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It was almost time.

This was the man’s favorite hour. Dark enough that shadows obscured details, light enough that the campers had not yet gathered all their possessions. Food and utensils and toys and clothes and children were scattered everywhere. People were so careless. He wrapped his arms around his knees and drew himself into a tight ball. In a few moments, the sun would be completely obscured by the western escarpment. Down here in the valley, there was no gentle dimming into peaceful dusk. Instead, a wave of darkness slithered across the canyon, changing light to dark as if someone had closed a door. Campers would crowd into tight knots around their campfires or withdraw into their tents and RVs, fleeing the night as if it were dangerous. Then he’d be free to do what he’d come here for.

He perched in a U-shaped seat formed by two cottonwoods that had grown together. Nobody would notice him under the overhang of golden-leaved branches. Not here in the shadow of the cliffs. He listened to the noise from the campers in the valley, all too audible over the gurgle of the river.

Even from this distance he could hear the drone of RV generators, the crackle of campfires, and even the occasional blare of a television or radio. To his right, he recognized the crunch of gravel as a car pulled into a parking lot. Behind and to his distant left, footsteps rasped rhythmically in the dirt as a jogger slowly approached on the road shoulder. Just across the road, on the signboard at the campground pay station, a warning poster about cougars flapped with each gust of the rising breeze.

At the first campsite beyond the pay station, a small boy, little older than a baby, crawled across an expanse of wind-smoothed rock, his lips pursed as he pushed a toy truck along the miniature sandstone hills and troughs.

Exhaling softly, the man splayed his fingers across his thighs. Under the baseball cap, the toddler’s hair was the color of the buttercups that bloomed after the spring rains. He knew that kind of little-boy hair; he knew how silky it would feel under his fingertips. The memory made his throat constrict.

A few yards beyond the boy, the child’s dark-haired mother tinkered with a sputtering camp stove. From the thick woods encircling the campsite came the rustle of downed leaves, the firecracker pops of dry twigs shattering underfoot.

The rustling concluded with a sharp crack followed by a dull thump, as if a heavy object had fallen to the ground. A flock of crows rocketed up from a ponderosa’s twisted branches, cawing their displeasure at being displaced from their nightly roost. The boy stood up and watched the dark cloud of birds pass overhead toward the river.

His mother took a few steps in the direction the noise had come from. She faced the trees, peering into the growing darkness. “Fred? You sound like a moose out there. That is you, isn’t it, Fred?”

The blond boy, one hand outstretched as if to catch the last straggling crows flapping over his head, toddled through the grass toward the road and the river beyond. As the boy came closer, his head tilted skyward, and the sight of that rapt little face under the bill of the cap made the man’s heart race. He loved that expression, that mixture of wonder and curiosity that small children reserved for other creatures. But small children should never be left to wander alone. Terrible things could happen to little boys.

The boy’s mother left the woods and returned to the picnic table, turning toward the rock ledge where the boy had been playing.

“Zack, it’s getting too dark to play on the rock now.” Her voice rose. “Zack?”

*  *  *  *  *
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“Where are the cougars?” Sam Westin held her borrowed satellite phone to her ear as she lifted one foot to a picnic bench and stretched her cramped leg muscles.

“Hello to you, too, Sam,” Ranger Kent Bergstrom chided her. “Weren’t you supposed to be here yesterday?”

“Don’t remind me,” she said. “Did you know there’s a bullet hole in the signboard at Goodman Trailhead? A heart shot to the cougar.” She lifted her chin to gaze again at the startling beam of sunlight skewering the plywood and Plexiglas. It pissed her off just to look at it.

“Yeah, they nailed that one two days ago. Let’s go grab a beer; I’ll fill you in.”

A frosty mug of anything sounded like heaven right now. Sam squelched a moan of self-pity. “I wish. But SWF is only funding me for four days to do this story, and as you’ve so tactfully noted, I’m running late. Can you give me a hint where I might find Leto and the cubs?”

“Check Sunset Canyon. I found prints around the river, not more than fifty yards from where you are, just this morning. They were big prints; I’m pretty sure it was Apollo. I followed them up the creek. He was headed for Sunset.”

“Is our favorite camp unoccupied?” She referred to a secluded box canyon she and Kent had discovered while conducting a wildlife survey two years ago.

“Far as I know. You’re going up there now?”

“Yep.” She couldn’t wait to get into the backcountry.

“It’s five forty. The sun’s setting.”

“Really?” she responded sarcastically. In the time she’d stood there, the sun had sunk halfway behind the escarpment, casting a third of the valley into darkness. In another fifteen minutes, the shadow would cover the parking lot and the skewer of sunlight would disappear from the signboard.

“I just meant that you’d better get a move on.”

“I’ll jog all the way.” While it was still daylight on the plateau above, she had nearly six and a half miles to hike up a steep trail through a sandstone canyon that would already be in purple shadows.

She pressed the End button, then punched in a Seattle number. As she listened to the repeated rings at the other end, she pulled a camera from her backpack with her free hand.

In the campground across the road, she heard the faint shouts of a woman. “Zack! Come here right now! Right now! I mean it!”

Probably one of those dog owners who constantly threatened their pets but never bothered to train them. While the woman continued to call out and the phone repeated its high-pitched rings in her ear, Sam snapped a one-handed photo of the light passing through the vandalized board, then stuck the camera into a pocket of her hiking vest.

“Save the Wilderness Fund,” a breathless voice finally responded over the airwaves. “Lauren Stark.”

“It’s Sam. I’m in Utah. I just reached the park.”

“Finally!”

“Hey, I’m sorry, I can’t help it if this yahoo plowed into my Civic in Idaho. It took forever to get the fender pulled out, and the trunk—” Sam made a chopping motion in the air. “Never mind. You’re right, I’m late and we don’t have time to discuss why. Are we ready to go?” She paced back to the picnic table and checked the zippers on her backpack.

“The new page is up with the usual information about the fund and your first article of backstory on the cougars. But—oh God—we’re running so late, I’m hyperventilating just thinking about it. Adam wants something impressive to show on the news, something you know, like wowee—”

Adam? How had Adam Steele gotten into the mix? Sam had a sudden sick feeling that she’d landed this job only because of some backroom negotiation by the television reporter. A puff of breeze sent golden leaves spiraling down around her. She turned her head to study the shadow creeping across the canyon floor. “Lauren, I promised you a new article today, and I will deliver. I’m going to look for the cats right now. I’ll send you something by nine o’clock your time.”

“We’ll be here. And don’t forget the chat session tomorrow night.”

Sam groaned and pulled a leaf from her hair. “Didn’t I have two days in the backcountry before that?”

“That was before you showed up a day late. We’ve been posting an ad for the chat session for five days; we can’t change the schedule now.”

“Of course you can’t.” She’d have to hike back down tomorrow for a dependable electrical connection. Maybe this combo of wilderness and Internet was not going to be so great, after all. She was already exhausted and she hadn’t even started this job.

“Tomorrow, eight p.m. Utah time,” Lauren reminded her.

“I’ll be there.” After turning off the phone, she stashed it inside another vest pocket, trying to ignore the enticing aroma of grilling hamburgers from the nearby campground. Crackers and cheese would have to suffice for dinner tonight. After hefting the backpack upright on the picnic table, she balanced it with one hand and turned to push her arm through the shoulder strap.

Her hip bumped against a warm body. A small figure stumbled away and banged into the signboard with an audible crack. Sam gasped and let go of the pack, which fell back onto the picnic table with a dust-raising thump. A toddler blinked at her, his blue eyes huge under the bill of a red baseball cap. His lips trembled as he raised a plump hand to his forehead, dislodging the cap. It tumbled to the ground at his feet.

“I’m sorry, honey.” She knelt next to him, patted the shoulder of his Pooh Bear sweatshirt. “You scared me.”

The urchin jammed his thumb into his mouth and regarded her silently from above a small fist. He couldn’t be more than three years old.

“Are you okay? Did you hit your head?”

At the reminder, his blue eyes filled with tears.

“You won’t cry, will you?” she murmured hopefully, plucking a pine needle from his honey blond bangs. “Where’s your mommy?”

The child jerked the thumb out of his mouth, whirled around and slapped a chubby hand against the Plexiglas-covered notice. “Kitty!” he chortled.

“Big kitty,” Sam agreed. “That’s a picture of a cougar.”

He poked a stubby finger toward the bullet hole above his head. “Hoe.”

“Hole,” she couldn’t help correcting. “Bullet hole. Bad hole. There shouldn’t be a hole in the cougar.” She sounded like a dolt. Jeez, she didn’t have time for idiotic conversations with toddlers. She should be a half mile up the trail to Sunset Canyon by now. Where were the boy’s parents? She quickly surveyed the parking lot. Only a ground squirrel scampered through the dusty gravel between the vehicles.

The child turned toward Sam and softly patted her left breast where her T-shirt bore the emblem of a mountain lion on a rock. “Cougie!”

She captured the tiny fingers, slippery with saliva. “That’s another cougar,” she told him. “And it’s also sexual harassment, as you’ll find out in a few years.”

Gently, she brushed back his fine hair, so soft she could barely feel it against her weather-roughened fingertips. A crisscrossing of scratches marred the toddler’s pink cheeks, probably from the blackberry vines bordering the parking lot. She found no lump on his scalp, so he couldn’t have hit the board very hard. Recovering his baseball cap from the ground, she slapped off the dust and tugged it back onto the boy’s head. The parking area was now completely in shadow. She was running out of time.

The woman still shouted from the campground. Her cries now sounded more distant. “Zachary! Where are you, Zack? Zacharryyy!”

The child ducked his head under the arch of a blackberry bramble and peered down a narrow trail that forked left to the river, right to the road. “Mommy?”

So Zack was not a recalcitrant dog, after all. No wonder the woman sounded so insistent.

“You came down that path, didn’t you, Zack?” Sam stood up, moved back to the table, and pulled her pack upright. The boy followed her.

She thrust her arms beneath the backpack’s straps and hefted it onto her shoulders. “Go back to Mommy now.”

“Zachary! Come here right this instant!” The shouts were faint now.

Sam cupped her hands and shouted toward the campground. “He’s over here.” Could the woman hear her over the rustle of leaves in the breeze and the babble of the river?

“Mommy mad.” The boy’s whisper was barely audible.

Sam patted his small shoulder. “She’s just worried. She’ll be so happy to see you, Zack.”

He pulled a circle of black plastic from his sweatshirt pocket and thrust it in her direction. “Twuck!”

The plastic piece was imprinted with a tiny tread pattern and had a center hole for a diminutive axle. “Looks more like a wheel,” she said, pushing it back into his hands. “I bet Mommy would help you find your truck and put this wheel back on it.”

“Zack!” A man’s tone this time, deeper and closer. It sounded like he was only a short distance through the trees, standing on the edge of the road where it overlooked the river’s bend.

The child stared uncertainly in the direction of the voice.

“Now your daddy’s calling you, too, Zack.”

The toddler thrust his thumb back into his mouth. Sam winced, remembering all the places that thumb had been in the last few minutes. She cinched the waist strap on her pack and huffed out an impatient breath. “Okay, we’ll go together. But we’ve got to make it fast.”

Taking his hand, she pushed her way through the gap in the blackberries. A thorny branch snagged the netting at the side of her vest, bringing her to an abrupt halt. She let go of the little hand to free herself, and the boy darted into the shadowy cut between the brambles.

“Wait, Zack! Take my hand!”

The toddler disappeared amid the dark foliage. After several seconds of wrestling with the thorny branches, she tore herself free. Sucking on a bleeding knuckle, she took a step down the overgrown trail, squinting into the gloom. She was anxious to be on her way while she could still see the ground under her feet.

His head and shoulders backlit by the glow from a kerosene lantern across the road, a man blocked the other end of the tree-lined path. Zack’s daddy.

“Got him?” she shouted.

The rush of the river drowned the man’s response, but he raised a hand in thanks. Sam waved back, then hurriedly retraced her steps to the trailhead lot. The hubbub of RV generators, crackling campfires, and excited squeals of children faded as she jogged over the bridge and up the rocky trail to the canyon rim above.
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Sam followed the waning light to Sunset Canyon, where the sun rested squarely on Rainbow Bridge. The camera lens framed the burning orb, which appeared to have settled on top of the natural rock arch. The lineup of setting sun and arch was an autumn phenomenon the rangers kept to themselves, not wanting to encourage visitors on the steep trail at dusk. She carefully positioned herself and snapped a couple of photos. Even with the polarizer, the image would include sundogs—circles of light floating in space. But sometimes those imperfections made a photo more interesting. But nothing she saw through the lens was remarkable. Wowee, she reminded herself. She needed wowee.

She freed herself from her pack and sat on a low rock, the camera in her lap. The best hope of spotting wildlife was to become one with the surroundings. A magpie flitted to the skeleton of a piñon snag ahead. Focusing a bright eye on her, it squawked a harsh note, no doubt after a handful of trail mix or some other such easy meal.

Go away, she willed the bird. It abandoned the branch and hopped closer.

Her stomach growled, the noise loud in the quiet canyon. She’d already eaten the cheese and crackers. Apricots in an hour, she promised herself, picturing the dried fruit she’d packed. As if reading her thoughts, a chipmunk skittered from beneath a nearby rock and approached her backpack with spasmodic movements. Leaning down slowly, she picked up a pebble for defensive ammunition. As she straightened, she saw a flash of movement near Rainbow Bridge.

She let the pebble drop from her fingers and had her camera zoomed in when the big cat strolled out onto the rock arch, a black silhouette against the fiery orange sky.

Oh, yes. Thank you, God. On her feet now, she snapped the photo, one eye on the rough path and the other on the cougar in the distance as she stealthily moved toward the rock bridge. If she stuck to the shadows, she might be able to get close without alarming Leto. It was Leto—even in the dim light, she could see a divot of fur missing from the female cougar’s left flank, the scar left from her bullet wound.

Pricking her ears, Leto turned her head. Sam froze and held her breath. A second, smaller cougar emerged from the shadows onto the bridge. Judging by the size, it was Artemis, Leto’s female cub. Sam pressed the button and prayed the cats’ ears wouldn’t pick up the tiny ping of the shutter. The cub, now nearly as large as the adult cat, crouched low, hesitated a second, then pounced on her mother’s tail. Leto hissed and cuffed Artemis.

Sam used the distraction to trot a few steps closer. She needed to put the sun behind her. As she passed beneath the bridge, the two mountain lions suddenly rose, their muscles rigid, their glowing eyes focused in Sam’s direction. Her heart skipped a beat; she was easily within their leaping range. She kept her gaze locked on them as she slowly walked backward up the canyon floor.

On the other side of the bridge, with the sun at the proper angle, she paused and focused. The cats watched her silently, their amber eyes merely curious, not telegraphing the concentrated focus of hunters, at least not right now. Their calm was a little creepy. Was it possible they remembered her? Or were they so accustomed to people that they were unafraid? That didn’t bode well for human or beast.

The white markings on the cats’ muzzles gleamed in the growing darkness. She snapped several more photos. The cougars tracked each movement she made. The intensity of the moment was almost painful.

Awesome, in the true meaning of the word.

The camera beeped to signal the memory card was filled. The cougars flinched at the noise but held their ground.

The bottom pocket of her vest held two more memory cards. Moving slowly, she slid her hand down and pinched the zipper pull between her fingers. The hiss of the nylon teeth was barely audible. Then the zipper stuck. She glanced down at it, just for a second. When she looked up, the lions were gone.

A quick perusal of the surrounding hillsides revealed no sign of the cats. Without a sound, they had vanished into the brush and rocks. It was a great magic trick, one she’d witnessed all too often. She let out her breath and, holding the camera in front of her, trudged back to her pack, checking the images on the camera’s tiny screen as she went.

In the last picture she’d taken, everything was colored the same golden hue; the lions were nearly indistinguishable from the rock bridge. She sighed and pressed the Delete button. The next image was not much better.

The third photo brought her to a dead stop. The shot captured the cougars just as they’d turned to look at her. Two pairs of mountain-lion eyes burned brightly, staring directly at the photographer. The burnished amber of the cats’ fur glowed against the cobalt of the darkening sky beyond.

“Wowee! Yes!” she raised a fist in victory as she continued down the rocky wash.

Twilight made the desert rodents bold. A kangaroo rat leapt across her path. As she hauled her pack up by a shoulder strap, a chipmunk burst from beneath the top flap, streaked up her arm and flung itself onto a nearby boulder.

“Great.” Now she’d have to look for chew holes in her food packets, not to mention those disgusting black-rice droppings the little varmints always left behind.

Before reshouldering her backpack, she dug out her halogen flashlight and moved the beam over the bridge and surrounding cliffs. Only the leathery flutter of a couple of bats moved within the circle of light.

Twenty minutes later, she found the entrance to the tiny box canyon. Lowering herself to the first available rock, she unbuckled her pack. With all the electronic gear she carried, her load was at least seven pounds more than someone five foot one and 115 pounds should carry. After pulling a packet of ibuprofen from her pocket and a plastic bottle of Merlot from her provisions, she took a sip of wine to wash down the pills.

She glanced at her watch. A few minutes after nine, Utah time; an hour earlier in Seattle. She’d have to hustle to make the nine o’clock deadline for SWF. She unpacked her laptop and, sitting cross-legged in front of it, powered it up. The screen readout told her that the laptop’s two batteries were strong. So far, so good. She switched off the flashlight. Using moonlight and the illumination from the computer screen, she opened the file containing the rough draft she’d begun earlier.

Before leaving her office in Washington State, she’d written about Leto’s history, about how the female cougar had been found fourteen months earlier just inside the park boundary. She’d been crippled by a hunter’s bullet, her eight-week-old cubs trailing behind her, a feline trio nearly starved to death. Sam, Kent, and other volunteers had nursed the three cougars back to health. And although her seasonal ranger contract had been up, Sam had returned to Heritage in the autumn to release the cats. This was the backstory currently featured on SWF’s new website.

She double-checked the article she’d started last night in the Idaho hotel, a story about coming to Heritage to search for the cougars. Her fingers flew over the keys as she added details of the sunset sighting, along with an emotional paragraph about how uplifting it was to see the lions now, when they were back in prime condition. She stuck in a couple of sentences about how cougars often cross paths with humans without being seen, using Kent’s information about Apollo’s prints on the riverbank as an example.

Finally, she closed with the image of the bats circling in the dark over the bridge, emphasizing her feelings of loneliness and loss after the lions had vanished.

Fifteen minutes to deadline. She downloaded three photos of cougars and the sunset from the camera to the computer. They looked even better on the larger screen.

SWF had loaned her a lightweight portable wi-fi gizmo as well as the satellite phone. She pulled out the gizmo and extended the antenna. After a few seconds of searching for a satellite, presto—wi-fi in the wilderness! The wonders of technology. She emailed the text and photos to SWF and then watched the message area at the bottom of the screen. Finally, a response appeared: 1 txt, 3 jpgs recd. Thanks, Sam!

She turned off the computer. She’d actually pulled it off. A day late, but if she’d come yesterday she might have missed Leto and Artemis and would have had to substitute God knows what, maybe a paw print or something lame like that. Looked like luck was on her side for once. She’d pulled off wowee.

Which reminded her. She checked her watch; it was in between news broadcasts in Seattle. She punched a familiar Seattle number into her phone.

He answered his cell on the fourth ring. “Adam Steele.”

“Greetings from the Utah wilderness.”

“Guess what? Tom broke his leg; I’m the anchor tomorrow: noon, six, and eleven.”

“What a stroke of luck,” she said. “Except for Tom, of course.”

“Yep, I’m on my way.”

“Congratulations,” she said. “Did you by any chance promise SWF to put something about my cougar series on the news?”

“I might have. We can always find space for interesting animal stories. But you had the job, anyway, babe. SWF was impressed by your pitch.”

She wondered about that. Which was more persuasive, an “I can do it” from an Internet writer or a promise to get that Internet story on television?

“You’ll knock their socks off,” he said.

“I’ve already started.” She told him about the cougar photo.

“All right! I knew you could do it. We’re a terrific team, Sam.”

She wasn’t so sure about that, either, but it sounded good when he said it. “Good luck tomorrow, Adam. I know you’ll knock their socks off, too.”

“Yes, I will. Dinner at DiAngelo’s when you get back.”

He would pick the only restaurant in the whole Pacific Northwest with a dress code. “How about Hot Sauce John’s instead? Blake could come, too.”

“No third wheels, babe; I want you all to myself. And who are you going to see in a barbecue joint? You want to reinvent yourself, you’ve got to meet the right people.”

She suspected that DiAngelo’s would harbor more people who were “right” for him than for her, but who knew, his luck might rub off a little. And she loved the looks from other women when she walked in on the arm of Adam Steele. “Good point,” she said. “DiAngelo’s it is. Now I’ve got to go. The raccoons are lining up for my autograph.”

He laughed. “Good night, wild woman. Be careful out there.”

“Good night, Mr. News Anchor.” She ended the call and sat rubbing her forehead for a while. She wasn’t trying to reinvent herself, was she? Since graduating from college with her wildlife biology degree, she’d been a zookeeper, an environmental consultant, a seasonal ranger with the National Park Service, and a freelance writer. This technoid wilderness writer Sam Westin was simply an amalgamation of all the preceding Sam Westins.

She breathed in the blessed quiet of pure wilderness. Reclining against a boulder, she sipped from the plastic bottle, swirling the wine in her mouth. Instead of a pleasant cherry undertone, the bouquet of her Merlot held a hint of formaldehyde. That’s what you got when you stored alcohol in plastic bottles.

Mediocre food and drink were irrelevant in the larger scheme of things. Whether she owed this job to Adam or not, it was great to be back outdoors. If she’d spent one more day writing another insipid travel article in her office at home, she’d have been homicidal.

This new cyber-reporting thing might pay off. It seemed like a crazy mix, Internet and outdoor adventure, but if that’s what it took to get people interested in nature these days, she’d pack a laptop along with her granola.

The Merlot tasted better with each sip. The stars overhead were brilliant, even brighter than she remembered from the Kansas fields of her youth. A canopy of diamonds twinkling against black velvet. Galaxies, foreign worlds. Beautiful. So incredibly beautiful.

Then her phone buzzed. She stared at it in annoyance for a second, then picked it up. Her home number was on the screen. “Blake?”

“Hey, roomie, where are you?”

“The middle of nowhere. It’s wonderful.”

Blake’s sigh rasped against her ear. “Are you in some podunk town where every man has three wives?”

She laughed. Blake’s vision of Utah hadn’t progressed into the twentieth century, let alone the twenty-first.

“I’m on top of a plateau in Heritage National Monument. You should see the stars; they’re unbelievable. And I saw the cougars, Blake! Almost close enough to touch.” She told him about the tremendous photo.

“Fantastic. Your series is going to blow them away. Contributions will roll in so fast that SWF will pay you twice what they do now.”

Blake fretted about her bank account nearly as much as she did. The guy made little more than minimum wage working in a greenhouse. The cabin they shared was hers; she cut him a deal on rent in exchange for his help with chores. He probably worried every day about the possibility of a rent raise, and truth be told, she’d been seriously considering one lately.

“What’s up in Bellingham?” she asked.

The rural area she’d settled in, just outside of a small college town eighty miles north of Seattle, was growing by leaps and bounds. The conflicts between the longtime residents and newcomers sometimes made for a volatile mix.

“It’s raining, of course. And the Minestrones cut down another big alder.”

Sam grimaced. “The Minesteros.”

“You call ’em what you want. I told ’em they were ruining their property values. He just gave me one of those Ronald Reagan looks.”

She chuckled. “I won’t even try to imagine what you mean by that. Any evening grosbeaks yet?” The migration of the black and yellow finches was an eagerly anticipated event each autumn.

“Not even one. The Minestrones probably scared them off.”

She hoped that wasn’t true. “Blake, I’m on battery power here . . .”

“Oh yeah. I just wanted to tell you that Reverend Westin phoned. I told him you’d trooped off to Utah to save wild beasts from gun-toting good ol’ boys.”

“What’d he say?”

Blake’s voice slipped from his usual tenor to an imitation of her father’s baritone. “Good heavens! What has my Summer gotten herself into now?”

A groan escaped her lips. “Did he want anything in particular?”

“I don’t think so. We chatted. He asked if you were still dating Adam the Magnificent and if I thought you two would have any announcements soon. He—of course—mentioned yet again he wished you had a husband and children like normal women do. You know, a normal life. Then he remembered who he was talking to.”

“Oops. Did you get the lecture?”

“Not this time. Actually, he was quite restrained, considering I’m a pimple on God’s face.”

“That isn’t right,” she said. “I think you’re an abomination against humanity—”

“You do?” He sounded hurt.

She snorted. “Of course not, Blake. I’m quoting Dad, or trying to quote him—”

“I know, I know. He believes you’ll find your way back eventually.”

She made a scoffing sound. “He would.”

“Hey, he even has hopes for me.”

“How kind of him.” She could hear her father now, cheerfully sharing with Blake what he thought were words of comfort.

“Simon’s here beside me. Say hi, Si.” A startled meow filled the airwaves.

“You twisted his tail!” Sam accused when Blake came back on the phone.

“Did not. Anyhow, we’re baking cookies. Maple nut bars, to be specific.”

Her mouth watered. “Save me some.”

“I don’t know if they’ll last that long. Eric’s coming over tomorrow. Just for coffee, he says. But my maple nut bars will soften his heart, if anything can.”

“Save me one!”

“We’ll see.” A buzzer sounded in the background. “That’s the oven! Gotta go!”

“Bye,” she murmured to dead air. She turned off the phone and the satellite hub and took another swig of wine to wash down the excess saliva in her mouth. Maple nut bars, indeed.

A gentle breeze stirred, blowing a whisper of rapidly cooling air against her face. An owl hooted somewhere not far away.

As she snapped together the short aluminum poles of the tent frame, a chorus of faint yips erupted in the distance. They started slowly, then transitioned into sharp barks, faster and faster. Sam clipped the yellow nylon tent to the frame and sat back on her heels, listening.

Coyotes. The cries of a hunting pack always unnerved her, even though she knew it was natural group communication. It only sounded like cruel laughter to human ears. The mad cackles grew fewer, then stopped. Sam took another sip of Merlot, screwed the cap back on the bottle, pulled her sleeping bag out of its stuff sack and spread it on the floor of the tent.

The howling began seconds later, a thin keening. Much better. A sound that seemed to fit with darkness. Other coyotes added ghostly voices to the mix, harmonizing. Then a lower-pitched wail joined in. Ah-roooooooooo.

The hairs stood up on the back of her neck. Sam crawled out of the tent. There it was again. Yip, yip, ah-ah-roooooooooo. That was no coyote. The pitch was wrong. A Mexican lobo? A few pairs of the endangered desert wolves had been released in the Southwest, but the papers kept reporting the discovery of yet another lobo’s body, riddled with bullets. Had any survived?

She pressed a button to illuminate her watch. Not quite ten o’clock.

For Kent, that was early. Pulling out her notepad, she looked up his cell number. Even if he was a ranger in a park with dilapidated equipment, her friend was part of the connected generation. He’d have his C-phone in a pocket. She picked up her phone.

“Yeah?”

“It’s Sam.”

“Sam? I thought you were up on the plateau.”

“I am.”

“How come my cell phone doesn’t work worth a damn up there?”

“I’m using SWF’s satellite phone. Say, are there lobos around here now? I heard this incredible howling.”

“To your east, on Horsehip Mesa?”

“Yeah.” She looked in that direction, then felt foolish when her gaze met only the sandstone boulders surrounding her campsite.

“It’s Coyote Charlie.”

She’d forgotten about the park’s phantom. “Is that nutcase still wandering around here? It’s been—what, two years?”

“Little over three. He’s persistent.”

“Does he do this just at the full moon or—”

He cut her off. “Can’t talk now, Sam. We’re looking for a missing kid. Could be pretty serious, because it’s only a two-year-old. Well, a two-and-a-half-year-old. Zachary Fischer.”

Her stomach lurched. “Zack? It couldn’t be.”

“You know him?”

“I saw him. In Goodman Trail parking lot. This afternoon . . . evening, whatever—right after I talked to you.” She pictured the man at the end of the path. “He ran back to his father.”

Silence stretched between them for a long moment.

Kent finally said, “His mother and father told us he just disappeared.”

Her chest constricted as though squeezed inside a giant fist. “I’m coming down.”

“No way. We’re covered; the whole crew’s here. And in case you haven’t noticed, it’s dark.”

“You’re understaffed. And there’s moonlight.” She held out a hand, examined the shadow it cast onto the rock beneath it.

“It’s not a full moon yet; not bright enough to hike through Sunset Canyon. You know how narrow that trail is along the cliff.”

“Exactly. I know.”

“We’ll probably find him before you could even get here. Don’t do it, Sam. Please. That summer you were a ranger, how many times did you tell visitors not to hike at night?”

He had her there. After a day of driving and hiking, not to mention multiple swigs of Merlot, the idea was a little crazy.

“If Zack turns up during the night, call me and leave voicemail, okay? Otherwise, I’ll be down first thing in the morning.” She gave him the number.

She turned off her equipment, unzipped her vest, and massaged her stomach with her free hand, trying to smooth away the knot of anxiety that had settled there.
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The wine helped her get to sleep, but it didn’t keep her there. A little before 4 a.m., a scratching sound outside her tent woke her. She sat up, peered through the mosquito netting. At first she saw nothing, then noticed a blur of furry movement near the pack she’d left propped against a rock. She cursed herself for not stringing up her food or hauling it into the tent.

The creature was bigger than a chipmunk. She squinted. The moon was low in the west now, its light not much help in the canyon shadows. She could barely make out a pointed nose, a bushy tail. If it was a raccoon, it was a small, pathetically skinny one. The marauder stood up, placed its tiny paws on the pack. Striped tail, large rounded ears. A ringtail! She’d never seen one before. Prints, droppings, even captive ringtails in zoos, but never the actual creature in the wild.

Where was the camera? She ran her hands over her vest beside the sleeping bag, identified her phone, two memory cards, a roll of antacid tablets, a wadded-up kerchief. Well, shit. She pressed her face close to the netting. The camera was out there, along with the computer and satellite hub, strewn across the canyon floor.

Some professional she was.

The ringtail stuck a paw into the space at the end of a zipper, widened the gap, pushed its nose into the pocket. As Sam leaned forward, her sleeping bag hissed against the foam pad beneath. The shy mammal jerked its head toward her. Its huge slanted eyes, outlined in white, gleamed in the moonlight for a fraction of a second. Then, with a flick of its tail, the ringtail was gone.

Like the cougars. Here one minute, gone the next. Vanished.

A toddler’s face suddenly flashed into her thoughts. Was Zack still missing? Unzipping the mesh flap, she crawled out of the tent, taking the phone with her.

“You have two new messages,” the mechanical voice told her. One, left that afternoon, was from Key Corporation, wanting to know if she would write a piece about bird-watching in the Columbia Gorge for their e-zine. The other was from Lauren, exclaiming over her story on the website, how fantastic it looked, how the director, Steve Harding, was so glad she and Adam Steele had talked them into doing the field reports. “Dynamite!” Lauren concluded.

Sam exited voicemail and tapped in Kent’s cell number. A message told her his phone was currently out of service. It probably had a dead battery by now.

“Shoot,” she said softly. Then she remembered. Top left outside pocket of the backpack. She padded over, pulled out the two-way radio she’d bought just for this purpose, and tuned it to the park communications channel.

A blast of static ripped the quiet darkness. The signal was probably blocked by the rocks around her tent. She switched it off, tucked it into the back of her panties for lack of a better place, and scrambled to the top of the highest boulder, keeping a hopeful eye out for the ringtail. She settled her backside on the cool sandstone and tried the radio again.

“Sector nine-three. No sign here.” A weary female voice. “Starting sector nine-four.”

Damn. The rangers were still searching. No happy ending yet. She chewed a knuckle.

“Sector eight-two clear. Moving on to eight-three.” Sounded like Kent.

She rubbed her bare feet with her hands. October nights were too cold to go without shoes. Zack had been wearing sneakers, a sweatshirt, sweatpants, and a baseball cap when she’d seen him. He was dressed warmly enough to survive the night, assuming he still wore the same clothing.

Where could he be? Was it too cold now in the valley for rattlesnakes to prowl after dark? She tried to remember if there were any old mineshafts near the campground; she knew there were abandoned claims in the park. The river was low, but the current was still too strong for a two-year-old. God, there were so many horrible possibilities. Why hadn’t Zack’s parents kept better track of him?

Why hadn’t she taken him back to his parents? The scene replayed itself in her imagination. The man waving. Zack couldn’t have been more than a couple of yards from him at the time. Surely it had been Zack’s father. Her memory looped back, started again. Zack scampering away down the path. Black shadows over the trail where it dipped between the brambles. The background gush of the river.

The eastern horizon revealed only a faint edge of gray under the stars. Still too dark to hike down. She pulled her clothes from the tent and dressed, then sat down before the laptop. SWF would fire her for sure if they knew she hadn’t even zipped their equipment back into the protective cases. Thank God it hadn’t rained, that it was too dry for dew, that rodents hadn’t chewed anything.

She powered up the system and clicked the shortcut icon to SWF’s website. There was her photo, in all its glory—Leto and Artemis, looking as if they were about to leap onto the viewer’s head. A headline, “Cougar Celebration,” appeared in large red type above her article.

Instead of Summer Westin or even Sam Westin, the byline said “Wilderness Westin.” What the heck? She clicked the name.

A popup appeared with a bio of Summer “Wilderness” Westin and a photo. She blinked in surprise. Instead of using the photo she’d supplied, which featured her in outdoor gear with camera and notepad in hand, they’d used an old one from the SWF fund-raiser where she’d met Adam. The event had been held after hours at Seattle’s Woodland Park Zoo, and the keepers had trotted out a few of the tamer animals for show.

The boa constrictor draped around her shoulders was a better accessory than any fashion designer could have conjured. The red bark of the madrona behind her and the burgundy mottle of the snake’s skin framed her pale skin and platinum blond hair. Bright trumpets of tropical blossoms dangled from a vine near her right temple. She raised an eyebrow. She didn’t remember those flowers: they seemed unlikely in Seattle, even in summer.

“Darn you, Max,” she muttered. Maximilian Garay, a young digital artist at SWF, was an expert at manipulating photos on the computer.

She’d worn a tank top on the day the picture was taken. Now the spaghetti straps were gone, and he’d cropped the photo to emphasize the snake and her bare shoulders. The perpetual frown lines on her forehead had been erased. Her gray eyes were now decidedly green.

It was a slick job, she had to admit. She looked downright sexy and about twenty-six years old. A flaxen-haired Eve eager to commit the first sin offered. Fine, to use Max’s term of ultimate praise. A little too fine. At thirty-seven, her real self could only be a disappointment.

The bio information they’d included for Wilderness Westin was basically Sam Westin’s history but worded in such a way to make it sound as if this Wilderness character routinely forded raging rivers and scaled vertical cliffs in pursuit of wildlife. She returned to the home page.

“Eee-ha!” the computer speaker yelped, startling her. Accompanied by a thunder of clopping hooves, a miniature deer darted from the left side of the page, with a cougar in hot pursuit, followed by a tiny human figure with a camera, who stopped to take a photo, then ran to catch the animals. The trio galloped off the right side of the window.

Sam couldn’t help grinning. They didn’t call him Mad Max for nothing. The guy spent hours of his own time creating video sprites like these.

At last, a sliver of pink lightened the sky behind the mountains to the east. She packed only the electronic gear, food, and a few clothes, leaving her camping supplies zipped inside the tent. The tiny box canyon was a secret place. The only intruders she expected in the next twenty-four hours were of the furry variety. She’d help find Zack, get a good meal and a hot shower, do her chat session and recharge batteries at the hotel tonight, and then hike back up tomorrow.

*  *  *  *  *
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At 8 a.m., she crossed over the bridge at Goodman Trailhead and dumped her backpack into the trunk of her car. Feeling as light as helium, she strolled into Red Rock Campground and spotted Rangers Bergstrom and Castillo slumped on a picnic bench. More gray-green uniforms were grouped nearby.

“Hey, Kent.” She slid onto the bench beside her friend. His expression remained unfocused for a few seconds, as if he couldn’t remember who she was. But then, he’d been on duty for at least twenty-four hours.

“Sam!” He brushed a strand of sandy hair from his forehead. His gaze flicked up to the ridge before traveling back to her face. “When did you start down?”

“First light.” Up and down the same trail in little more than twelve hours, with a heavy pack. Almost thirteen miles round trip. When she leaned over to tug her sagging wool socks up out of her boots, she felt a little stab between her shoulder blades.

“You remember Rafael, don’t you?” Kent pointed to his colleague, Rafael Castillo. As one of the park’s two law enforcement rangers, the chunky black-haired man wore a holstered .38 on his right hip.

She sat up and nodded in his general direction. “Hola, Rafael. ¿Qué pasa?”

His dark eyes lit up. “You speak Spanish now?” He rattled off a few unintelligible words.

“Hola, Rafael, ¿qué pasa?” she responded.

He laughed and slapped his knee, his gold wedding ring flashing in the sun. “I forgot you’re a joker.”

“Most people say smart-ass,” Kent said.

Rafael smoothed his grimy uniform pants across his thighs. “We could use a little humor right now.”

How she missed this, the camaraderie of working with others, being part of a team. Living with Blake and dating Adam kept her from being a total recluse, but she spent the better part of her time in solitary confinement these days.

“No trace of Zack?” she asked.

“No.” Kent raised a hand to scratch his stubbly jaw.

Rafael lowered his chin into dirt-stained hands. “The boy . . . it’s terrible.” He shook his head. “I’ve got a three-year-old and a two-year-old at home. They’re babies.”

“I saw him yesterday,” Sam said.

Rafael’s eyebrows shot up. “You saw Zachary Fischer?”

“Kent didn’t tell you? I saw him in the Goodman Trail lot.” She turned to Kent. “Right after we spoke on the phone.”

Kent said, “We hung up at five forty. I checked my watch right before I left the station.”

Rafael straightened. “The parents called headquarters at six thirty. You were probably the last person—”

She hurriedly cut him off. “No, he ran back to his father. It was dark, and I got caught in the brambles, but then I saw his father at the end of the path. I yelled and asked if he got Zack, and he waved back.”

Rafael glanced across the campsite, where a wretched couple sat on a weathered outcropping of stone, the woman cradled in the man’s lap. The law enforcement ranger indicated the man with a jerk of his chin. “Him?”

“Those are the parents?” Sam asked.

Kent nodded. “The Fischers. Fred and—”

“Jenny,” Rafael supplied.

Fred Fischer stroked his wife’s arm slowly, a stony expression on his face. Jenny laid her head wearily against her husband’s shoulder. The couple wore matching bulky navy blue sweatshirts and jeans, matching loops in their earlobes.

Had the man at the end of the path worn an earring? All she could remember was a silhouette. It had been too dark to see details.

Fred Fischer’s shoulder-length brown hair hung in strings. Flowing tresses on fair-haired males always conjured up Jesus in Sam’s imagination, which made her feel simultaneously ridiculous and sacrilegious. She’d spent too much time studying stained-glass windows in her youth as she waited for the minister to hang up his robes and emerge as her father.

“You saw Zack run to Fischer?” Rafael asked again.

“I only saw the man’s profile—the light was behind him. Did Fischer have his hair in a ponytail last night?” She raised her hand to the back of her neck. “I remember a bulge here, maybe a flash of blue material as he waved.” She shook her head in frustration. “He was at least ten yards away, and it was pretty dark by then.”

Rafael stood up, adjusted the holster on his belt. “Come get a close look.”

As they approached, the Fischers glanced up. When the woman raised her head from her husband’s chest, Sam saw that a large red birthmark covered the jaw line on the right side of her face and descended down her neck. Jenny twitched her long hair forward to cover it.

Rafael nodded at Sam. She squatted to be on eye level with the couple. “Mr. Fischer?”

Weary hazel eyes swiveled to meet hers.

“Remember me?”

Nothing.

“From the path, last night, over by the trailhead. Five fifty or so? Zack ran from me to you?”

Fred Fischer’s eyebrows came together in a V. “What?”

Jenny’s hand shot out, and her broken nails clutched at Sam’s jeans. “You saw my baby? You saw Zack?”

Sam focused on Fred’s face. “Mr. Fischer, remember how you waved to me? I waved back?”

Jenny examined her husband’s perplexed expression.

Fred shook his head. “I don’t remember that.”

Sam swallowed around a sudden constriction in her throat.

Jenny’s hand still hung on to the baggy denim at Sam’s knee. “I don’t understand. You saw Zack last night?”

“I think so. He never told me his name. Was he wearing a Winnie-the-Pooh sweatshirt?”

Jenny let go of Sam’s jeans and pressed her hand over her own cracked lips. A tear rolled down her cheek.

“There were scratches on his face.” Sam indicated cross-hatching with a finger raised to her own cheek.

“He didn’t have those before,” Jenny sobbed. She clutched at the collar of her sweatshirt, wadding the material in her fists.

“Mr. Fischer,” Rafael asked, “did you have your hair in a ponytail yesterday evening?”

“What?” The father raised a dirty hand to the oily strings that hung loose around his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

Jenny said, “Yes, you did. I remember it was all coming out when you got here, when I called—” Her voice skipped like a needle on an old scratched record. “I called and called. Oh, my baby!” Twisting her neck, she buried her face in her husband’s shirt front.

Fred Fischer wrapped his arms around his wife, but his eyes were fixed on Sam. Tired, cold eyes. “Zack wandered off just as it got dark.” His tone was mechanical, as if he were repeating the information for the hundredth time. “And we never saw him again.”

It sounded so final. Feeling like she’d been kicked in the stomach, Sam returned to the picnic bench.

Rafael followed. “You said it was dark,” he theorized. “Maybe Fischer didn’t see you. Maybe you just thought he was waving. But you definitely saw Zack with this man?”

The boy disappearing down the narrow path, the brambles snagging her vest, holding her back. “Zack ran away from me, toward him. There was shrubbery between us. I just assumed . . .” Letting her words trail off, Sam lowered her head into her hands.

If Fischer hadn’t waved at her, then whom had he been signaling? Could Zack have darted down the left fork, to the river? If the silhouetted man wasn’t Fischer, then who—?

“You’re back?” a gravelly voice barked in Sam’s ear.

Kent and Rafael Castillo stiffened. Sam felt her own muscles clench, too. The speaker was an older woman with a severe iron gray bob and a rumpled National Park Service uniform. Meg Tanner, assistant superintendent.

Sam held out her hand. “Hi, Meg. I’m here writing some articles about how the cougars are doing. How are you?”

Tanner ignored Sam’s outstretched hand. “Been better.” She leveled a gnarled index finger at Rafael. “Castillo, I need you to take a report from Site 21.”

His square face brightened. “They see something?”

Tanner shook her head. “Another theft.”

“Why can’t these people lock up their stuff at night?” With a groan, Rafael pushed himself up from the picnic bench. He stalked away, muttering to himself.

“At least it’s not a gun this time,” Tanner said to his retreating back. She returned her gaze to Sam. “I thought you were up on the plateau. Didn’t we give you a special permit?”

“I was. And yes, you did.” Sam wondered for the fiftieth time if she’d done something during her summer employment here to piss Tanner off. “When I heard about the missing boy, I came down to see if I could help.”

“Good. We can use another experienced tracker.”

That was the closest thing to praise she’d ever received from the assistant superintendent.

“Just don’t try to be a hero,” Tanner added. “I know how you tend to go off on tangents.”

Tangents? Sam’s temper flared. Then she remembered that she was on a tangent of sorts right now. Save the Wilderness Fund was paying her to produce wildlife stories, and here she was, volunteering to search for a missing kid. “Yes, ma’am,” she replied.

“Stick around. Rescue 504—the Explorer Scouts—will be here any second; we’ll organize the second wave then.” Tanner walked a few steps, then turned back. “Coffee’s over there on the stove.” Her thumb jerked toward a picnic table close to the Fischers. “Help yourself.”

Tanner joined an overweight man in park service uniform. Sam recognized the bulky profile of Superintendent Jerry Thompson.

“I’m taking her up on that coffee.” Sam strode toward the table.

Kent followed. “You’ve obviously forgotten the Tanner touch.”

He was right. She had blanked out Tanner’s talent for producing sludge. The stuff tasted like asphalt.

Kent rubbed the back of his neck, pills of sweat-dampened dirt rolling up like mealy bugs under his fingertips. “Once I thought for sure I had Zack. I saw something moving on the river path. But it was only a raccoon.”

That reminded her. “I saw a ringtail last night.” A fellow wildlife biologist like Kent would appreciate the wonder of it.

“Cool. Wish it had been me.”

They walked back to the bench and sat down again. A muscle in Sam’s thigh started twitching. Aggravating. A reminder that she was out of shape. She’d spent way too much time behind a desk recently. She dug her knuckles into the offending area. “Did you find any evidence that Zack’s still in the park?” she asked in a low voice.

“We didn’t find any evidence that he’s not.” He looked at her sideways. “You think someone took him?”

“There was a man, I swear. And his father didn’t remember me.”

“Maybe he will later. None of us are processing too well at the moment. It’s been a long, long, long night.” Pressing his index fingers to his eyelids, he rubbed in circles.

Sam closed her own eyes, tried to relax the tension in her neck muscles. When she opened her eyes, she nearly jumped off her seat. Jenny Fischer stood less than a foot away, staring at her.

“Will you find him?” The woman’s blue eyes burned with pain. She held out a hand in supplication. “You know what my baby looks like.”

Sam took the woman’s cold fingers in her own warmer ones. She and Kent, lounging on a picnic bench, drinking coffee, must appear totally uncaring to this desperate mother.

Kent stood, put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Everyone’s looking for Zachary, Mrs. Fischer. Fresh volunteers like Sam here are coming to take over for those of us who have searched all night. And we’ll all be back this afternoon after we’ve gotten some sleep.”

Jenny withdrew her hand from Sam’s and twisted her fingers together, staring at some point in the middle distance.

“I was trying to light the stove.” Jenny’s voice was hoarse. “I didn’t have my eyes off Zack for more than a minute.” She pulled a small orange toy from the pocket of her sweatshirt.

Jenny held a tiny plastic truck with only three wheels. Sam blanched. Zack’s twuck. The
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