on hangers in the narrow closet. It does little to give the room more personality. I don’t own much aside from work clothes and those are all rather drab in grays, blacks, and some muted tans. No color other than the single pair of jeans I own.

      Hiding my light under a bushel, that’s what Pippa always tells me. She’s my opposite in every way: colorful, exuberant, and adventurous. I’m a strictly inside-the-lines person, while she breaks every conventional rule she can.

      I went to the University of British Columbia studying library and information sciences, while she went to trade school to become a mechanic.

      As different as we are—coming from the same nest—we’ve always been close. Especially after our parents died in a house fire eighteen years ago. We’re all the other has, which is why I can’t simply sit around and wait to hear something. I need to find her.

      The Libby Police Station is a nondescript red brick building and I snag a parking spot when a vehicle backs out.

      “Yes?” The not so friendly officer behind the desk looks at me like I’m here to confess a crime.

      I automatically feel guilty, even though I’m pretty sure I haven’t broken any rules in the past few decades.

      “Is Officer Franklin available? I spoke with him on the phone the day before yesterday. My name is Antonella Freling.”

      “He’s on patrol. What is it regarding?”

      “I filed a missing person report on my sister, Fillippa Freling, with him.”

      He types the name into her computer.

      “Right. I have it here. It says she drives a motorhome?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you haven’t heard from her since August twenty-sixth.”

      “Correct. I was hoping perhaps you’d found out something more?”

      “Doesn’t look like it. We’ll continue to keep an eye out for the vehicle.”

      His tone is dismissive, much like Officer Franklin had been when I filed the report. I don’t know why I thought a visit here would have a different result. Maybe a bit more urgency, but it doesn’t look like that’ll be the case.

      I get it, my sister is a bit of a nomad, roaming the continent, often staying off the grid but she would always let me know where she’d be and for how long. Exactly what she did this time. Except she was coming home, she said she’d be there on Monday. Only two-and-a-half hours to get from Libby to Cranbrook, British Columbia, it’s not like she had a long way to go.

      I know my sister. If she had run into any trouble causing a delay, or even in the unlikely event something changed her mind about visiting, she would’ve let me know.

      Unfortunately, my gut feeling Pippa is in trouble doesn’t go very far with law enforcement. I can’t really blame them, from what I understand quite a few people go missing in these mountains, exposed to the elements, so they’re not going to waste resources on a woman who travels in her home. Not unless I have something more concrete to give them, which is why I’m here.

      My boss wasn’t happy with the short notice I’d be taking time off, but that can’t be helped.

      My bread and butter is research so I’m not entirely unprepared. I know what to look for, I have every camping app downloaded on my phone, and I have the name of someone who might be able to help me.

      If only he’d call me back, I’ve already left a couple of messages. If I haven’t heard anything by tomorrow, I’ll chase him down.

      I’ll do what I have to do, to find Pippa.
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        * * *

      

      Fletch

      

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      I don’t bother answering.

      The punk is squirming, but I have my knee in the middle of his back with my full weight on it. I pull a few zip ties from my pack and strap his wrists together.

      Then I sit him up, right next to the young bear he shot with his goddamn hunting rifle. I prop the rifle up against the bear as well. Next, I pull out my phone and take a bunch of pictures while the kid is swearing at me. Every time he tries to get up, I kick his feet back out from under him.

      It’s easy for me to tune him out, I’ve had lots of practice. My hearing has gotten very selective after years of living in virtual silence. The only thing that penetrated it was the rifle shot earlier. Startled me so bad I fucking dove right for the dirt. It took me a few seconds to register what I heard, then I was on my feet and aiming straight for the excited laughing I heard down the trail.

      Fucking poachers. No more than kids. Unfortunately, the second guy took off running while I was taking this one to the ground.

      It takes me half an hour to get the kid and the bear back down to the trailhead where my truck is the only one parked now. Catching my breath, I take my phone out. Only one bar, but enough to dial out.

      “Sheriff’s Office.”

      “Ewing, Fletch Boone here. I’m up by the Granite Ridge Trailhead parking lot. Got a dead bear with a bullet hole, the rifle that shot it, and the punk who fired it. Second kid got away. You wanna come pick this one up?”

      Guess it was a slow day because less than half an hour later his cruiser rolls onto the parking lot, followed by a pickup. The kid loudly complains about his rights as Ewing hoists him to his feet and tucks him in the back of his vehicle. The deputy stepping from the pickup is already poking at the bear.

      “Trust me, he’s dead,” I tell him dryly.

      “Want it?” Ewing asks as he walks up.

      He peeks in the back of my truck where I left my bow and the rest of my gear.

      “Me? No. Still have plenty of bear from last season. Got a tag for a bighorn this year.”

      “Bighorn? No shit? Those are hard to come by.”

      “Especially for bowhunting,” I add. “Tried every year for the past six and this is the first tag I got my hands on.”

      I only hunt with a bow.

      Don’t like guns. I may wear one, but I don’t like it. It would have to be an extreme circumstance before I pull my weapon, let alone fire it. Instantly my mind goes back to the spring, when my boss had the barrel of a gun pressed to the back of his head. That counted as an extreme circumstance, but even knowing it would’ve been Jonas’s life otherwise doesn’t stop the sour burn in my gut. It was James who pulled the trigger, but we all carried that kill.

      “It’s a fresh kill, shouldn’t be wasted,” the sheriff points out before asking me, “Mind if I drop it off at Pete’s?”

      Pete owns a butcher shop and processes game for folks who don’t like doing that dirty job or don’t have room for it. Most hunters I know clean their own like I do.

      “Have at it. And by the way, the second kid that got away? He’s driving a rusted, blue Chevy pickup, my guess would be 1985 or thereabouts. Rear bumper is tied down with wire. Shouldn’t be hard to find.”

      “Sounds like Willy Stubblefeld,” the deputy suggests.

      “Yeah. We’ll go have a chat with Willy after I drop this other punk off. Don’t know him, do you?”

      “Never seen him,” I answer.

      It takes all three of us to hoist the bear in the back of the deputy’s pickup.

      “If there were any bighorns around, they’re probably gone by now,” Ewing observes. “May wanna check south of Cedar Creek. Talked to a guy the other day who spotted a couple of sheep up there.”

      “Thanks.”

      I’ve got a few other spots I want to try first, but if I’m running out of time, I know a couple of logging roads that’ll get me close to that creek.

      “See ya later, Boone, ’preciate the assistance.”

      I wait until they’re driving off before packing up my own gear, but the moment I get behind the wheel, my phone rings.

      “Yup.”

      “Fletch, it’s Ama. Are you anywhere near town?”

      “I’ll be driving through in about five minutes. Why?”

      “Would you mind picking up some coffee? I would, but I’m in the middle of dinner prep and—”

      “Sure,” I cut her off.

      I need to get some stuff myself anyway. I’ve been putting it off because I hate fucking grocery stores. Always too many people getting in my way. I like to go in, grab what I need, and get the hell out of there.

      “Ah, you’re a lifesaver. Thanks. No coffee in the morning would’ve made for a grumpy bunch tomorrow.”

      “True.”

      She’s right about that. All of us count on that big pot she always has ready to get us going.

      “You stopping by for lasagna?” she asks as I start the truck.

      More often than not I eat at my own cabin, instead of at the house with the other guys. I don’t mind my own company, I’m used to it, and I happen to enjoy cooking, which I know the others do not.

      Having said that, Ama’s lasagna is legendary and I have to drop off the coffee anyway. She usually has dinner ready at five, before she heads home, which means I’ll still have the whole night to myself.

      “You bet,” I respond, knowing it’ll please her. “See you soon.”

      Ama is not only the wife of my teammate, James, but the den mother, manager, and housekeeper, for the entire crew at High Meadow Ranch. Jonas Harvey—my boss—owns it, but Ama runs it. She even tackles the office work for High Mountain Trackers.

      Jonas Harvey was the commander of our special ops combat tracker unit. He was the first to be aged out and bought High Meadow ranch, building its name as a respected horse breeding facility. Then, one by one, he brought our former unit together to form High Mountain Trackers.

      I was the last to join, running my own small tracking venture just outside of Fernie, British Columbia. I liked being on my own. My cabin in the mountains was secluded and I kept my interactions with other people to a minimum.

      But Jonas had been relentless in his pursuit to find me and, finally, convince me. Not with promises of money—which wouldn’t have meant much to me—but by offering me the only family I’ve ever known; my team.

      A lot of our downtime is spent running the ranch, but these days we’re hired more frequently to track down and rescue missing individuals. Some of them go missing accidentally, but in a few cases their disappearance had been intentional. A few months ago, we assisted law enforcement in tracking down a couple of escaped domestic terrorists responsible for a pair of deadly bomb blasts outside state buildings.

      Over the summer we’ve had our share of missing hikers, not just around Libby, but all over Montana’s northwest. I like the work, it’s unpredictable, can be challenging, is mostly gratifying, and definitely feeds my craving for adventure. In addition to that, I get to take a couple of days off every fall during bowhunting season.

      I grunt when I see the busy parking lot at the grocery store full.

      Great.

      For a second, I contemplate stopping at the smaller Libby Empire Foods, but Ama prefers the coffee at Rosauers. Besides, I’m pretty sure the parking lot at the other store won’t be much better. It’s Saturday afternoon, everybody is out and about.

      I find a spot around the side of the building and manage to snag a cart on my way in the doors. Afraid I’m going to forget otherwise; I aim for the coffee first. The din inside the store grates on my nerves so I tune out, keeping my eyes focused on the shelf halfway down the aisle.

      I don’t even notice the woman hanging onto the shelves at first. Not until I accidentally brush my cart against her legs and she startles, landing with her ass in my cart.

      “What the fuck?” slips out before I can check it.

      Staring up at me are big eyes, that weird color somewhere between brown and green.

      “No need to swear,” she says in a clipped tone as she struggles to get out of her precarious position. “Especially since it was you who knocked me off.”

      “I barely touched you and I wasn’t the one climbing the damn shelves,” I grumble.

      This is why I avoid people.

      The woman’s lips press tightly together as I grab her under her arms in an attempt to dislodge her from my cart. There is some grunting involved before I can set her on her feet. Standing in front of me she barely makes it to my chin.

      I size her up in two seconds flat. Middle-aged spinster. She has a few silver streaks in her hair, is wearing ill-fitting clothes and serviceable black shoes, and has a pair of glasses on a chain around her neck. In addition, the contents of the half-full basket on the floor are as drab as the woman in front of me.

      “I had no choice, they’re too high,” she huffs, shaking her shoulder-length waves from her face. “And my brand is up there.”

      She points at a single, red can of coffee sitting well back from the edge of the top shelf before smoothing her hands down the front of her plain, white blouse.

      I reach up, grab the can, and drop it in the basket by her feet.

      Without another word I move past her, tossing Ama’s coffee in my cart as I aim for the produce section.

      Fifteen minutes later when I push my cart out the doors, I just catch a glimpse of her behind the wheel of an older Dodge Caravan.

      She’s so close to the steering wheel, her nose almost touches the damn windshield.
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      Nella

      

      “I’m sorry. I don’t recognize her.”

      The woman gives me an apologetic smile before returning to her computer.

      I tuck Pippa’s photo back in my purse. It’s one of the last pictures she sent me a few weeks ago. A selfie in front of her rig with a beautiful mountain view behind her.

      “Thank you for your time,” I mumble, walking out the door.

      This was the third RV park I’ve tried today without any luck. I figured if I could find the park she stayed at last, perhaps she spoke to someone there about where she was heading. She mentioned the name to me in our last conversation, but for the life of me all I can remember is the name had something to do with trees. So I’ve narrowed my list. This was the Paul Bunyan Campground.

      I do recall her telling me she was off to boondock near Scenery Mountain for a few days before coming home, but that’s a pretty vague concept considering the vast area that would include. Boondocking is just another term for dry-camping and means camping off the grid, which makes it harder when you’re trying to find someone. It would be of great help if I could pin that down to a general area on the map, which is why I’d love to find someone she’s spoken to recently.

      Scratching another RV park of my list, I check my map for the next closest one. Libby Creek Campground. It doesn’t sound like it has anything to do with trees, and from what I could glean online, it has dispersed, primitive campsites but Pippa would probably like that. It’s only a mile or so down the road, I may as well check it out.

      Ten minutes later, I’m pretty sure this wasn’t the best idea. I had an inkling when a few hundred feet in I noticed the road turn into no more than a pair of muddy ruts. I should’ve turned around there, but instead decided I’d come this far, I may as well see it through.

      Well…I’m not going anywhere soon. Not with my front wheels buried up to the rim in mud. I’ve tried to rock my way out of the giant pothole, but all I’ve done so far is spray mud everywhere. And of course there’s no one in sight.

      I feel like crying, but that’s not going to get me out of this pickle, so instead I try to channel my sister to find a solution. What would Pippa do?

      How ironic; I’m supposed to be looking for her—an experienced outdoors woman—when I don’t even know how to deal with a little mud. Good intentions alone will get me nowhere and for the first time I’m starting to doubt my blind determination.

      In the end it isn’t so difficult after all. Once I stop feeling sorry for myself and start thinking, it doesn’t take me too long to come up with a plan. Gathering a stack of branches approximately the same thickness, I line them up behind each of the front wheels. I hardly notice my clothes are now as covered in mud as the van is when I get behind the wheel.

      Starting the engine, I put the vehicle in reverse and ease my foot off the brake, praying the wheels will grip onto the branches. The moment I feel the traction, I get a bit too excited when I hit the gas. I wince at the crunch as my rear light is taken out by the trunk of a tree, but at least I’m no longer stuck in the mud.

      Unfortunately, I’m wasting too much time. Time my sister may not have.

      The moment I feel the hard dirt under my wheels, I stop the van and pull out my phone. Time to call in the big guns. Or gun. I have the number saved.

      “High Meadow Ranch.”

      The same friendly female voice answers again.

      “Yes, hello. It’s Antonella Freling and I’m terribly sorry to bother you again, but I really do need to speak to Fletcher Boone.”

      “He still hasn’t called you back?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Well, I’m looking out the window at him right now. Why don’t I go grab him? He’s on his way out.”

      Rather than running the chance he’ll dismiss my call again, I have a better idea. The ranch is only a couple of miles farther down the US-2, maybe I should drop in. He can hardly ignore me if I’m standing right in front of him.

      “Actually, I’m not far. Is there any way you can keep him there for a few minutes?”

      The woman on the other side chuckles.

      “You bet. I’ll make sure he sticks around.”

      I white-knuckle it all the way to the turnoff to the ranch, going as fast as the speed limit will allow.

      The ranch is to the left of the drive, a rustic two-story building with a porch stretching the width of the house. On the other side is a fenced enclosure where I spot someone working a horse. Beyond it are two barns, one large one with its doors wide open, and a smaller one set farther back. Outside the enclosure two men in cowboy hats are leaning on the fence, their focus on the horse.

      It’s a beautiful animal, even as someone who avoids any animals taller than my knees, I can see that. Horses intimidate me, they always have, which is why I’m suddenly hesitant to get out of my vehicle.

      Both cowboys turn their heads at once and my hand reaches for the gearshift, primed to back right out of here. I almost jump out of my skin when I hear a tap on the window beside my head.

      A beautiful, dark-haired woman peeks in the window, smiling wide.

      “Are you coming out or what?”

      Oh dear, that doesn’t make for a great first impression.

      I quickly brush uselessly at the splatters of mud clinging to my shirt, before grabbing for my purse and opening the door.

      “You must be Antonella,” the woman says, holding out her hand. “My name is Ama.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” I mumble politely as I shake her hand.

      “You’re persistent,” Ama says with an easy grin. “I’ll give you that.”

      Then she turns her head toward the small group. “Fletch! You’ve got a visitor.”

      I follow her line of sight and get a good look at the taller of the two men in the light-colored hat when he turns this way.

      Oh, no. I should’ve left while I could.
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        * * *

      

      Fletch

      

      It can’t be.

      Yet apparently it is; the woman from the grocery store. Even without the van, I would’ve recognized her. Fuck if I know why.

      I wouldn’t recognize the barber in town I see every six weeks if I bumped into him on the street, so why is this unremarkable woman—after about two minutes of interaction, ever—so memorable? It’s clear from the look on her face she remembers me too.

      That fucking van looks like someone threw buckets of mud at it, and as I get closer, I notice she’s covered in it too.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Bo, the nosy bastard, starts chuckling right behind me.

      “Way to charm the ladies, brother.”

      I ignore him and instead focus on the woman, who is pressing those generous lips into a thin line as I approach.

      “Uh, Fletch?” Ama interrupts. “Remember those four messages I handed you? This is the woman who left them. Meet Antonella Freling.”

      Holy shit. She even has a name to fit the profile.

      Bo ducks his head around me and holds out his hand.

      “Name’s Beauregard Rivera, ma’am.”

      “Fuck off, Bo.”

      She startles at my bark and immediately pulls her hand back.

      “Can you try and be civil?” Ama scolds.

      I grab the woman’s elbow and march her a few steps away from those two.

      “What do you want from me?”

      I have to give it to her, she may have all the appearances of a doormat, but the way she twists her arm free and shoves her chin defiantly in the air shows fire.

      “Absolutely nothing. You may be good at what you do, but I dare say you are the most unpleasant individual I’ve ever encountered. I’ve changed my mind.”

      With that she walks back to Ama.

      “I’m terribly sorry I’ve wasted your time. I won’t bother you again.”

      Then with a nod to Bo but ignoring me, she reaches for her door handle.

      “That van is not the best vehicle to go off-roading in,” Bo comments dryly.

      She freezes for a second before swinging around to him.

      “Thank you. That’s good to know, but for your information, I got stuck in the mud while looking for my sister. She’s missing. Your friend’s contact information was given to me as someone who might be able to help, but my information was clearly incorrect. Like I said, I won’t bother you again. Have a good day.”

      With that she turns back to her vehicle, yanks the door open, and slips behind the wheel. As she backs up to turn around, she darts a quick glance my way and I catch a suspicious shine in her eyes.

      Her sister’s missing? Well, shit.

      “I swear, Fletcher Boone, if I didn’t know under that foul mood of yours there’s a good heart, I’d lay you out myself,” Ama declares before stomping off to the house.

      “Can’t argue with her there, brother. That was pretty brutal, even for you.”

      Then Bo turns his back as well and returns to the corral, where Dan is working with one of the young horses.

      Ignoring the niggle of guilt, I try to go about my day while staying out of everyone’s way, but I keep seeing that woman’s tearful eyes.

      I may have been a bit of an asshole. Fine, a huge asshole. Already in a bad mood because, while I should’ve been up in the mountains trying to bag my bighorn, I’m here with Bo holding down the fort while the others are out on a job.

      A fifteen-year-old never came home last night. The last place he was seen was at a party in a clearing off one of the hundreds of logging roads not far from the Kootenay River. A preferred spot for underage drinking, especially on the weekends. Wouldn’t be the first time someone with a little too much alcohol in their system wandered off and got lost.

      They rode out this morning, leaving Bo and me with the running of the ranch. Jonas’s old man, Thomas, usually chips in, but he’s not feeling well today.

      We’re busy, but thoughts of Antonella Freling eventually drive me inside where I find Ama in the kitchen.

      “Sorry.”

      She turns when she hears my voice.

      “Not me you should be apologizing to. I called Tiva—”

      Ama’s sister is an evidence technician with the Libby Police Department.

      “—and she says a report was filed on Thursday for a Fillippa Freling, who was last heard of August twenty-sixth.”

      She recounts the details from the report but there isn’t a whole lot to go on. A physical description, the license plate and make of the motorhome, and the last known conversation the missing woman had with her sister.

      That still doesn’t explain why Antonella came looking for me, but I guess she would be the best person to explain that.

      “Do you still have her number?”

      Ama rolls her eyes at me and disappears into the office, coming back with her message pad. She points at the carbon copy left on the pad and I enter the number in my phone.

      Then I walk outside and lean against the porch railing, hitting dial. Five rings and then the call goes to voicemail.

      “You’ve reached Antonella Freling. Please leave a message and I’ll return your call as soon as I can.”

      I fucking hate leaving messages so I hang up instead. I’ll try again later.

      Later comes when I’m back in my cabin after eating another meal at the big house. The team returned around dinnertime and after squaring away their horses for the night, Jonas waved me inside.

      They’d found the kid wandering around in circles; dehydrated and confused. Stupid kids, drinking more than their bodies can handle. It doesn’t take much to get alcohol poisoning, and without food and water to dilute the alcohol content in the blood, it can have serious, even life-threatening effects.

      This kid was lucky, but we had a case a few years ago where a seventeen-year-old wasn’t so fortunate. When we found him his heart rate was so low, we didn’t think he was alive at first. That boy lived for two more months in a coma and hooked up to machines. What a waste.

      I flick on a few lights when I walk in and drop down on my threadbare couch. It doesn’t look like much but it’s comfortable, molded to my ass over the years. Toeing off my boots, I lift my feet on the coffee table and pull out my phone.

      Five rings and the same message, but this time when I hang up, my phone rings right away. It’s her.

      “Boone,” I answer.

      Dead silence on the other side.

      “Antonella?”

      Jesus, that name is a mouthful. Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.

      “Uhh…yes. I’m sorry I missed you earlier, I’m a bit surprised you called.”

      Heck, lady, so am I.

      “Guess I’m curious to know how you got my name.”

      I wince, I should probably have led with an apology for being an asshole, but it’s too late now.

      “Of course,” she responds primly. “Jeanine—a friend from my book club—suggested I contact you.”

      I wrack my brain trying to remember if I know anyone by that name, but I’m drawing a blank. Not a surprise, since I don’t socialize much and I’d been with only a few women while in British Columbia. I have a hard time remembering what they even looked like, but I’m pretty damn sure they weren’t in any book clubs.

      “The name doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Oh, it’s Jeanine Hicks, her husband is a park ranger. She mentioned you’d worked with him?”

      “Yeah.”

      I have no trouble remembering Phil Hicks. I’d helped him out a few times locating missing campers. One of the very few people who knew how to find my remote cabin and possibly the closest I had to a friend while living up there. He’d even crashed there a couple of times when the late hour and inclement weather made it dangerous to return to the station.

      A veteran, like me, he was someone I could be myself around, much like my team here. Still, we’d lost touch six years ago when I moved here. Guess neither of us is the kind of person to check in from time to time, but it’s good to know he hasn’t forgotten me either.

      “Well, if that’s all,” she says suddenly in a curt tone, jarring me back to the present. “It’s been a long day.”

      Before I have a chance to say anything else, the line has gone dead. Goddammit, I never even got around to asking about her sister, she’d been too eager to get off the phone.

      So be it.

      I push the conversation from my mind, drop my phone on the coffee table, and pick up the remote for some news before I hit the sack.

      Getting up early to try and bag me a bighorn tomorrow.
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      “Four hundred twenty-seven dollars and sixty-three cents, please.”

      I wince at the price tag as I pull out my credit card, and remind myself this is for Pippa.

      It’s not that I’m without means, but I have my share of the inheritance and a good chunk of savings tied up in investments. I’m simply used to living a frugal life on a precise budget. Which means no lavish vacations, fancy hotels, or reckless shopping.

      However, as the friendly camper at the Timberlane Campground so kindly pointed out, I would need appropriate gear if I intended to head into the mountains.

      Yesterday was wasted, hitting up another couple of RV resorts and campgrounds near town. Talking to a manager if I could find one, or otherwise any campers I came across. Pippa’s picture I printed out was already getting grungy from all the different hands it passed through.

      I’d connected with local police again, who didn’t have anything new to report.

      Then today I got the break I’d been hoping for. A nice lady the motel breakfast bar this morning mentioned the Timberlane Campground about half an hour north of town on Pipe Creek Road. She mentioned staying there with a trailer a few times when her husband was still alive. She’s in town to visit a daughter who lives here, but opts for the motel these days.

      I headed out right after breakfast and ended up spending a large chunk of the day there. Unfortunately, I had to wait until noon to speak to Chuck Yates, the manager, but he was extremely helpful.

      Yes, Pippa had stayed here for three nights and left August twenty-sixth, however, Chuck wasn’t sure where she was heading. He hadn’t seen her leave, but pointed me in the direction of a trailer parked in the site across from her.

      Betsy Waters had been in that same spot for the past three weeks and not only remembered my sister, but recalled a conversation they had around boondocking on Scenery Mountain. She helped me mark up my map with the possible dispersed camping spots she discussed with Pippa and offered to help me look.

      Given that the woman is at least in her seventies and firmly in the claws of arthritis—judging by the misshapen joints in her hands—I thought it prudent to kindly decline. She did, however, point out I would need sturdier clothes to be clambering through the wilderness.

      Hence my costly visit to the Libby Sports Center, where I was able to find everything from hiking boots to bear spray. I added in a sleeping bag, a blow-up air mattress, a small bottle-top propane burner, and the cheapest camping cookware I could find. This was after seeing a poster advertising van camping. Sure, the van in the picture was modified, but I’m sure I can make it work if I take out the back seat.

      It’s already past dinnertime and my stomach is rumbling when I lug my bags to the van and drive back to the motel. The plan had been to extend my reservation, but I figure I can save a bit of money and time if I simply camp up on the mountain.

      The open sign is still on the office door so I stop out front and dart inside. Martha looks up from the computer.

      “Checking out early?” she asks.

      “I’m not leaving until tomorrow morning, but if I could settle up now, that would be wonderful.”

      “No problem.” She pulls up my bill and prints it out. “Ready to head home?”

      “Not quite yet,” I tell her, realizing I never mentioned the reason for my visit to Libby. “My sister went missing. She was last seen in this area a week and a half ago.”

      Martha’s face instantly shows concern.

      “Oh dear, that’s dreadful. I’m sorry, I had no idea. Did she live here?”

      “No, just visiting. She was traveling in her motorhome and stopped here on her way home. She never made it.”

      “Oh dear,” she mutters again. “And I’ve heard some horrible stories of women traveling alone.”

      I can feel the blood draining from my face. I’ve heard those stories as well but have managed to keep my mind from going in that direction. At least until now.

      Martha clues in she may have said something insensitive and claps her hand over her mouth.

      “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m so sorry, that was terribly insensitive of me.”

      I force a smile. “Not to worry. In any event, I still have a few leads I’d like to follow up on.”

      “You’re welcome to stay longer,” she responds. “The room is available until this coming Saturday.”

      “I appreciate it, but I’m heading into the mountains and will be sleeping in my van. I just need to find a place to store the rear bench to make room.”

      Martha’s face lights up, maybe eager to help because of her earlier faux pas.

      “You’re welcome to store it in my shed. My son keeps a few tools in there but other than that it’s empty and dry. In fact, he can probably take it out for you. Those things can be heavy.”

      I’ve seen a friendly young man around, maybe early twenties, coming from the residence behind the office early in the morning.

      “I wouldn’t want to impose on you, or him,” I quickly add.

      “Nonsense. He’s just finishing up dinner, let me get him now. That way you can leave at your leisure in the morning.”

      She wasn’t going to take no for an answer and twenty minutes later my bench is safely stored in the shed on the side of the property, and Wyatt—Martha’s son—is blowing up my air mattress with his compressor. A lot faster than filling it by mouth, which is what I’d intended to do.

      Wyatt had kindly offered a bucket for my nightly needs, as he put it, and told me to grab any toilet paper rolls from my room. I hadn’t even thought about that, and as it turned out, about a lot of other standard things. By the time I thanked Wyatt and bid him goodnight, I had another comprehensive list of things I might need. First thing tomorrow morning I’ll have to make a few stops in town before heading up to Scenery Mountain.

      By the time I have everything packed away in the van, it’s after nine and I don’t have energy left to cook. I wolf down a quick peanut butter sandwich before hopping in the shower. It may be a while before I have that luxury again.

      Clean but exhausted I roll into bed, yet sleep doesn’t come easy.

      My mind is bouncing in all directions. Imagining horrible outcomes for my sister, second-guessing my plans to head out there without any experience, and an unreasonable anger toward the police and Fletcher Boone for not taking me seriously.

      I’m not sure how, but it’s clear I’ll have to find Pippa myself. One way or another.
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      I had no idea how tough it would be going up some of these logging roads. Of course I’d learned my lesson getting stuck in the mud earlier in the week so at times I was going slower than molasses, but then I’d suddenly encounter a steep incline and would have to floor it to get up.

      My nerves are getting a workout.

      So far, I’ve found only two of the five spots Betsy Waters marked on my map. One was a narrow cutout along a creek with beautiful views, but it had been occupied by a young couple with two dogs and a tent trailer who had been in that spot for almost two weeks already. I showed them Pippa’s picture, but neither of them recognized her or the camper.

      No one was in the second spot on the map. A large open space at the end of the dirt road. I presume it was used to load and turn around logging trucks. There were still a few large logs lying beside a pile of gravel. A discarded bucket, a few empty water bottles, and an old oil drum were left behind as well.

      I took my time there, looking around the clearing first for any signs of recent occupation before I decided to out my propane burner to boil some water for tea and had something easy for lunch. Then I stuffed a few things in my new pack, clipped my bear spray to my belt just in case, and explored some of the surrounding woods.

      I found nothing. Not that that’s saying a lot, I’ll readily admit I’m not exactly qualified, but I have a healthy dose of common sense and I’m not stupid. Still, I wish I at least had a second pair of eyes.

      Maybe I’ll try Mr. Boone one more time.

      But when I grab my phone, I notice I have no reception.

      Wonderful.

      Already the light is waning when I make my way up yet another logging road. I’m going to have to find a spot to park soon, because as nerve-wracking as it is to drive these narrow trails in the daytime, I don’t even want to contemplate trying this in the dark.

      From the satellite views I looked at over breakfast, there are a total of four clear-cut areas on this road. I’ve already passed two and hope to make my way to the farthest one today. But when I pass the third clearing on my right, I catch sight of something and stop the van to get a better look.

      Standing on the running board I’m able to see over the roof. Grazing on the far side of the open space up against the tree line is a small herd of about a dozen bighorn sheep.

      Not the first time I’ve seen them, we have plenty up in the Canadian Rockies as well, but the only time I encounter them there is when they venture close to civilization. Out here I’m on their turf, and suddenly the sight of them strikes me with awe.

      I allow myself a moment to take them in before the
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