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CHAPTER 1

 


The shadows were growing long in the forest
as Barrett Monroe headed back to the car. He had all the
information he needed and was looking forward to a good night’s
rest. It was probably a good thirty miles to a hotel. Uncle Del was
waiting for a phone call but he hadn’t been able to get a signal
for hours. He’d lived in northwest Arkansas for several years, but
he’d never seen country as remote as the mountains in Madison
County. It was like traveling back in time sixty years or more.

An ATV would have made his job less
difficult, but he didn't want to attract attention. His permission
to be on the land was in his pocket - a letter of consent - but he
could easily run across someone who would shoot first and ask
questions later. If he was going to continue this new line of work,
he'd have to get used to that idea.

He’d been traveling one-lane dirt roads,
winding around mountains all afternoon. In that time, he’d met few
cars. As much as he enjoyed the wilderness, places like this made
the hair on the back of his neck stand up. It wasn't because it was
remote. He would have felt better if he had seen no indication of
human presence. That hadn't been the case. The ATV tracks were well
worn and they didn't branch out over the forest as they would if it
were hunters looking for a good spot. They all ended up in one
place - a hidden spot. It was hidden from aerial surveillance and
anyone on the road but they had made no attempt to conceal the path
leading there. This wasn't a place to be caught alone.

He had completed the observation. Now all he
needed to do was report. So far he had not seen a person. The owner
of the land was in Little Rock but it looked like someone was using
his cabin. There were chickens free-ranging in the yard, but there
were no vehicles. The roof was of rusted corrugated tin and there
was an old leaning privy behind the house. He saw no indication of
electricity. It would have to be a meager existence but it would
provide shelter for someone without a home. He wasn't foolish
enough to show up on their doorstep, but he'd let his boss know
someone was using the cabin.

Autumn was in full swing and brilliant yellow
hickory leaves contrasted with the deep red of sumac. Deep
purple-blue chicory, orange-yellow brown-eyed Susan and delicate
tickseed flowers all refused to submit to the chilly nights of the
season. The forest was still alive and incredibly beautiful.
Daytime temperatures were still comfortable, but it would be
different after the sun set.

The canopy changed with the seasons, but the
forest had a rhythm of its own. It didn't depend on mankind.
Mankind depended on the forest - man simply hadn't accepted that
yet. This was something he derived from a summer spent in a tree
house he built in his eighth year, but didn't understand until he
was older. In the months since the accident, he had begun to
understand that he had been hiding from the troubles of that year
ever since. His father had been unwilling to help him build the
tree house, which had caused a rift between his parents. It seemed
that they were always fighting, so he decided to build the tree
house by himself using lumber from an old shed that had been torn
down the year before.

The complexities of marriage were impossible
for a boy that young to understand. He wasn't sure when he
understood that he didn't cause the divorce, but it was years
later.

He pushed the thought from his mind. He
needed to stay focused. The forest could be a dangerous place. It
was a living entity in which lived not only harmless animals like
deer, squirrels and rabbits, but potentially dangerous animals like
bear, cougar and venomous serpents. Then there was the most
dangerous animal in the forest - man. Barrett always carried a
weapon for protection when he was in the forest, but he’d never
been an avid hunter. He understood the necessity of wildlife
management, but he’d rather shoot game with a camera. He had no
objection to legal hunting - or responsible logging, for that
matter. It was illegal and irresponsible activity that ruined
things for everyone else.

A degree in environmental science and a
bachelor’s degree in forestry had propelled Barrett toward his goal
of Forest Ranger. Unfortunately, a losing battle with a falling
tree had smashed that dream. It had taken him six months to recover
from the amputation and learn to walk using a prosthetic leg.
Consequently, he was staggering around trying to find new direction
in his mid twenties.

His mother had been supportive. Maybe that
was because she felt guilty about not being close to him after the
divorce. Now he could understand how lost she felt. Maybe fear of
repeating her mistake was what made him so determined now. There
was so much he was only beginning to understand.

Barrett was an only child - a source of
unearned pride to his mother and a disappointment to his father.
Last summer Uncle Del needed more lumberjacks and Barrett needed a
summer job to pay for college books. Uncle Del ran a clean honest
operation. They didn't clear cut and they replanted trees. Monroe
Lumber Company wasn't a big corporation, but it managed to stay in
the black year round. Uncle Del hadn’t hesitated a moment in hiring
him – not then and not now.

Barrett had never been close to his father,
and it wasn't likely he ever would be. Sometimes he wondered if
their personalities were incompatible. He never understood the
drive for personal wealth that kept his father away from his family
so much of the time. John Monroe was hardly a self made man. He
married money and used it to build his real estate business. He
hadn't been much of a father in some ways, but he had certainly
lived up to his financial responsibilities. He would have,
grudgingly, paid for Barrett's college education, but Barrett was
too stubborn to go that route and he refused to take money from his
mother. Like with the tree house, he wanted to control destiny by
doing it himself.

His father had used the accident as an
example of why he should have chosen the profession of a doctor or
lawyer. It was his way of saying 'I told you so.' That was the
mistake people made - thinking that they could control every aspect
of their life. If it hadn't been the tree, it probably would have
been something else. The important thing wasn't avoiding disaster.
It was how you dealt with disaster when it inevitably entered your
life.

Barrett had a good education and his physical
health was still improving. For that he was thankful. It could have
been a lot worse. There was no point wallowing in self-pity. Uncle
Del was feeling sorry enough for him. Uncle Del admitted he felt
responsible for the accident, but he insisted Barrett was selected
for the current job because of his education. No doubt his
knowledge of trees and the wilderness in general was an asset, but
Uncle Del couldn’t afford to pay someone to search the forest for
specific trees on a regular basis. He didn't fully understand why
Uncle Del decided to work with Logan, but he suspected the motive
was probably busy work.

His current job was dangerous. No one
pretended otherwise. Barrett was intrigued from the beginning. One
of the appeals of being a Forest Ranger had been the opportunity to
protect public land from lawbreakers. He didn’t know if he was
capable of the extent of subterfuge that would be required for this
job, and was frank about that concern from the beginning. Logan
assured him that he need only tell people he was looking for rare
trees. He would be driving a vehicle clearly marked with the lumber
company name. He was only supposed to observe and report.

Logan had always wanted him as a partner.
Barrett had no training as a Private Investigator, but Logan’s
logic about his experience being an asset was sound. He was
trustworthy and woods wise, but more importantly, his presence in
this kind of country was believable. Barrett knew enough about the
lumber business to convince anyone that he was actually searching
for a stand of hardwood. He'd found enough quality lumber to
satisfy an order. The use of Uncle Del’s company vehicle provided a
convincing cover.

A man had come to Logan with his meager life
savings wanting him to investigate what he believed to be the
murder of his son. Logan was one of those investigators who worked
with the police and this case was not an active crime file. The
young man had died in an auto accident and there was nothing to
indicate it was murder – nothing except a possible connection to
drugs. The accident had been in a remote area of Madison County,
Arkansas. It was mountainous and shrouded in heavy forest. What
Logan needed was someone who had a reason to be there and
knowledgeable about the forest.

Barrett reached the car and paused a moment,
digging the keys from his pocket. His idle gaze was drawn to the
magnetic sign on the car door. “Monroe Lumber Company, Ft Smith,
Arkansas," he read in a quiet voice. At least he was official.

He climbed into the car and pulled the door
shut. Pulling the pistol and holster from his shoulder, he shoved
it under the driver’s seat. That wasn’t the best place for it, but
in this kind of country, it felt safer. He had a permit to carry it
but he had been cautioned not to trust the local law.

Starting the engine, he turned the vehicle
around and headed back toward the main road. He didn’t want to get
stuck on this road at night. He pressed harder on the
accelerator.

He had barely gone a half mile when movement
in the brush beside the road sent his foot to the brake pedal. A
doe and fawn leaped from the brush into the road, directly in his
path. He instinctively jerked the steering wheel to the side,
slamming on the brakes. The tires were unable to get enough
traction on the loose dirt and rocks and the rear end of the car
slid to the left, sending the front end off the edge of the
road.

Pumping the brakes did little good on the
dusty road. Momentum sent the vehicle plunging down a steep
embankment. Once out of control, there was little he could do but
try to avoid personal injury. The car bounced over clumps of brush
and rocks, careening wildly down the steep slope. A canyon yawned
ahead, dark and threatening. He frantically turned the steering
wheel; hoping brush would stop his descent. The car crashed through
the brush and slammed into a tree. The seatbelt and air bag
prevented him from going through the windshield, but his head hit
the driver's side window with a solid thump. His last cognizant
thought was that no one knew where he was.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Mary Jo dozed on the back of Ol' Ned as he
plodded down the narrow dirt road. Even the mule seemed bored with
his exercise routine. Every day they traveled up the road two and a
half miles - careful to stay shy of the Hudson place – and back
again to the barn. They used to travel the road in the opposite
direction, even though it came to an end in less than a mile. From
that point they entered the serene beauty of Pa's 80-acre
wilderness behind the house. But that was before Jim Bob died in a
car wreck - before the forest was invaded. Now at the point where
the road ended, ATV trails sprawled out like the legs of a spider,
and two legged animals spun a web of evil deeds. Pa never was one
to run people off of his land - not that he was home long enough to
protest. The poachers were bad enough, but there were worse goings
on in those hills of late. If Pa knew, he never let on. Maybe he
thought it was safer for his family if he feigned ignorance.

She sighed. If the land was only hers…but it
wasn't, and nothing was going to change as long as Pa was the only
one earning money. Clarksville was only thirty miles to the south,
but it might as well be a thousand for someone without a vehicle.
Her only alternative was to move to Clarksville and get an
apartment close enough so that she could walk to work. Of course,
that would mean leaving Ma all alone on the mountain with Billy Ray
while Pa was away for weeks at a time. Ma didn’t seem to mind. She
liked the isolation – maybe mostly because Billy Ray was
developmentally delayed. He was the third child, and the issue was
something called the Rh factor. Mary Jo didn’t completely
understand, but it was something about conflicting blood types. Ma
was Rh negative and Pa was Rh positive. Billy Ray was Rh positive.
Apparently it was rare to have such a severe case and they didn’t
catch it because Ma didn’t go to the doctor during pregnancy. The
hospital should have caught it, but they had Ma’s blood type
recorded wrong. Pa was a carpenter and he traveled to where the
jobs were. He barely made enough to put food on the table.
Insurance was a luxury they couldn’t afford. That was the case when
Ma was a kid and broke her leg. They didn't know it was broken.
They just took care of her the best they could. Now she walked with
a limp.

Mary Jo leaned back, sprawling over Ol' Ned's
wide back. Above them a mighty oak tree formed a canopy of bronze
leaves.

"Purdy as a brides weddin’ veil," she
whispered.

If she was ever going to gain independence,
she would have to leave this place. After Jim Bob’s death, Pa was
even more protective of his only daughter. Why couldn't he realize
that she was old enough to take care of herself now? Maybe she
didn't know much about the world beyond these hills, (and to be
perfectly honest, nothing she'd seen in school had led her to
believe she wanted to either), but even a dumb bird knew it
couldn't spend the rest of its life in the nest. All the other high
school seniors had jobs or were going to college. Some were even
married. What did she have? She was going on twenty-two and still
totally dependent on her parents. Here it was, two years after
graduation, and she still had no job prospects - not even a breath
of hope.

The smell of disturbed earth invaded her
senses. Ol' Ned snorted, stepping to the side so fast she almost
lost her seat. She straightened on his bare back and glanced
around. Someone must have driven through here recently, and yet no
one had passed her on the road. That meant they had been back in
the hills behind the house. Who and why? She glanced around
nervously. She and Ma had been canning, so her ride had been
delayed. It was getting late, and this was no place to be caught
alone.

She started to rein Ol' Ned around and that
was when she saw the tracks. Furrows, actually - and they led to
the side of the road. She stiffened as she realized the tracks went
beyond the road - not the tracks of an ATV, but those of a vehicle
sliding out of control. She nudged Ned to the side of the road and
craned her neck to see down into the deepening shadows of the
hollow. The dust was still settling around something down there.
Her stomach felt queasy. How many more people would die on this
spot before people learned to slow down?

She dismounted, the worn heels of her western
boots sinking into the churned earth. When she saw the deer tracks,
she felt immediate empathy for the driver. Evidently someone had
tried to avoid hitting the deer.

She tethered Ol' Ned to a tree. "You stay
here, boy. I think I saw a fender down yonder. I'd best go down
there and take a look-see."

She paused briefly at the lip of the hollow.
Bitter memories lay down there - memories of an older brother who
had met an untimely and shameful fate. Yet someone down there might
need her help - help she hadn't been available to dispense a year
ago.

Sucking in a deep breath, she plunged over
the edge. The mouth of the hollow was so steep that she had to
slide through the vines on her backside. It was a good place for
snakes. All the same, she hugged the ground, knowing what lay in
wait if her rapid descent got out of control. Her fingers came in
contact with something strange and when she looked to see what it
was, she gasped. It was a magnetic sign - probably ripped off the
vehicle as it tore through the brush.

"Monroe Lumber Company," she read in an
acidic tone.

For a shameful instant she was tempted to
crawl back up the hill and leave the unwelcome intruder to his
fate. She couldn't do that, of course - and he did try to avoid a
deer.

Following the trail of battered trees and
tortured vines, she found the car resting against a tree. A man
with a receding hairline was slumped over the wheel, obviously
unconscious...maybe worse.

Reaching the side of the vehicle, she stood
and dusted her backside while she peered into the car. She tapped
the window.

"Mister? Are you all right?"

The dark form didn't move. She tried the
door, but the front fender was jammed back far enough to put the
door in a bind. The windshield was cracked, but still intact.
Working her way over the tangled brush, she finally managed to
reach the far side of the car. There was no damage to that side,
but the car was resting so close to the edge of the cliff that
there was barely enough room for a person to squeeze by an open
door. Dragging the man out that side would be impossible. Still,
maybe she could help him - if she could get inside the vehicle.

She paused behind the car, staring over the
edge of the cliff into the rocky ravine twenty feet below -
remembering another time that a car had slid down this way. Only
that time the driver wasn't lucky enough to be snagged by a tree.
She held off a landslide of bitter memories with a wall of reality.
There was nothing she could do about the past, but today a man was
in desperate need of her help.

She carefully made her way along the side of
the vehicle and tried the door. It was locked - or maybe the latch
was stuck. She jerked on the door and it flew open, jerking her
forward. She clung desperately to the door, her feet scrambling for
a foot hold on the edge of the cliff. Dirt and rocks plunged over
the cliff before she finally regained her footing and scrambled
into the car. There she sat for a moment, willing her racing heart
to slow. Finally she leaned over and touched the man's
shoulder.

"Mister? Can you hear me?"

When he didn’t respond, she hesitantly felt
his neck. His pulse was strong and he was breathing. She leaned
forward, peering up at his face. His nose was bleeding and a
trickle of blood oozed from his scalp. She probably shouldn't move
him - not that it was an option anyway. He was a big man, broad of
shoulder and maybe six-four. It was hard to tell with him slumped
over that way. At five-eight, she was no shrimp - and she was
strong as a mule to boot - but there was no way she'd be able to
drag the man from the vehicle. She needed help. That thought
frightened her worse than the cliff. The nearest phone was six
miles down the road - in the opposite direction from home. Ma would
be worried - and with good cause.

A deep moan interrupted her thoughts and the
man turned his head. She leaned over him, her voice eager with
relief.

"Mister, can you hear me?" she repeated.

His eyelids fluttered and finally opened.
Huge pupils shrank away from gray-green irises in protest of the
light. The eyes that focused on her face were blank for a moment,
and then gradually gained comprehension. He lifted his head from
the wheel, exposing an ugly purple bruise that ran from his temple
down to one high cheekbone. His features were drawn and his skin
looked sallow in spite of its dark weathered surface.

All these things she absorbed in an instant -
and more. In spite of his balding head and miniature crow's feet,
he was obviously a young man – a good looking one at that.

He tried to straighten and winced at the
effort. He touched the bruised spot and moaned. "Where am I?" he
asked in a weak voice as he groped for the release on the seat
belt.

She guided his hand to the button. "You’re
about thirty feet down in a holler. Are you bad hurt?

He released the seat belt and felt the
bruised area again. "My head feels like it's exploding."

"You’ve got a real bad bruise. I reckon you
got a concussion. Can you climb out of the car by yourself?"

He tried the door. "Jammed," he groaned.

"I know," she said, sliding off the seat to
the ground. "You'll have to get out this side - but watch it.
There's a cliff about three feet from the car." She waited for him
beside the car. He might need assistance.

He held his head with one hand as he clumsily
made his way to the other side of the car. He gripped the seat as
he scrambled out of the car and stumbled a moment. Finally he stood
- an unsteady lean figure staring over the edge of the cliff.

"Geez," he finally said. The word came out
with a rush of air. He looked pale.

"Mister," she prodded him. "We'd best get up
that there hill. It's fixin' to get dark here dreckly."

His absent gaze shifted to her. "Monroe," he
said without emotion. "Barrett Monroe."

She frowned. “Barrett? What kinda name is
that?”

“Family name,” he mumbled. “Just call me
Monroe if it bothers you.”

She gave him a brusque nod and turned away,
working her way back around the car. There she turned and watched
him as he stumbled after her. Was he in any condition to walk at
all?

He finally made it around the car and
squinted up the hill.

"I might be able to hook the wench to a tree
and pull the car out of here." He staggered around through the
brush and inspected the front of the car. He grimaced.

"Front end is tore all to heck." Again he
squinted up the hill into the setting sun. "Long way up," he
commented with a grimace. He took a step toward the hill and caught
one foot in a tangle of vines, falling to the ground like a sack of
feed.

Instinctively Mary Joe moved toward him to
help, but he quickly scrambled to his feet - too quickly. His
angular features paled and he gasped, holding his head as he rocked
with agony. Without warning, he leaned forward and retched.

Her stomach gave an unpleasant lurch and she
looked away. "Are you sure you can make it up that there hill?
Maybe I should oughta go somewheres and call the police while you
sit here and..."

"No.” His voice was terse. "I can make it.
Just lead the way. I'll follow."

She shrugged. He might as well give it a try.
It would be dark before she could hope to get any help. In his
condition, he might wander off and get lost. She started up the
hill, grabbing at limbs and thick vines to assist her assent.
Monroe followed without a single complaint - even when he lost his
footing and slid several feet back down the hill. He was no
mountain climber; that was for sure. Never had she seen a man go at
a hill in such a clumsy way. Was he simply that clumsy, or was his
head injury that bad?

She scrambled the last few feet to the road
and turned, extending him a helping hand.

He ignored her hand and finally managed to
stagger up to the road. There he stopped, head in hands, and
glanced around in an agonized daze.

"Where's your car?"

Warmth crawled up her neck. “If I'da been
driving a car, I probly wouldn't have noticed that somebody skidded
off the road." She pointed at Ol' Ned, who was tugging at his
tether. "Right there's the only ride you're likely to get."

Man and beast eyed each other with obvious
suspicion. Ol' Ned wasn't right fond of strangers, and Monroe
didn't look very impressed either. Still clinging to his head, the
timber man shifted his tortured gaze to her, imploring her in a
timid voice.

"Maybe you could ride for help?"

Mary Joe stared at him. Was he hurt bad
enough to risk riding up to the Hudson place? All the moisture
abandoned her mouth.

He eyed her with a hopeful expression. "I'd
be glad to pay you."

Her fear morphed into disgust. "Mister, it
ain't gonna do you no good to flash money under my nose. I ain't
impressed. I'll help you ‘cause you need help."

His eyes gained a little life and the thin
mouth turned up at one corner. "Barrett, not Mister - and I didn't
mean to insult you. How far is it to the nearest phone?"

She pointed down the road. "That way, about
six miles. The phone lines ain't got this far yet."

He looked disappointed. What about the house
back this way?" he asked, jerking a thumb in the other
direction.

"That's where I live, but we ain't got no
phone."

He nodded. "Do you have a car? It didn't look
like anyone was home."

So he had been back that way. She shook her
head. "Pa has the car right now, and don't get no ideas about
talking to Ma about that timber, neither. I reckon that's what you
was doin’ back there – lookin’ to buy timber. You was trespassing,
you know."

His expression lay somewhere between annoyed
and cautious.

"No, I didn't know," he said hesitantly. "It
looked pretty well traveled."

"Yeah, no one else seems to know neither - or
care."

He pulled a cell phone from his hip
pocket.

"That ain't gonna work up here," she
said.

"I haven't been able to get a signal most of
the day. Don't you have any towers around here?"

"It's the mountains," she said. "We got
towers. They just don't do us no good here." She pointed to a peak.
"You can get a signal up yonder."

He frowned. "How far is that?"

She shrugged. "Maybe eight miles, if you was
to walk straight over there, but you can't. There's a canyon
between us. It takes several hours to















































































cover.jpg
Linda Louse Rigsbee'





