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      Dr. Sophie Armstrong just got her first big win after a year of setbacks. An ecologist at Riverbend’s Indiana Polytechnic, she lands a partnership with Wilderness Watch, a leader in remote surveillance, to commercialize remote wildlife cameras. Everything is on the line—her career, her department’s financial future, and her reputation. This is Sophie’s last chance to prove she isn’t anything like her wildlife-smuggling, law-breaking family members who were very publicly arrested in Riverbend.

      Special Agent Blake Evans and his K-9 partner, Ranger, are ready to settle down. They’ve spent the past several years investigating arson to prevent wildfires, and life on the road isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. When a job offer comes from Riverbend K-9 Academy, Blake jumps at the opportunity to train other agents and finally put down some roots in the small Indiana town.

      When Sophie finds a gun repair kit as she’s setting cameras in the woods, she doesn’t think much of it…until she gets back to Riverbend and her cameras malfunction. Amidst injuries, fires, and unexplained data deletions, she’s in over her head. As much as she would rather avoid the FBI, she soon realizes that Blake and his playful Labrador retriever are exactly what she needs. With no time to spare, Sophie, Blake, and Ranger must team up to protect the people and wilderness they love.
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      Sophie Armstrong glanced at her GPS, then back at the narrow game trail cutting its way through the dense woods ahead. Still on course. A light breeze rustled the trees, and the bright blue sky peeked through gaps in the forest canopy. She pushed a low-hanging branch out of the way, stepped past it, and it snapped back into place behind her. After several days of setting up wildlife camera traps as a team, this solo mission to plant one of her cameras was giving her the chance to truly appreciate the quiet majesty of Glacier National Park. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the sort of fresh air she could only find miles from the nearest city.

      A loud crack broke the quiet, and Sophie stumbled over a rock. She caught herself, then froze, waiting to see if the noise would repeat. Something large was crashing its way through the forest, snapping branches in its path. On the plus side, the sound was far enough away that she shouldn’t be in any danger. Unless it got closer. She rested a hand on the canister of bear spray clipped onto her belt loop.

      A few moments later, the forest quieted again. Perhaps it wasn’t an animal after all. A boulder could have come loose. An image of a large rock breaking through the trees in front of her flashed through her mind. Sophie heard the noise again, this time further away. Whatever it was, it was moving. And definitely not a boulder. And, luckily, it didn’t sound like it was headed in her direction.

      Sophie waited a full three minutes before resuming her hike, giving whatever it was ample time to leave the area. Perhaps a young grizzly had misjudged the strength of a tree, sending it and tree debris flying with its error. She hadn’t encountered a grizzly bear on this trip, but the charismatic megafauna were abundant in the photos at the visitor center. The photos were gorgeous, but she had no intention of letting something that large and powerful stumble across her. Particularly when she was alone. However, if all went well, she’d soon be able to get a picture of her own with one of her camera traps. “Hey, bear!” she shouted, more tentatively than she intended. She cleared her throat and tried again, louder.

      Content that no megafauna, charismatic or otherwise, were around, she took a deep breath, willing the adrenaline to fade so she could get back to enjoying her surroundings. Working in environments like Glacier National Park was a perk that came with her leadership role in the Indiana Polytechnic wildlife camera project. Even if it had also come with more drama than she, or really anyone, needed at work. The light summer breeze in her hair, the hint of fresh pine, and the rustling of leaves almost made up for the stress of the past several months.

      Sophie stepped over a fallen log and spotted a tree just the right height and location for Camera #11. She paused another moment to ensure there wouldn’t be any animals crashing through the underbrush. An unexpected encounter was always a risk in the wilderness. But a risk worth taking when the alternative was being stuck behind a desk all day, talking about the flora and fauna she loved instead of actually studying it. Her Ph.D. research to improve trail cameras had required substantial fieldwork and naturally blossomed into a professional career as an ecology professor at Indiana Polytechnic, cultivating a partnership with a respected wildlife monitoring company. Not to mention, it served as irrefutable proof to her hometown of Riverbend that she could contribute to its success. Sophie pulled a camera from her bag, checking it for damage. She marked the location on her GPS, secured the strap to the tree, and called out, “Hey, bear!” one more time. As much as she loved being outdoors, nature had to be respected for the danger it could present. And Sophie was the first to tell her students they shouldn’t surprise nature when nature was baring teeth and claws.

      Sophie popped open the front of the camera, pushed a button, and waited for the flashing light that indicated a solid connection to the satellite network. Not long ago, the robust little camera was just an idea scattered in pieces on a mechanical engineering professor’s lab bench. Their reliability had improved considerably, but her memories of the days with spotty connections weren’t distant enough to make her complacent. The rest of her team had moved on after graduation, but she stayed to turn their research into commercially available cameras sold by Wilderness Watch, a for-profit enterprise that sold their technology to anyone from nature enthusiasts to government conservation organizations. Wilderness Watch wanted the best possible camera design for the least possible cost, and Sophie’s team had delivered.

      Once satisfied the connection with the satellite network was solid, Sophie snapped the front of the camera shut. It was pointed at a tall spruce tree along the game trail, the animal equivalent of a highway system. The connectivity light was a handy new feature but had cost a little extra. However, having a paying customer justified the extra bells and whistles. Including more intelligent code and smart uploads that only occurred after the software filtered out junk images. Indiana Polytechnic had been more than generous with Sophie’s time, even offering to cover the class she’d been teaching over the summer to give her more time to support their partnership with Wilderness Watch. She bit back a smile. IP was a not-for-profit, sure, but they too had bills to pay and press releases to write. Since they got a cut of the proceeds of every camera, sending their newest ecology professor to Glacier National Park with Wilderness Watch was a no-brainer.

      Sophie gave the camera an affectionate pat. She checked one last time around the tree to make sure no moose were in the area. Inexperienced researchers were often pathologically afraid of bears, and fair enough, but moose were actually the more injurious species. Surprisingly foul tempered for plant-eaters, she jokingly called them North American Forest Hippos, thanks to their size and territorial behavior. Perhaps, since they were both in the order Artiodactyla, they might even be extremely distant cousins. Her brother, Everett, simply said the North American Forest Hippo had an unchecked rage issue, but that wasn’t terribly scientific.

      Once Sophie was sure she wouldn’t get trampled by any of the grouchier creatures of the forest, she gave her camera a tug. It didn’t budge. Camera #11 was ready to go. Now came the hard part: leaving the camera unsupervised long enough to collect data. She’d planted cameras countless times, but it never got easier to put distance between herself and her work.

      Sophie shouted, “Hey, bear!” automatically as she turned to head back to the rendezvous point. She walked along the game trail and paused at a bend to take in the view. Despite having to haul to haul the extra weight of the cameras on the outward journey, the trip had soothed her soul in a way almost nothing else could. She checked her watch, and then her GPS again. Another hour before her team met up for the return journey, and she was less than a quarter of a mile from their gathering place. As much as she’d like to linger, she didn’t want her team to worry. They mostly traveled together for safety, but they’d had to split up to cover the entire area with designated meet-up times. Amelia Fernandez, the product development manager from Wilderness Watch, had split the most challenging hikes with her, and her last location wasn’t far from Sophie’s. Over the past several months, they’d formed the sort of friendship that developed when working closely to solve challenging problems. Her student, Theo, had split his share of less technical hikes with Terry Durand, the CEO of Wilderness Watch, who had joined them for a day of installing cameras. Terry had arrived via helicopter instead of hiking with the team, but his gesture of support was still appreciated.

      Sophie took another step along the game trail. Something heavy was moving in the forest again. The sound was too fast, breaking branches and causing rocks to tumble down the steep slopes near the trail. Then, a woman’s scream. Amelia. She sprinted along the trail as fast as she could without falling. “Amelia!” she shouted, breathing hard. No answer. Impossibly, she picked up the pace. Too many minutes later, and out of breath, she spotted her friend lying on the trail. Blood covered her face and smeared across her arm. Sophie squatted down and touched Amelia’s shoulder.

      “Amelia? Amelia!” Sophie shouted, her hand tense over Amelia’s arm. She didn’t want to touch her, but she didn’t know how else to wake her. “Amelia?”

      Finally, Amelia’s eyes opened, unfocused. “Sophie?”

      Sophie slumped. Amelia was awake. She knew who she was. Sophie scanned her for the source of her injuries. She had a substantial gash on her arm and her hair had come loose from her ponytail. Her face was scratched, but the amount of blood in her black hair was even more alarming. “Amelia, are you okay? Where else are you injured?”

      “Just my arm. And my head. I think. I can’t remember.” Amelia blinked, her movements slow and careful.

      “Don’t move, okay? Do you know where you are?” Sophie pulled a first aid kit out of her backpack. “What day is it?”

      “Yes.” Amelia winced. “We’re hiking in Glacier National Park. And it’s…Saturday, July something, but I’m terrible at remembering days. It’s the day my clumsiness must have caught up with me. The last thing I remember was setting up the camera…then Terry running up to ask if I was okay.”

      Sophie looked around. There was no sign of the CEO of Wilderness Watch. She hoped he’d run for help. And Amelia hadn’t imagined he’d been there.

      “I think I’m okay.” Amelia made a move to sit up.

      Sophie put a hand out. “No, don’t move. I don’t know what happened to your head.”

      “Really, I’m fine.” She blinked, too slow. “Sorry to frighten you.”

      “Don’t worry about me. Let me take a look before you sit up, okay?” Sophie put on a pair of gloves from her tiny first aid kit and found gauze to press against the exposed wound on the back of Amelia’s head. It was hard to judge the extent of her injuries without moving her neck or back. And she had other problems. Amelia held the gauze in place with her good arm, and Sophie gently rolled Amelia’s sleeve up and away from the large wound on her forearm. She gasped at the depth of the cut.

      A group of people came jogging towards them, a cacophony of noise and voices. The team, led by a very real Terry with the emergency medical bag in hand, arrived just in time. Theo was close behind, staring open-mouthed at Amelia. Sophie could have hugged them both. “Am I glad to see you, Terry. I was worried Amelia had imagined you here. We need to call this in. She can’t wait to get this treated.” Amelia winced and Sophie gently parted Amelia’s hair for a closer look at the head injury. She breathed a sigh of relief. All the blood seemed to be coming from a fairly minor wound. However, the wound was on top of a large and concerning bump. “You have a head injury. We need to get you checked for a concussion.”

      “I’m okay.” Amelia’s voice sounded more distant. Her eyes rolled back for half a second and refocused.

      Sophie patted her shoulder. “Of course you are.” Worry gathered in her throat. “Now, please, Terry.” He gave her a quick nod and grabbed his satellite phone.

      Theo snapped out of his daze and started rooting through the medical kit. He gave Sophie wound wash and roll of gauze without her asking. “Here you go, boss.”

      Sophie reached for the supplies. “Thank you.” She did her best to get the dirt out of Amelia’s cuts and wrapped her arm to staunch the bleeding. Her face wounds looked bad but weren’t deep. Theo stood guard over them, making sure the rest of the team gave them space. A few minutes later, Sophie snapped her gloves off. It was a far cry from the medical care Amelia would receive at a hospital, but she’d done everything she’d learned from her field first aid class. She squeezed Amelia’s hand. “We’re getting you help. It’s just going to take a few minutes.”

      Amelia’s eyes fluttered closed and Sophie bit back her panic, shooting a look at Terry. He checked his watch. “They’re on their way.”

      A few minutes later, the entire team had joined them. Sophie’s heart was still racing a little faster than usual, but there was nothing to do but wait. Which somehow felt more difficult than treating Amelia’s injuries. Amelia was still lying down, clutching her arm, face pale. Sophie looked around, desperate to do something, anything, while they waited for the helicopter. “Um, was everyone successful?”

      Theo cleared his throat. “I got all three cameras set up. They registered as connected, but we’ll have to see if all the pictures make it to the server once we get service. No reason they wouldn’t, but I’ll feel better once I know my code is working.”

      Sophie patted his shoulder. “I’m sure you will. But it’s good for our new tech guru to get some real-world experience away from his computer.”

      “Anytime.” Theo smiled. “I wasn’t dumb enough to turn down a hiking trip to Glacier National Park. I can’t believe this counts as work.” Theo’s full name was Theodore Edward Winston III, but, understandably, he asked every professor at the beginning of the semester to just call him Theo. Because of his strong work ethic and quiet nature, most people didn’t realize his dad was an internet-famous founder and CEO of a large security company that did business with Wilderness Watch. Sophie had hired him based on his coding skill and only connected the dots when his dad’s name was dropped by Indiana Polytechnic leadership in a meeting. She didn’t care who his parents were, as long as he did the work to a high standard, and so far, that was exactly what he had done. And, importantly, he didn’t think he was above building a campfire or eating meals from pouches in the wilderness.

      “Yeah, getting to work in nature helps make up for all the less glamorous prototyping we had to do to get here. Or, in your case, coding.” Sophie stole a glance at Amelia. She didn’t look worse. But she certainly didn’t look any better. She refocused on her student. “And don’t get too excited. You’re going to be the first person I call if something goes wrong with the code.”

      “I think I’m willing to risk it. Worst-case scenario, I have to take another trip out here to ‘troubleshoot.’” Theo used air quotes. He was mostly hiding his nerves like Sophie, but he kept shifting his weight from foot to foot. “Too bad the Wilderness Watch intern got all the parts shipped to us in time. I could have had an excuse to take another trip.”

      Terry lifted his eyebrows. The CEO of Wilderness Watch probably wasn’t used to the informal nature of working with college students. However, she wouldn’t hold Terry’s discomfort against him. It was the first time she’d ever known a CEO to volunteer for the hands-on work. Even if he’d taken a little extra time to make sure his team got photos of him setting up cameras. He did some actual work, sure, but shots of the head of Wilderness Watch placing their newest camera in a gorgeous location was good PR. With an amused glint in his eye, he ventured to contribute to the conversation. “I’m glad Paxton could come to IP to help out. He’s new but dedicated.”

      Sophie tapped a hand against her leg. The team’s banter was helping pass the time, but she wouldn’t be able to relax until someone more capable had examined Amelia. She tried to think of more small talk, but words failed her. What felt like ages later, the pulsing sound of a helicopter broke through the silent worry of the group and landed in a nearby clearing. After that, it was a blur of activity: The small rescue team getting Amelia onto a backboard and into the helicopter safely. Sophie stayed well back until the search and rescue team made their way to the helicopter. Her team followed, and she brought up the rear.

      On the way to the helicopter, Sophie noticed Amelia’s pack and contents scattered along the path. Theo and Terry were well ahead, supervising Amelia’s extraction. Sophie gathered the items that had gone flying when Amelia fell. She put the water bottle, a small container of hand sanitizer, and one of their cameras back in Amelia’s now-torn backpack and threw it over her shoulder. A plastic box she didn’t recognize lay a little further off the path, too big to fit into the remaining space in Amelia’s backpack. She picked it up, and it was heavier than she expected. And covered in duct tape. Sophie shook her head. Someone probably left it out in the wilderness when they were hiking. Even this far out, they ran across people who didn’t understand the importance of pack in/pack out. She usually chalked up the empty food wrappers to ignorance and not malice, but this was not an empty food wrapper. She huffed a sigh. She had space in her own bag, so slipped it inside. By the time she made it back, Amelia was loaded into the helicopter.

      Only one person was allowed to join Amelia, and Terry gestured at Sophie. She climbed into the only tiny seat available, buckling in with shaking fingers. The rest of the search and rescue team was behind her, taking care of their patient. She kept herself facing dutifully forward to give Amelia privacy. And maybe because she wasn’t sure she could see the blood all over her friend without panic welling up afresh. The helicopter ate up the distance it had taken them days to hike, and she got a view of the park tourists dreamed of. The chaotic activity behind her eventually settled to a low hum. Relief washed through her, and the shock that had been keeping her upright began to wear off. Hot tears flowed down her cheeks. Before she knew it, they had landed outside a small field hospital. Amelia was taken off the helicopter, and Sophie quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and released her buckle after the main rotor had stopped. Once Amelia was clear of the aircraft, most of the search and rescue team followed. One man stayed, turning to offer a hand to help her out. She took it gratefully. “Thank you. For everything.”

      A smile reached his warm hazel eyes. “It’s no trouble, ma’am. Your friend is in good hands. We’re always glad when a rescue ends well.” He squeezed her hand, and a little bolt of electricity shot up her arm.

      Sophie quickly withdrew her hand. This was not the right time for whatever that was. “I’m glad too.” She caught herself staring at him and looked away quickly. “I bet Terry is glad he bought the emergency insurance. I wouldn’t want to see the bill from an emergency air ambulance.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, that’s probably the wrong thing to say.”

      He laughed. “Technically accurate, though.” He studied her. “You must be one of the researchers. The rangers mentioned your team was setting cameras for Wilderness Watch?”

      “Guilty as charged.” Sophie’s shoulders started to relax, and she eyed him suspiciously. “Are you trying to get me to calm down by talking to me?” She noticed movement at his side and startled. “Oh! You have a dog! How did I not notice that?”

      He gave her an easy smile. “You had other things on your mind. This is my partner, Ranger.” Ranger wagged his tail. He wore a vest that read SEARCH AND RESCUE.

      “Well, hello. I’m sure you’re a very good boy.” She felt her face warm. “The dog, I mean. Ranger.” Sophie blinked a few times. “I’m sorry, my brain is broken.”

      Ranger wagged his tail. He was a light yellow color and wore a green camouflage collar. “Understandable, under the circumstances. I’m just glad we didn’t have to go looking for your friend. It’s always a good day when Ranger and I aren’t needed.”

      “Am I allowed to pet him?”

      “Sure. He’s off duty now. It’s okay, Ranger.”

      Ranger’s thick tail started swinging at top speed, and Sophie squatted to greet him. He leaned into her, nearly knocking her over. “Well, hey there, buddy. Aren’t you sweet?” She scratched him under the chin and he wriggled into her. She would have given anything to sit on the ground and cuddle the stranger’s dog for half an hour or so, but she made herself rise. “I should go check on Amelia.”

      “It’ll be a while before you can visit. In the meantime, let’s get you something to drink and a blanket. Then you can see to your friend.” His calm confidence soothed her frayed nerves. And his adorable dog didn’t hurt either.

      Sophie smiled at him. “You’re good at this. How long have you worked at Glacier?”

      “I’m just passing through, actually. I was in the office when the team got your call. Ranger and I came along just in case. You never know what you might walk into on a rescue.” They walked side by side, and she relaxed into his presence. He was several inches taller than her, with brown hair and a bit of dark stubble, like it had been a few days since he’d shaved. He led her into the small hospital waiting area. Instead of leaving, he gave her a thin blanket and a cup of coffee. Slowly, the tension in her neck and back began to dissipate. Ranger plopped his head on her knee, and she petted him absently. The coffee was terrible, but somehow, she felt a little bit better.

      After a few minutes of easy conversation, a man with dark hair and a substantial brown mustache poked his head into the waiting area. “Blake? Boss is here, wants an update before you go. You busy?”

      He looked back at her. As much as she’d like to keep making small talk with the reassuring stranger, he had a job to do. She gave him a reluctant smile and waved him away. “I’ll be fine. Thank you. For everything.”
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      After more hours of travel than she cared to count, Sophie parked her little orange SUV down the street from Bridges pub in Riverbend, Indiana. Every trip to deploy field cameras was unique, but this had been her first with a medical emergency. At least Amelia had managed to avoid a serious infection, thanks to the quick extraction by the SAR team and subsequent stitch up at the field hospital. She would likely have some temporary limitations because of her concussion, but Sophie hadn’t heard anything else since leaving Glacier National Park. Sophie herself hadn’t quite recovered from the ordeal. In all honesty, she’d rather have been hurt than sitting in the tiny waiting room, drinking burned coffee out of a paper cup and wishing that sweet dog was still resting his chin on her knee. Once the rest of her team returned to the ranger station on foot, she’d finally stopped worrying about them. Even better, her cameras were now successfully sending images. She’d even spotted a few pictures of North American Forest Hippos the last time she’d refreshed the website.

      Sophie hefted her strong, but now very dirty, camping backpack out of her trunk. She slung it over one shoulder and walked up the stairs to her new apartment. There was something very comforting about having her own place. Even though she’d only been living in the cozy little apartment above Bridges for a few weeks, it looked like she’d lived there for years. Comfy furniture and her favorite photos of flora and fauna made it feel like home. Animals got much of the attention in research, but her photographs were well-balanced between charismatic megafauna and the less celebrated, but equally important, flora side of her ecology degree. Next to the photo of a mother moose and her calf taken at twilight, she’d hung a photo of a patch of black-eyed Susans taken on her family’s farm. Before she’d pursued a degree in ecology, and long before it was common practice, her mom had planted native plants in colorful groupings around the farmhouse. Black-eyed Susans were her favorites, followed closely by the wispy purple prairie blazing star. A picture of a swallowtail butterfly on the prairie blazing star in front of her family’s old log cabin hung on the wall opposite of the washer and dryer. She eyed the folding doors to the washer and dryer. Laundry could wait until tomorrow.

      Sophie thunked her backpack on the ground, and it rattled. She furrowed her brow and opened it. The odd duct taped container was still inside, shoved to the side. She’d forgotten to throw it in a garbage can before she left Montana. Sophie lifted it out and almost threw it straight into the garbage, but curiosity got the better of her. She cut through the duct tape, opened the lid, and a piece of paper fell out. A series of numbers and letters were scrawled on the paper, but they didn’t make any sense. She set them aside and studied the contents. If the components weren’t so well made, she might think it was a children’s toy set. Then she lifted a piece and squinted at it. A part with a tiny round cylinder almost looked like the firing pin from her dad’s hunting rifle. There were other recognizable small metal components, like a first aid kit for guns. No wonder it was so heavy. She’d seen a lot of things in the wilderness, but this was a new one. Panic bubbled up inside her. She’d been so focused on Amelia that she hadn’t even checked what was in her bag. She’d accidentally brought gun parts through an airport—it was a minor miracle that there hadn’t been bullets in the box, or she would have had a very uncomfortable conversation with airport security. Sophie tucked the box back into her bag and took a deep breath. Her friends at the Riverbend K-9 Academy would help her figure out what to do. But she’d hit her quota of problems for the past few days. She could deal with the trail garbage later.

      Sophie dropped her keys in the bowl on top of a sage green table near the door. She’d repurposed the sofa table at a craft day hosted by the River Bean coffee shop. The River Bean was filled with local art and cheerfully painted furniture, so there’d been a large turnout for that event. And there had been something deeply satisfying about transforming the sofa table from a scratched-up mess purchased for $5 from the local thrift store to a soothing modern piece that looked at home in her little apartment. In fact, the picture of Iceberg Lake she’d taken on her trip would look perfect hanging over it on the blank space on the wall.

      Marlene, the proprietor of the River Bean, would definitely approve of Sophie’s artistic touches. Marlene had organized the painting activity, along with countless other social gatherings that had saved her sanity during a year that defied explanation. “Airlifted by helicopter out of a national park” was alarming for a work trip, but it was rounding error on the amount of stress she’d experienced in the past twelve months. Between her uncle getting busted trying to purchase an illegally sourced clouded leopard, and her brother jumping into one of her uncle’s subsequent schemes without realizing it would land him in jail, her nerves were fried.

      Riverbend was small, but it hosted a large FBI K-9 training academy. Including the same group of FBI agents who had helped put her brother in jail. She didn’t blame them for doing their jobs, but it was hard not to feel embarrassed around them after…everything. She did her best to act like it didn’t bother her, but a part of her still felt like she should have known. What must they think of her? All she could do was hope that the whole town wasn’t passing judgement on her for the actions of people she loved. And most days, she succeeded. She ran a hand over the painted table. When everything felt like it was going wrong, there was always something positive to focus on. Even if it took a few coats of paint.

      Sophie retrieved her mail from the little metal box mounted on the wall outside the door. She flipped through the assortment of bills and junk mail and sighed, unsure how to feel about the absence of news from her brother. A part of her still waited for a sign that he was coming out of his ordeal a better man, but only time would tell if she was hopeful or delusional. And unlike running a research program, she had absolutely no control over what happened next. She had trusted him, never thinking he would do something so brazen right next to her family’s farm. And now, she wondered if she was doing enough good for the town to believe she was different from him. Sophie dropped her mail on the entry table to sort later. What she really needed was a cup of tea. Marlene swore her blends promoted relaxation, and her body was buzzing with a combination of nerves and travel exhaustion. Even the box of spare parts seemed like she was holding a bomb rather than stumbling upon what was likely just a prepper’s stash.

      Once the tea was gone and she’d scrolled on her phone for longer than was probably healthy, she considered herself caught up on all the news she’d missed while out of cell phone service. She’d missed a book club meeting but smiled at the jokes that had come afterwards. Marlene had selected another romance and—despite what people might assume about Sophie being an Indiana farm girl who grew up doing chores and playing in the dirt—they were her favorite. There was something so cozy about knowing everything would be okay when no other part of life promised a happy ending. She always looked forward to Marlene’s choices; there was a virtual guarantee of clever banter, initial misunderstandings, and a love story. She enjoyed thrillers and sci-fi whenever they were the book of choice, but she usually had a historical romance or two on the go, even if her book club was reading something different.

      Sophie made quick work of dinner, heating some leftovers from her freezer. She’d emptied her fridge of anything that might go bad before she left, and fresh food from the grocery store wasn’t in the cards this evening. She eyed an unfinished knitting project, but sometimes her goal to spend more time working with her hands was too lofty. The odds of her being able to sit still long enough to make progress on the cable knit headband weren’t looking good today, either. And winter was still too far away to give her the incentive to try. She considered reaching for her laptop, if only to calm her jittery nerves, but she wasn’t entirely sure it would have the desired effect. Plus, IP had gone easy on her for the summer—she only had to teach one class, write an update on the research they’d completed on a rebounding wolf population in Yellowstone National Park, and provide regular updates on her team’s new partnership with Wilderness Watch. Terry had made sure she had adequate support from his people, a far cry from the scrappy make-it-work staffing more common in Indiana Polytechnic research labs. Wilderness Watch didn’t expect much more from her than providing input and updating the code that ran the cameras. She started clearing up, but a strange sound gave her pause. It stopped for a moment. Then she heard it again. Definitely something or someone in pain. She put the dishes back on her small kitchen table.

      Sophie opened the door into the hallway, and it caught in the wind, flying the rest of the way open and crashing into the wall. Her apartment above Bridges Pub was in an old building with a heavy entry door—she mustn’t have fully closed it. She walked down the hallway towards the source of the noise. She heard the pained noise again, this time followed by the clatter of something getting knocked over. Hopefully, no one left trash in the hallway, or she might find herself face to face with a food-crazed raccoon. Sophie jogged down the stairs. The entry door was still open. However, instead of irritable Procyonid, she found a heavily matted adult cat crouching behind a small pile of fallen packages. Underneath the layer of dirt, she looked like an orange tabby. Then, a single kitten appeared behind her. The kitten was orange and white, but with two black legs, like he’d been assembled using spare parts. Her insides melted at the sight, but then common sense kicked in, and she quickly scanned the cats for any signs of bugs that might infest her apartment. The mom cat let out a particularly desperate yowl, and her heart broke a little. Sophie bit her lip. She was so skinny. Sophie shut the door, trapping the cats inside their little entryway, then jogged back upstairs. She could still see them from the landing, but they were too frightened to follow her.

      Sophie knocked on her neighbor’s door and the sound of barking and paws thundering towards the door sent the cats reeling back towards the now-closed exit. When they couldn’t escape, they settled for cowering in a corner. Kai was a zookeeper at the Riverbend Animal Conservation Center and had grown up in Riverbend with Sophie. He was on the shy side, but utterly dependable. A moment later, the door opened, and Kai’s fiancée, Dr. Veronica Perry, answered. Sophie breathed a sigh of relief. Veronica was even better suited to the situation than Kai, although she might not tell him that. Kai was an excellent zookeeper, but Veronica provided medical care to all manner of animals at the Riverbend Animal Conservation Center, from snakes to clouded leopards. Two regular house cats, or rather, outdoor cats, would be no problem for her. Sophie looked past the veterinarian at a large Doberman mix puppy with oversized ears and paws, sitting politely on her bottom and staring, unblinking, at Sophie. “Wow, Rocket is doing really well.” Rocket, a foster K-9 in the Riverbend K-9 Academy’s wildlife detection program, tipped her head curiously in response.

      Veronica gave her a lopsided grin. “She hasn’t broken anything with her zooms for weeks. It could be because I moved all the breakables up to the high shelves, but still.” Considering her history with the Armstrong family, Sophie would have understood if Veronica avoided her entirely. But Veronica was great at her job both because of her knowledge and her heart for animals and people. And Sophie had been one of many beneficiaries. Despite everything, they’d grown closer over shared coffees and stories about wildlife.

      The mom cat let out an unholy yowl from the bottom of the steps. Rocket’s ears perked up, and she wobbled a little in her sit. Sophie bit her lip. “Dr. V, I’m so sorry to bother you, but I have a bit of a situation.”

      “It sounds like it. Give me a second.” Veronica closed the door and returned with a plastic jar filled with soft cat treats and a zip-top bag of cat food. “Rocket won’t be thrilled to be left out, but it’s probably best for everyone if she stays in her crate for this.” Sunny purred and rubbed her face against Veronica’s leg, looking pointedly at the treats. Veronica chuckled. “Busted. I better let Sunny know I appreciate her sharing.” She squatted down to give a treat to the small orange tabby. Sunny gobbled up her snack and rubbed her face against Veronica’s hand. She gave her a quick scratch and slipped out the door, closing it carefully behind her. She spotted the cats at the bottom of the stairs. “Oh, kitties. You look so hungry.”

      As if they could understand her, the cats started moving against the door, and Veronica put on a pair of gloves before checking them for injuries. And fleas. She held out flea and tick pills on a flat palm, waiting patiently for the hungry cats to take a chance on the food. The kitten ate it first, followed several long seconds later by mom. Veronica gave the kitten a gentle scratch at the base of his tail. “By some miracle, I don’t see any bugs hitching a ride. But they need baths just in case. I don’t want to take them to the shelter like this.” She shook out a few treats from the plastic jar. The tiny kitten gingerly picked his treat up, then backed away a few inches to eat it. Mom eyed Veronica suspiciously before taking one and eating it several feet away, eyes fixed on RACC’s veterinarian. Veronica held out another treat for them both, then ran a careful hand, still gloved, down the mom’s back. Mom hissed and cowered in a corner again. Veronica looked up at Sophie. “I have shampoo if you want to get them cleaned up. Mind if we use your apartment? I’d rather not get Rocket and Sunny any more worked up than they already are about our visitors.”

      “Of course!” Sophie forgot all about her exhaustion and worked with Veronica to lure the cats into her bathroom. The kitten proved more trusting and pushed his head into her palm when they reached the top of the stairs. “Oh, you poor thing.” She gave him a small bite of food. While he was crunching it happily, she scooped him up. He wiggled a bit but tolerated being carried. “You’re going to be so mad at me for your bath, but I promise you’ll feel so much better once you’re dry.” Mom followed behind with the help of some treats, yowling at the humans who had taken her kitten.

      In the space of a few moments, all the worry and stress of the past several months slipped away in the face of keeping two very dirty and feisty cats in the tub. Mom made a much bigger ruckus than the kitten, but both humans worked side by side to keep the cats in the bathtub long enough to scrub the layers of dirt out of them. Still, some part of the mom must have understood they were trying to help. She didn’t bite them, despite communicating her displeasure through several growls and hisses. Or perhaps Veronica was more practiced at avoiding teeth and claws. At another hiss, Veronica moved her hand out of striking distance but kept her voice sweet. “Oh, yes, you are very scary. You are such a tough momma. I’m so proud of you.” She looked at Sophie, eyes shining. “I can’t ever be mad at the ones who have a little fight in them. That’s how she’s survived this long.” As the dirt got scrubbed out of her fur, her orange and white color became more obvious. “I could be wrong, but you know, she could even be related to Sunny. He’s this exact color.” They dried off the cats, who promptly scampered off, as far from the bathroom as possible, to shake out, lick themselves, and stare down the two women responsible for their current condition. Sophie looked down at her wet shirt and over at Veronica, who was similarly soaked, with short strands of her curly blonde hair loosed from her ponytail and sticking up. Sophie let out a full belly laugh and Veronica joined in, pulling her hair back into its messy bun and rubbing her hands down her own damp t-shirt.
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