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Chapter 1
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“Shhh! Quiet!” Emma said, trying to hear over the crackling of the fire. “Do you hear that?”

Corinne and her boyfriend, Andy, sat on a log beside Emma. Corinne said, “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly,” Emma said. “We’ve been on this trail for weeks. When was the last time you heard nothing? There’s always something out there making noise. Suddenly, all the animals and insects are quiet.”

They both looked around while straining to hear. “Weird,” Andy said. “I wonder if they know something we don’t.”

“It’s possible,” Emma said. “Animals are much more in tune with nature than we are. Maybe something is going on that we don’t know about. We should be extra cautious tonight.”

“I think you worry too much, Emma,” Corinne said. “A little quiet never hurt anyone.”

“It’s not the quiet that I’m worried about,” Emma said. “It’s what caused the quiet that worries me.”

Corinne was about to say something, but was interrupted when a fireball streaked over their heads and crashed less than a half mile away. They saw a flash of light through the trees. A few seconds later, they heard a thunderous sound as the ground shook beneath their feet.

They all stood up and looked at the orange glow coming from the forest. “Holy Shit!” Andy said. 

“A falling star,” said Corrine.

“That was a meteorite.”

“I know what it’s called, Andy.”

“Let’s go check it out.”

“I’m game,” Corinne said. “What about you, Emma?”

“No, thank you,” Emma said. “I have no desire to traipse through the woods in the middle of the night looking for some rock. It’s too dangerous.”

“It’s not just a rock,” Andy said. “It is a rock from outer space.”

“Oh, come on, Emma. You can’t always be the practical one,” Corinne said. “You need to do something crazy every once in a while.”

“I came on this hike with you two. That’s crazy enough for me. You go ahead. I’ll keep the fire going until you get back.”

“Are you sure? I hate to leave you here alone.”

“I’m sure. Go ahead. I’ll be fine.”

“Corinne looked at Andy and said, “She’ll be fine. Let’s go check it out.”

They both grabbed a flashlight from their bags and headed into the forest. It was slow going without a trail to follow. In some places, the vegetation was too thick to get through, so they had to go out of their way to get around it. In the distance, they could see an orange glow. That was their beacon. They knew where they had to go.

They walked for almost thirty minutes. Most of the way was difficult, but they did encounter a small area without obstacles. When they got close enough, they saw several trees lying on their sides and an elongated rock about the size of a punching bag at the center of a crater that was at least ten feet wide. The rock was still so hot that it glowed orange.

“Wow! That is so cool,” Andy said.

They walked to the crater's edge, and Andy said, “Did you ever see anything like that?”

“No,” Corinne said. “This is so exciting. I feel like I’m on top of the world.”

“I know what you mean,” Andy said. “Don’t you just want to scream?”

“Let’s do it,” Corinne said, and they both screamed at the top of their lungs.”

Corinne checked her pockets and said, “I want to get a picture of it, but I left my phone in my bag. Do you have your phone?”

Andy checked his pockets. “No. Unfortunately, I left mine back at camp, too.”

“Maybe we should go back, grab our phones, and come back here,” Corinne said. “Emma might change her mind when we tell her what we found.”

“Okay, let’s do it,” Andy said.

They made their way back to camp, but this time at a much faster pace.
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Beth Hartley had never been what one would call a nature girl. Sure, sometimes her parents would take her to a local nature park, but nothing like where she was now. Shenandoah National Park was way more natural than she had ever encountered in her twenty-six years. Now, she was about to spend the weekend there with the man she pictured spending the rest of her life with. It was the first time she had been anywhere rural since she started her job eight months earlier. 

Her heart beat with anticipation as she opened the door of her cabin. It was at the far end of a group of about ten cabins. Beth loved the shiny hardwood floors and the beautiful wood-paneled walls that matched the floors. It had an old-world charm that one never saw in the city. A fireplace stood in the center of the far wall. In front of that was the living room. To the left was a small kitchen, and to the right was the bedroom. Next to the bedroom was a bathroom. “This is awesome,” Beth thought.

It was going to be a wonderful weekend. She brought along some wine with crackers and cheese. She thought they could sit by the fire while enjoying a glass of wine and a nice snack. She put the cheese in the refrigerator, brought her suitcase into the bedroom, unpacked it, and put everything in the dresser next to the bed. She brought a sexy negligee that she put on top of the dresser for easy access when the time was right.

She removed her business attire and hung them in the closet. She took off her bra and slipped on a T-shirt and shorts. She was about to call John when her phone rang. She picked it up, expecting it to be John telling her he was almost there, but it was her mother. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Honey. Did you make it to your cabin yet?”

“I just arrived a couple of minutes ago. It is beautiful here.”

“That’s nice. I’m glad you like it there. What about your boyfriend? Uh...”

“John. His name is John. I’m pretty sure I told you that several times.”

“I’m sorry, Beth. I must be getting old.” 

“You’re forty-nine, Mom. I think you still have a few good years left.”

“I hope you’re right. I want to live long enough to see my grandkids grow up.”

“I am not ready to think about having kids yet, Mom.”

“You will when you are with the right man.”

“What are you talking about? I’m with the right man now.”

“If that is true, why aren’t you thinking about having kids?”

“I can’t do this with you right now, Mom.”

“I’m sorry, Honey. So, how does John like it there?”

“He’s not here yet. He had some business to finish in Roanoke and should be here soon.”

“Well, okay. I won’t keep you. I just wanted to make sure you got to your cabin okay. Call me when you get home and let me know how everything went.”

“I will, Mom. Thanks for calling. I love you.”

“I love you too, Honey.”

Beth hung up with her mother and picked up the phone to call John. She then had second thoughts and put the phone down. She didn’t want to seem pushy. She looked at her watch and decided he must have finished what he needed to do by now, but why hadn’t he called yet to let her know he was on the way?

She picked up her phone again and dialed John. He picked up on the third ring and said. “Hi, Beth. I’m sorry. I was about to call you. Something’s come up, and I can’t make it.”

“What? What do you mean something’s come up? Tell me you are not blowing me off. What has come up that’s more important than spending a nice, quiet weekend with your girlfriend?”

“That’s the thing, Beth.”

Just then, Beth heard a woman’s voice in the background. “Who are you talking to, John?”

“Who the hell is that?” Beth asked.

“I’m sorry, Beth. I wanted to tell you. I just didn’t know how. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Well, you failed miserably, you asshole.”

She hung up the phone. She wanted to throw it against the wall, but common sense prevailed, and she couldn’t do it. She just sat on the bed and cried. She wanted to stop. She was far too tough a woman to be crying over a man. Maybe she wasn’t as tough as she thought. 

She lay there for a long time thinking about her life. She thought about all the mistakes she made and the mistakes she was not going to make in the future, men being one of them. Who needed them anyway? From now on, she was going to keep them at a distance. She would have sex when she wanted it, but no more commitments. It was better that way, both for her career and her happiness. She eventually fell into a deep sleep, waking up only once after having a nightmare about earthquakes, but quickly falling asleep again.
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Chapter 2
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The woman was gorgeous, Mike thought as she got out of the pool. Her wet, tan body glistened in the sun as she pushed her long, dark hair behind her head. Her ample breasts more than filled her tiny bikini. She approached Mike and said, “Are you going to just stand there, or are you going to hand me a towel?”

“Oh, yes. Of course. Here you go,” Mike said as he handed her a towel. 

She dried herself, dropped the towel, and stepped in very close. She put her hands on Mike's face and kissed him. “What would I do without you, Mike?” she said as she slowly unbuttoned his shirt.

“Mike. Mike. Wake up, Mike!”

Mike opened his eyes and saw his roommate, David Vargas, standing by his bed. “Dammit, Dave. I was just about to get laid.”

“Sorry, Buddy, but you had all night for that. You need to get moving, or you’re going to be late. How ‘bout that earthquake last night? That was really something, huh?”

“Earthquake?”

“Yeah. A little before midnight. Are you telling me you slept through it?”

“I guess I did,” Mike said.

“I thought you Army guys were light sleepers?”

“Maybe some are, but I served in Germany and North Carolina. Not exactly the front lines.”

“You’re still my hero,” Dave said, laughing.

“Surely there must be something better you could be doing right now.”

“Nope. Today’s my day off.”

“All right. All right,” Mike said as he got out of bed and headed for the shower. When he finished showering, he brushed his teeth, shaved, and put his uniform on. He looked at himself in the mirror and was happy with his appearance. When he left the Army, he let himself go a little, but after eleven months with the National Park Service at Shenandoah, he was back in shape. The only thing he didn’t like was his hair. His dark brown hair tended to get wavy when it grew past a certain length, and he was definitely past due for a haircut.

He put on his hat, packed his lunch box, and headed to his SUV parked outside. Almost immediately after starting his rounds, he encountered a group of visitors who flagged him down. They wanted to know what happened last night.

“Just a minor earthquake,” Mike said. “Nothing to worry about.”

***
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Beth woke up later than usual. She was done crying. It was a new day and a chance to start fresh. She had the weekend off and was spending it in a beautiful park. She had never been anywhere like this before and knew she could enjoy herself even without the company of a man. She took a shower and got herself ready for the day.

She was getting hungry but only had crackers and cheese. She thought about going out for breakfast, but didn’t know where to go. Instead, she made herself a cup of coffee and brought it outside to the front porch with the crackers and cheese. There were a couple of chairs there with a small table between them. She sat on one of the chairs and put her coffee on the table.

Since her cabin was at the end of a row of cabins, nature surrounded her on three sides. The air was thick with the fragrance of the forest. A feeling of tranquility swept over her as she listened to leaves rustling in the wind and the pleasant sounds of birds singing their songs to each other. She sat there drinking her coffee and snacking on the crackers and cheese. She couldn't remember the last time she felt this relaxed. She was used to the busy city life where everyone was always in a hurry. Waking up in the middle of a forest was quite a change for her, but she thought it was something she could get used to.

Her phone rang inside the cabin. She put the food on the table and went inside to answer it. She looked at the screen and saw it was her supervisor, Robert Klein. “Hello, sir,” Beth said.

“Good morning, Beth. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“No. It’s fine. What’s up?”

“Did you make it to Shenandoah? Are you there now?”

“I made it just fine. I’m here now. Thanks for asking.” 

“I’m sorry, but this isn't a social call. I know it’s your day off, but I need to send someone down to Shenandoah. Since you are already there, I thought you might be willing to take the assignment. I don’t want you to feel obligated. If you don't want it, I’ll give it to someone else, but I was hoping you could at least get the ball rolling. If you do take it, feel free to take some time off after we resolve the issue.”

“It’s fine, sir. I’ll take it. My plans here have changed anyway. What’s going on?”
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A little before noon, Mike was hungry, so he parked his vehicle and opened his lunch box. He had just started eating his sandwich when a call came over the radio. “Mike, you need to report to the visitor center right away.”

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“You’ll find out when you get there.”

He hated the vagueness. Why couldn’t they just tell him? This wasn’t the CIA, for God’s sake. He took another bite of his sandwich and put it away. When he arrived at the visitor center, the park superintendent, Matthew Johnson, was there with a young woman. She was beautiful. She had long, straight, blond hair tied behind her head. She wore a black suit jacket, black pants, and a white shirt. She also wore black shoes with low heels. Not the best walking shoes, but much better than high heels.

“This is Ranger Michael Bauer,” he said to the woman. “Mike, this is Agent Bethany Hartley. She’s with the FBI. I would like you to work with her today.”

They shook hands. “You can call me Beth,” she said.

“You can call me Mike. What’s this all about?”

Beth unlocked her phone and showed him a photo of a young woman. She had straight, medium-length dark brown hair and brown eyes. “Have you seen this woman?” she asked.

Mike looked at the photo and said, “No. I don’t think so. Who is she?”

“Her name is Emma Drake. She is hiking the Appellation Trail with two friends. Her father reported her missing this morning.”

“Seriously?” Mike said. “That’s what this is about? Everyone on the trail is missing. That is why they are hiking the trail. They want to be missing. They are there for a peace you can’t find in the city. Besides, a missing person is a matter for the police or sheriff, not the FBI.”

“Normally, I would agree, but her father happens to be a United States Senator. I’m here to ensure she is okay and rule out any foul play.”

“Foul play? Do you think someone would want to kidnap her?”

“I have no way of knowing that. I’m just here to find her. But since she is the daughter of a senator, the likelihood of a kidnapping goes up exponentially.”

“What makes you so sure she’s missing?”

“I’m not so sure. I was told to find her, and I intend
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