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Chapter 1

 


One of the fluorescent lights overhead
buzzed, indicating it was going to give out at any moment, but no
one bothered to change it. The nurses had enough on their plates,
and the doctors certainly weren’t going to do it. That left the
maintenance crew, who were already days behind fixing the rest of
the issues in the dilapidated old building. Nevertheless, people
kept coming for appointments, emergencies kept arriving, and the
employees kept going about their daily duties at County General
Hospital.

“If one more doctor tells
me to take care of his patient in such and such room, I’m going to
shove this electronic device so far up his ass, Alexa will announce
when he passes gas!” Leigh growled, slamming her tablet onto the
desk at the nurses’ station. “And why are my shoes squeaking like
I’m on a basketball court?”

“Girl, that’s one of the
perks of being a nurse practitioner. They give you their shit work
instead of utilizing you for the skills you’re licensed to
perform,” her friend Abby replied, adding, “they waxed the floors
last night, by the way. Must be a new company. My shoes are
squeaking too.” Her shoulder-length, copper-colored hair shifted
back and forth, and her thin lips formed a grin. “At least you
don’t get the shit work the rest of us regular nurses get. I’m not
a CNA, but I’ve changed three bedpans already this
morning.”

“Yeah, well I’m over it,”
she grumbled, running her hand through her long, dirty blonde hair
before pulling it back in a ponytail.

“You’re a little more on
edge than usual. What’s going on?” Abby asked, moving
closer.

“Nothing.” Leigh sighed.
“I don’t know. I’m just frustrated.”

“You sound burned out,
hun.” Abby looked at her friend. Leigh Myer was beautiful, and
could easily pass for Jennifer Aniston’s doppelgänger. She’d turned
forty a few months earlier and Abby had noticed a shift in her
friend’s normally upbeat personality. “Why don’t you take some of
the vacation days you hoard and go up to that cabin I own. I’m sure
you could get a little R&R up in the mountains.”

“What cabin?”

“The one I got from
asshole in the divorce. I’ve never been there, but supposedly his
family used it for hunting. Anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to get away
for a bit. I think it’s about three hours from here.” Abby
shrugged.

“I don’t know.” Leigh’s
grayish-blue eyes closed as she shook her head. She’d never been to
a mountain cabin.

“Well, my offer
stands.”

“Myer, I have a patient in
three who needs a catheter and order a CBC,” one of the doctors
said in passing.

“Seriously!” Leigh
growled. “Get a nurse to do it. We have a full waiting
room.”

“You are a nurse,” he replied
snidely.

“I’m licensed to diagnose
and treat illnesses and injuries, not insert catheters and order
blood work!” she called to his back as he kept walking.

“He’s an ass. Don’t let
him get to you,” Abby said.

Leigh blew out a breath in
frustration. “I need a break from this place,” she muttered. “That
cabin’s sounding better by the minute,” she added as she stepped
away, heading towards room three.

“It’s available!” Abby
called.

Leigh waved her hand in the air before
entering the room.

 


*

 


By the time her shift
ended Leigh was exhausted, and she’d barely done anything remotely
close to her duties as a nurse practitioner in one of the busiest
hospitals in Vermont. She wasn’t tired because of her work. No, it
was deeper, and leaning dangerously towards depression. Abby was
right. She was burned out. In the fifteen years that she’d been in her
field, she’d never ‘burned out.’ She’d also never battled
depression.

As she walked across the long parking
lot towards her car, freezing because it was in the low forties and
she’d forgotten her jacket inside the hospital, she thought back to
Abby’s offer. She loved her friend, but the idea of spending a week
of her vacation time in a hunting cabin in the woods up on some
mountain, sounded crazy. She lived in the city, and had never been
‘to the mountains,’ nor had she ever dealt with snow, other than
the foot or two they got in the city, which was cleared right away
by snowplows before she ever went outside. It was mid-February and
the mountains certainly had more snow. If it wasn’t already several
feet deep, it would be soon.

“She’s crazy,” she mumbled
to herself as she slid behind the wheel and closed the door. Her
phone beeped with a text message as she turned the key and pressed
the button for the heated seat.

Going to Nelly’s. Figured
a glass of vino was on your mind too!

“You know me too well,”
Leigh laughed. She grabbed the phone and texted back as she waited
for the car to warm up.

Need to go change…but
YES!

The drive to her apartment was short,
and the tiny one-bedroom unit on the second floor was nothing to
get excited about. She had thought about buying a house over the
years, but the idea of owning a big house that would mostly be
empty, wasn’t appealing to her. However, the idea of a place of her
own that she could call home, was.

Leigh quickly discarded her scrubs and
stepped into the bathroom to look in the mirror as she brushed her
hair out. The color was the epitome of dirty blonde with highlights
that lightened even more in the sun, and completely natural. People
stopped her often to ask where she had her hair done.

She sprayed a little perfume to ward
off the hospital stench since she didn’t have time to shower, and
dressed in a pair of tight blue jeans with a wide black belt and a
black turtle neck that hugged her full B cups. She finished with a
waist-length, black leather jacket and a pair of black pointed-toe,
suede boots that she tucked under her pant legs, almost like short,
cowgirl boots. She pulled her hair free of her jacket and fanned it
out over her shoulders where it fell to the top of her
breasts.

 


*

 


The drive to Nelly’s Bar and Grille
took less than ten minutes. Leigh pulled into a space a few down
from Abby’s car. She shoved her phone into her small purse before
getting out. The temperature had dropped into the thirties and was
threatening to go well below freezing during the wee hours of the
morning. She zipped her jacket to ward off the chill as she walked
through the lot.

“I ordered a bottle,” Abby
said with a grin while holding her glass up. Dark red liquid
sloshed back and forth.

“Wonderful!” Leigh
replied, taking a seat next to her at a high-top table in the bar
area. She hung her purse on the back of the chair, then removed her
jacket, adding it to the chair as well. “It feels like it’s getting
colder out there.”

“Yeah, supposed to go down
to the teens. You look great, by the way.”

“I just threw something
on.”

Abby laughed. “Girl, you could prance
around in a brown paper sack and people would notice you. I’ve seen
at least three women look your way since you walked in, and this
isn’t a gay bar.”

Leigh laughed. “I’m not
interested.”

“That’s because you don’t
date!”

“I do, just not
often.”

“I’ve known you for five
years, through the end of my marriage and a nasty divorce, and
getting back into the dating world after ten years, and I’ve never
seen you go on a date.”

“They are few and far
between. Sadly, that shitty hospital takes up all of my time,
running me ragged until I’m too tired to do anything but
binge-watch TV.”

“Don’t you miss
sex?”

“Of course,” Leigh
blurted, nearly spilling her wine.

“I think you’ve let that
hospital run all over you for too long.”

“You’re right. Honestly, I
think I’m getting burned out. It scares me.”

“That’s not
good.”

“I know.” Leigh sipped her
wine and picked at the appetizer plate. “How far away did you say
that cabin was?”

“Um…like three hours.
You’re thinking of going?” Abby said, her voice raising a perky
octave with excitement.

“I don’t know. I’m pretty
sure I’m not a mountain cabin person.”

“One thing’s for sure, it
will be secluded and quiet. I know it’s somewhat comfortable. It
gets rented quite a bit.” Abby refilled her glass and watched her
friend glance around the packed bar and restaurant.

“There’s probably dead
animals everywhere,” Leigh laughed.

“I doubt it. You know…Ron
went hunting often, but never brought any kind of meat home. I
don’t think he ever killed anything. Hell, for all I know it’s
another place he took his whores.”

Leigh squeezed her hand. She knew how
much his adultery had hurt her friend.

“So…? Are you
going?”

Leigh smiled and shrugged. “I
guess.”

“Yay!”

“I need to do something. I
feel like I’m heading down a path I don’t want to be
on.”

“I agree. I’ve been
worried about you, my friend. I think this will be great for
you.”

“I’ll be right back,”
Leigh said, standing and slipping her jacket back on.

“Where are you
going?”

“Outside to call Patty
before I change my mind,” she said, taking a long sip from her
glass before walking away.

 


*

 


The cool wind caused Leigh to shiver
as she searched her contacts for her boss’s number. Patty
Williamson, the head of the ER nurses, answered on the second
ring.

“Patty, it’s Leigh Myer.
Listen, some personal stuff has come up and I was wondering if I
could take my vacation time?”

“Funny you called, Leigh.
I was going to talk with you on your next shift. I heard you’ve
been a little short lately with a few of the doctors. Is everything
okay?”

“Yes and no. However, I
feel like taking a little time off to clear my head will do me a
world of good.”

“I don’t see a problem
with that. I’d rather have you at a hundred percent. You’re the
best at what you do, and we need you at your best.” She paused for
a second. “I believe you have both of your weeks still available.
Our fiscal year doesn’t roll over until early March, and I don’t
believe you’ve taken any time off.”

“You are correct. I was
hoping to take both weeks…starting tomorrow.”

“That’s a little short
notice, but I should be able to make the schedule work. Take your
time off and come back refreshed.”

“Thank you,
Patty.”

“No problem. Have a nice
time doing whatever you plan to do.”

Leigh ended the call and rushed back
inside.

“Well…” Abby asked,
waiting in suspense.

“She gave me my full two
weeks.”

“Sweet!”

“I’m honestly surprised
she went for it with no notice or anything.”

“Maybe she’s halfway
through a bottle of wine, too!”

Leigh laughed. “Maybe. I’m sure that’s
why I let you talk me into this craziness.”

Abby smiled and grabbed her phone.
“I’m texting the property manager to get the address and lockbox
code. I’ll forward it to you.”

“Are you sure no one is
staying there right now? I know you rent it out to
vacationers.”

“When it’s rented she
sends me the information for approval. It’s not booked at the
moment. I’ll have her block it off for the next two
weeks.”

“Sounds good. I should
probably go home and pack.”

“When do you plan on
driving up?”

“In the morning.
Otherwise, I may sober up and change my damn mind,” Leigh
chuckled.

“Here is the information.
She just messaged me back. I’m forwarding it to you now. The town
is Chester, but the cabin is up on Chester Mountain.”

“I have no idea where that
is.”

“I sent you the address.
Just put it in your GPS.”

“Sounds good. I’m going to
head out. Thank you so much. You’re the best, you know
that?”

“Call me when you get
there. I’m sure the roads stay plowed, so you shouldn’t have any
problems,” Abby replied, hugging her friend.


Chapter 2

 


Leigh programmed the GPS
on her phone before tossing her suitcase into the backseat of her
car. She headed out on the road with a fresh cup of coffee in the
console and Aretha Franklin singing Freeway of Love loudly through the
speakers.

“No turning back now,” she
mumbled to herself as she mashed the gas pedal.

“Drop the pedal and go!”
she sang as she got onto the highway. “We’re going riding on the
freeway!”

 


*

 


Traffic getting out of the city wasn’t
too bad. She’d slept in, waiting for the morning rush to go by
before leaving. That way, she’d arrive around lunchtime and have
plenty of time to grocery shop and get situated.

She’d never driven north of the city
she lived in, so the twists and turns were fascinating as she wound
her way through the mountains. The roads were clean, but blankets
of white snow were off in the distance, making their way towards
the road’s edge the closer she came to her destination.

With a little over thirty minutes
left, she got off the interstate and onto the back roads. She
noticed her phone had lost signal, but thankfully, the GPS was
still tracking her progress. There was a lot more snow on the
ground, literally covering everything in sight when she finally
reached the Town of Chester, Vermont. As she drove through the
storybook town, she was reminded of a Hallmark movie she’d once
seen. There was a local post office about the size of a UPS store,
a gas station with two pumps, a mom and pop style restaurant
literally called Ma and Pa’s, a general store no bigger than a CVS,
a town hall, and a malt shop. All of the buildings were either
historical structures from the turn of the twentieth century, or
made to look as such; painted white, and crammed together on
various corners of the four-way stop. The entire road at the
intersection was made of brick, and each storefront was directly on
the sidewalk. Designated parking lots with five to eight spaces
were tucked behind the buildings here and there. She could see a
few more buildings were further down the road, but the GPS was
telling her to turn left to head up the mountain.

Unsure of what she’d find at the
cabin, and with slim restaurant choices, she needed to be able to
prepare some meals for herself. She followed the sign for parking
and turned the corner, pulling into a small lot behind the general
store.

As soon as Leigh parked
the car, she pulled her leather jacket on and rushed inside. The
dash of her car indicated that the temperature was a balmy twenty
degrees, in the middle of a sunny day. I’m
going to freeze my ass off up here.

“Good afternoon,” a man
said, tipping his head in her direction as she passed him in the
entranceway.

“Hi,” she replied with a
smile, grabbing a small cart on wheels that was about a quarter
size of a regular shopping cart. Then, she proceeded up and down
each aisle, adding things to her basket here and there.

The store was small, and like any
small-town general store, there was food, a bit of clothing,
hardware and tools, and other odds and ends one might
need.

After filling her cart to the top, she
headed to the register, mentally going over the items in her head
as the cashier rang them up.

“How long are you in town
for?” he asked.

“Oh, about two weeks. I’m
staying in my friend’s cabin.”

“That’s nice. Are you
going skiing while you’re here?”

Leigh shook her head. “I’ve never
skied. I’ve actually never been in heavy snow. We only get about
two feet where I’m from and the city has the streets plowed and
sidewalks cleared before anyone is up and about.”

“Really? Well, you’ll
definitely be in a lot more snow in Chester, and especially up on
Chester Mountain. The skiers tend to take over this time of
year.”

“Good to know.” Leigh
nodded.

“Enjoy your stay. If there
is anything you need, we should have it. If we don’t, you won’t
find it in town. They don’t allow corporations or chain stores in
our county.”

“Also, good to
know.” That means no Starbucks. Damn you,
Abby. Leigh smiled and headed out with her
bags. As soon as she got into the car, her phone’s GPS was
complaining about recalculating because it hadn’t moved since she’d
left it on. She couldn’t risk losing her signal and not being able
to find the cabin.

 


*

 


Leigh was cruising along, halfway up
the mountain to the cabin when she saw lights flashing in her
rearview mirror. Unsure of where to pull over on the barely
two-lane wide mountain road, she looked at the GPS. She had two
miles to go until the cabin.

“You’re going to have to
go around me, or follow me to my destination. I can’t risk getting
my car stuck in that deep snow,” she said aloud as she kept
driving. She glanced in her mirror again, noticing that it was a
green, full size pick up following her.


Chapter 3

 


Camden Gorely’s day started as usual.
She was a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Officer in the state of Vermont,
as well as a team leader for Vermont Search and Rescue. Her days
could go from writing tickets to hunters or off-roaders who broke
the law, to combing the mountain for lost hikers and skiers. She
loved her job and was damn good at it. She also loved the small
town she’d grown up in, and generally cared for the people and
animals around her.

With ski season in full swing, she
worked a nine-hour shift patrolling the mountain for illegal
hunting and taking calls for injured or pest animals, but she was
on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week for
SAR.

She’d just finished lunch and was
heading back out to patrol the mountain roads, when she wound up
behind a car going a little too fast up the mountain. The roads
were freshly plowed, and no snow had come in the last twenty-four
hours, but there were still icy conditions.

“Dispatch, this is Gorely.
Be advised, I’m following a car North on Bear Road, going about ten
over the limit. I’ve been lit up for about two miles now. Driver
hasn’t stopped,” Camden radioed from the cab of her green truck
with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Conservation and the Vermont FWC seal
on the doors.

“Copy. Do you want me to
call Crawford for backup?”

“Where the hell are you
going? I know you have to see me in your mirror. Pull over,” she
mumbled, grabbing her radio again. “Negative. It looks like a
vacationer. We’re pulling up at a rental cabin on Goose Neck
Trail,” she replied, slamming the truck in park.

It was cold, but not like at night
when it would be in the low teens with the wind chill below zero.
Camden had on her regular, dark green uniform with a base layer
under her pants and long-sleeved shirt, and her green
tactical-style vest over it. Her uniform pants were somewhat
water-resistant and had cargo pockets, similar to military fatigue
pants. Her last name was stitched on a Velcro patch on her right
chest area and a gold U.S. Fish and Wildlife badge was stitched on
the opposite side. The Vermont FWC seal patch was sewn on the upper
arm of both of her sleeves. Her gun was on her left hip and her
radio and taser were on the right, with the radio mic attached to
her vest. She also wore black, insulated boots with a rubber snow
tread on the bottom, a pair of green gloves, and a green ski cap
with the Vermont FWC seal on the front. The heavy jacket that
matched her uniform was lying in the passenger seat.

Camden was too agitated to put on her
jacket, hat or gloves, so she’d jumped out without them, marching
directly up to the car to tap on the driver’s side
window.

 


*

 


Leigh pulled into the narrow driveway
as the GPS announced she had arrived at her destination. However,
she was puzzled as to why the truck had followed...until the
officer dressed in a green uniform, tapped loudly on the
window.

She quickly pressed the button to
lower it. “Is everything okay, officer?” she asked, looking around
cautiously.

“I don’t know, you tell
me,” Camden growled. “I’ve been trying to pull you over since you
turned onto Bear Road. Are you aware the speed limit on a good day
is only thirty-five? It’s suggested that you travel at a safer
speed, below twenty-five, during winter conditions. There are signs
posted everywhere. You had to have passed at least three of them,
yet you maintained a higher rate of speed. Is there an emergency I
need to know about?”

Leigh blinked a few times as she took
in the not-so-obvious woman standing at her window. From a
distance, her close cropped, pixie cut, short hair looked more like
salt and pepper gray, but up close, Leigh could tell it was more of
a brown, with a lot of gray mixed in, obviously a sign of early
graying since her face didn’t have the age lines of someone who
would be going almost completely gray. Thin lips formed a creased
line as she waited impatiently for an answer.

Leigh was uncertain of her
height since she was in the car, but she looked trim and fit under
the bulky uniform. In another
time…her mind trailed off as the officer’s
voice got her attention, pulling her from the fog.

“How about you give me
your license and registration while you figure out why you were
speeding on an icy mountain road, and neglected to pull
over?”

 


*

 


Camden stood, stretching her back with
her cold hands in her pockets while she waited for the woman to dig
through her purse and glove box. She didn’t mess with speeders too
often, except up on the mountain. She’d seen too many people get
into serious accidents on the ice and snowy terrain. Chester had a
small police department with officers patrolling the streets, but
the only people patrolling the mountain was FWC. Therefore, it was
her duty as a federal law enforcement officer to take care of
traffic accidents and other police type duties on the mountain
roads. After being an officer with FWC for the last sixteen years,
it was second nature, and simply another duty on her
list.

When the woman finally handed her
information out the window, Camden stepped over.

“I’m going to run this.
You can roll your window back up to keep the heat in.”

“Can I go inside? I’m
staying here.”

“No. This will just take a
minute.”

Camden got back into her
truck, thankful the heater had kept it nice and warm. The low
temperature wasn’t too much of a problem with the layers of
clothing she had on, it was the bone-chilling wind that blew out of
nowhere that made her cold down to her bones. She quickly typed the
woman’s name Leigh Myer
into the computer, noticing they were the same
age, and she lived in one of the major cities a few hours
away.

After a brief minute, the report came
back with a clean driving record, no warrants for her arrest, and
her car insurance was up to date. Camden grabbed her radio.
“Dispatch, this Gorely. I’ll be 10-8 from my location on Goose Neck
in two minutes,” she said, letting them know she was finished and
about to leave. Then, she got out and walked back up to the car. A
wave of light, floral scented, hot air blew at her when the woman
rolled her window down.

Camden stepped back a second,
surprised at how high she’d had the heater on and nice her perfume
smelled. She took a longer look at her to make sure she matched the
picture on the license. She was beautiful with a mixture of dirty
blonde hair with natural highlights and light-colored eyes that
seemed to shift from blue to gray depending on the reflection of
the sunlight. Nevertheless, she was a vacationer who needed to slow
down before she killed herself.

“Here you go,” she said,
handing her the documents. “By the looks of the bags in the
backseat, you’re just arriving, so I’m not going to write you a
ticket. But if I see you speeding again, I’ll double the fine.
These roads are no joke, especially this time of year. You could
easily hit a patch of ice and slam into a tree…or worse, go over
the side of a cliff,” she said sternly.

“I apologize,
officer…”

“Gorely.”

“Officer Gorely,” Leigh
said, finally seeing the name stitched on her uniform. “I’ve never
been here before. In fact, this is my first time in the mountains.
I’m more of a city girl. I honestly wasn’t paying attention. I was
just hoping my GPS didn’t lose signal again and leave me
stranded.”

“Well, I suggest you pay
more attention to the roads next time. It’s quite easy to get
around. Bear Road, which you just turned off of, is one of the main
roads that takes you up and down the mountain, and is mostly used
by residents. Trail Ridge Drive is the other main road and that one
takes you up to the ski resort. People wind up on the wrong road
often, so Bear Road sees a lot more traffic than usual during ski
season. It’s fairly narrow, so accidents do occur.”

“Thank you for letting me
know. I’ll definitely slow down. It certainly wasn’t my intention
to speed. I was concentrating more on trying to find this place.
I’ve never been in this much snow, to be honest.”

Camden’s radio crackled, so she turned
the volume up slightly.

“A moose is circling on
Eagle Landing Drive,” the dispatcher said.

Camden grabbed the radio mic attached
to her vest. “This is Gorely, I’m nearby. I’ll be there in about
five minutes.”

“Copy.”

Camden looked back at the woman in the
car. Her thin lips curved briefly into a smile. “Have a good
day…and welcome to Chester Mountain,” she said before walking back
to her truck.


Chapter 4

 


“That went well,” Leigh
muttered as she turned the car off and got out. The log cabin was
an A-frame with a small porch at the front door, and a deck along
the length of the back. Thick fir trees were scattered all around
and a heavy blanket of white snow covered everything except the
driveway and walkway. A bucket full of rock salt was beside the
door to keep the porch and walkway free of ice. “Let’s hope this
goes better,” she added to herself as she put in the code for the
lockbox and retrieved a silver colored key.

The cabin was nothing like she’d
expected. Abby said it had been a hunting cabin, but she was pretty
sure that had been another lie. No dead animals were hanging on the
walls. In fact, there was no hunting memorabilia at all. The open
space seemed much larger than it was because of the high ceiling
and large, A-shaped windows on one end over a set of French doors.
Two more windows were on either side of the doors, making it look
like the entire wall was made of glass. The rest of the walls,
floor, and staircase were all made of pine and stained in a high
gloss, golden finish. The ceramic sink and counter top in the
L-shaped kitchen were white, matching the appliances, and the oak
cabinets were stained the same as the walls.

A soft, whisky brown leather couch and
matching recliner were in front of a stone fireplace, and a TV was
on a stand beside it in the corner. The dining table, staircase
rail, TV stand, coffee table and end tables were all handcrafted
from the same type of wood, and stained to match the rest of the
cabin. A ceiling fan hung over the couch area from a long pole
attached to one of the two beams running the length of the cabin
along the ceiling.

A short hallway was just off the
kitchen and led to a decent sized bathroom with a double sink, and
tub/shower combo, and a small bedroom. The double bed frame and
matching dresser were both handmade and stained a darker walnut
color, and the comforter set on the mattress was bright
red.

Upstairs, she found the loft, which
was the master bedroom. The rail overlooked the living room and
kitchen space below and had a beautiful view through the massive
windows across from it. The queen bed and matching dresser were
nearly identical to the set in the other bedroom, but with a dark
blue comforter.

Leigh went back downstairs and stood
in the middle of the room, taking it all in. The square footage was
only around a thousand, but it was laid out perfectly and felt much
larger. Remembering the bags in the car, she rushed outside,
slipping on a piece of ice under the snow and landing directly on
her butt.

“Son of a bitch!” she
spat, then began laughing hysterically as she carefully got back up
and slowly retrieved her bags.

 


*

 


Camden went about the rest of her day
without giving the speeding vacationer another thought, other than
remembering how striking she was. She’d made a note to check her
name on Google to see if she was one of the celebrities that snuck
into town now and then for peace and quiet, and a lot of skiing.
She didn’t have a lot of time for TV, and certainly wasn’t up to
date on the latest Hollywood news.

She pulled into the plowed space in
front of her small cabin and got out of the truck. It had been a
long day and she was tired. She stepped inside, kicking her thick
boots off at the door, then hung her uniform jacket on one of the
pegs before walking over to her recliner to sit down for a minute.
She still had two hours left on her shift and had planned to take
her snowmobile out to check some of the trails, but she wanted to
make a cup of coffee to warm up and eat a homemade granola bar for
energy.

“Gorely, you around?” her
radio crackled to life.

“Yeah, 10-7 at the moment.
I’m about to take my sled out to Grizzly Pass to check the trails.
There’s been a few complaints of joy riders on private property
around this time of day.”

“Want some company?” Baker
Crawford asked. He was as close to a partner as she had. All of the
FWC officers were on their own on the mountain, but he was her
backup if she ever needed it. They also worked SAR together, so
they’d gotten close over the years.

“Sure, if you’re out this
way,” she radioed back.

“I’m about to pull up,” he
said.

She stepped over to the door, opening
it for him to come in. “What are you doing with your sled in your
truck?”

“I just picked it up from
the shop. It was an exhaust leak causing the loss of power. Anyway,
I should’ve taken the trailer. You wouldn’t believe how long it
took me to get that damn animal cage out of there,” he replied,
slipping his boots off and hanging his jacket next to
hers.

Baker was five years younger than
Camden and only a few of inches taller than her five-foot seven
frame. He had receding brown hair that he kept shaved down to the
lowest guard and a matching jaw line beard that attached to his
sideburns.

“I figured I’d stop by and
see if you were going out. I need to run it anyway to make sure
everything is fine.”

“I’m ready when you are,”
she said, sipping her coffee.

“I’m good to
go.”

They both walked over, slipping their
boots back on and lacing them up.

“See anything crazy
today?” he asked.

“Nothing out of the
normal.”

“What happened with that
speeder on Bear Road?”

Camden shook her head. “A vacationer
scared of getting lost apparently. Never noticed me behind her. I
followed her all the way to her rental cabin.”

Baker laughed.

“Come on, we’re burning
daylight.”

“Was she cute?”

“I’m too old for
cute…besides, I’m also getting too old for hook ups with
vacationers. That was fun in my twenties.”

“I meant for me,” he
teased as they began setting up the ramps so he could back his sled
out of the truck.

“I thought you were seeing
that girl over in Black Creek?”

“Was being the keyword,” he replied, climbing up into the truck
and onto the seat of the sled. With a quick turn of the key, the
machine rumbled to life. He put it in reverse, then slowly backed
down the ramps.

Camden trudged through the thick snow
over to the shed where she kept her snowmobile and UTV, while he
filled his sled with gas. The double doors swung open, revealing
her machines. She put her helmet on and quickly turned the key,
making sure it was full of gas, then bumped it over to start the
engine. It rumbled just as Baker’s had, however, hers was a couple
of years newer and slightly larger. She used it quite a bit for SAR
in the winter, so she’d splurged when buying it a few years back.
The state allotted a certain amount of money for equipment, and
Camden added her own money to upgrade slightly from the barebones
the state could afford.

As soon as the engine was warm, she
pressed the throttle with her right thumb, waiting for the clutch
to wind up and engage, lurching her forward and out of the shed.
She left it running while she closed and locked the doors. Then,
she sped over to where Baker was waiting for her.

“Click over to channel
six,” she said to him, then radioed dispatch to let them know where
they would be and what channel. After that, she waved for him to
follow and took off across her property at around twenty miles per
hour, careful not to hit any large rocks or tree
branches.

The snowmobile engines whined, echoing
off the trees as they rode along, cutting a new trail in the snow.
Baker followed as they left her property and cut across state owned
land heading towards a few mapped trails a couple of miles
away.

Once they hit the groomed trails,
Camden squeezed the throttle a little harder, increasing her speed
as she raced over tracks other sleds had made during the day. After
about a half mile, she took a switchback and left the trail. They
slowed down to a crawl, going around downed trees and patches of
snow-covered ice as they wound higher and higher in the
backcountry.

“Is this a black diamond
snowmobile trail,” Baker laughed into his radio.

“Funny,” she replied.
“We’re almost to the area the illegal riders have been in. I simply
took a short cut.”

A few minutes later, Camden came to a
stop and cut her engine. She motioned for him to do the same. Then,
she got off her machine and walked over to him with her visor
up.

“I’ve been all over this
mountain for the last five years, and I’m pretty sure I’ve never
been through that area you just took me through,” he
said.

“Made your ass pucker,
didn’t it?” she laughed.

“I’m not gonna
lie.”

“Listen,” she said,
removing her helmet to hear better. “They’re over that way,” she
pointed. “I guarantee they’re either on private property or
unmapped state land.”

“Let’s go bust their
asses.”

Camden nodded and put her helmet back
on. She had a feeling where they might be riding. She started her
sled and pulled away quickly. Baker took off behind her, leaving
about fifteen to twenty feet between them. Camden made sure to stay
on state land and never crossover private property as she wound
along the side of the mountain.

She was about to stop again to listen,
when she spotted the red snowmobile shooting across fifty yards in
front of her. She sped to the spot where the sled cut through the
trees and saw it again up ahead.

“Crawford, you stay on
him. I’m going to take a switchback up here and see if I can cut
him off.”

“Roger,” he replied as she
turned left. He maintained his speed, keeping the red machine in
his line of sight as it wound around curves littered with
trees.


*

 


Camden knew the rider would have to
make a left hand turn soon and she was ready. As soon as the red
sled appeared she shot out of the woods, coming up next to it. She
made a motion for the driver to stop and kill the
engine.

She turned her key and removed her
helmet before getting off the sled and walking over to the young
man. “Get off the snowmobile,” she said.

Baker had also removed his helmet
before stepping up next to her.

“License and
registration.”

“Ugh…I don’t have that. My
license is at the cabin.”

“Where is the cabin?” she
asked while Baker ran the numbers from the registration
sticker.

“On the other side of that
house,” he said, pointing to a bungalow in the distance through the
woods.

She nodded. “I had a feeling you were
the one riding back here. First of all, this is state land that is
not marked with trails that you’re on right now. Second, to get
here, you have to cut across private property. Neither of which are
you permitted to be on.”

“Really? You can’t just
ride all around?” he said, dumbfounded.

“No,” Camden said sternly,
shaking her head.

“There are hazards all
over the land, which is why you are required to either stay on the
groomed or clearly marked trails, or on your own
property.”

“Sled belongs to William
Howard,” Baker said, getting the information from dispatch. “Clear
title, insurance is on file.”

“It came with the rental
cabin for the week,” the guy said. “I honestly thought it was like
skiing.”

 “Unless you’re a professional skier or some kind of daredevil,
you ski on groomed or clearly marked trails. So, I don’t see what
you mean,” she replied sarcastically.

“So…do I get a ticket
or…”

“The owners of the private
property you’ve been riding all over can press charges against you
and in that case, you’ll go to jail. The same with the unmarked
state land. Lucky for you, the property owners just want you
stopped. One of them has a small pond on his land that is covered
with snow this time of year. If you’d run over it, you would’ve
fallen through and froze to death. I don’t have to tell you about
all the things that could happen to you while riding the
backcountry in an area you’re unfamiliar with, not to mention
illegal to snowmobile in.” Camden shook her head.

“If we write you a ticket,
we write one for the owner as well. I don’t think Mr. Howard would
be too happy to know you blatantly disobeyed the snowmobile rules
he left for you,” Baker said.

“Listen, the sun is going
down soon. You need to get
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