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A frantic whine cut through the pre-dawn quiet of Los Angeles, echoing off the concrete walls of the storm drain. Nikki Drake crouched at the edge of the opening, her headlamp beam catching the glint of frightened brown eyes fifteen feet below. The dog pressed against the slick wall, trembling but alert, its coat matted with mud.

“Easy,” Nikki said softly. “We’re going to get you out of there.”

Gunner sat beside her, ears pricked. Her K9 partner understood rescue operations, though this one fell outside their usual missing persons work. The call had come from a friend at Animal Control after a concerned citizen reported that a dog was trapped in the downtown drainage system. Most people would have waited for daylight, but Nikki had learned long ago that animals in distress couldn’t wait for government hours.

She tested the strength of her climbing rope, checking the anchor point around the steel grating. The storm drain dropped fifteen feet to a concrete channel that would become a raging torrent when the winter rains came. Right now it held only a trickle of murky water and one terrified dog who’d somehow found its way into the maze of tunnels.

Nikki swung her legs over the edge then hesitated. What if this was a sewage drain? The smell drifting up wasn’t encouraging. But the whimpering continued, desperate and frightened, and she couldn’t walk away from an animal in distress. “I’m coming,” she said.

The metal grating bit into her palms as she lowered herself into the channel. Her boots hit the concrete floor with a splash, cold water seeping through the leather.

The trapped dog backed away, hackles raised. Not aggressive, just scared. Nikki had seen that look countless times in animals and people who’d learned that humans couldn’t always be trusted. She kept her movements slow, allowing the dog to process her presence.

“Someone’s missing you, aren’t they?” She pulled a treat from her pocket, the same brand she kept for Gunner. “Bet they’re worried sick.”

The dog’s nose twitched and Nikki could see now that she was a female, probably a young adult with her lean build. She crept forward to sniff Nikki’s outstretched hand, hunger winning over fear. Her collar was leather, well-maintained despite its dirty condition, and fortunately had a tag attached. Definitely someone’s pet. Not a stray.

Nikki’s phone buzzed against her hip, the sound startling in the enclosed space. She ignored it, focusing on the delicate process of gaining the dog’s trust. The animal allowed her to clip a spare leash to the collar, though her muscles remained tense.

Gunner gave a warning bark from above, followed by the sound of approaching steps. “Nikki?” a man’s voice called.

“Down here,” she said, gathering the rescue line. “Send down the harness.”

Minutes later she emerged from the storm drain with a small, muddy dog who licked Nikki’s cheek then began scanning the area for familiar faces. Her tail wagged when she spotted the Animal Control Officer, seeming to recognize another helpful human.

“Thanks for coming,” Nikki’s friend, Officer Martinez said, scanning the ownership tag on the collar and quickly pressing the numbers into his phone.

“Mr. Cameron?” he said. “This is Officer Martinez with LA Animal Control. We have your dog, Buffy ... Yes sir, she’s safe and unharmed.” Martinez listened for a moment, holding the phone slightly away from his ear as excited voices erupted from the other end. “She was trapped in a storm drain downtown,” he said, adjusting the phone. “But an associate got her out ... No, no apparent injuries. Just needs a bath.”

The dog’s tail wagged harder at the sound of familiar voices coming through the phone speaker, her whole body wiggling.

“You’re in Arcadia? Okay, so you can pick her up tomorrow morning or ...” Martinez paused, raising an eyebrow at Nikki who quickly nodded. She couldn’t imagine making someone wait for the reunion.

“Actually,” Martinez went on, “my associate is heading in your direction. Would that work?”

After confirming the address, Martinez ended the call and scratched behind the dog’s ears, earning a grateful lick. “The owner, Seth Cameron lives in Arcadia. Says Buffy escaped from the yard three days ago. Guy’s been posting flyers, checking shelters and vet clinics. Thought he’d lost her for good. You could hear his wife crying in the background.”

Nikki grinned, feeling the familiar warmth that came with reuniting families. It didn’t matter if the families had two legs or four. The joy was always the same. “I’m happy to drive her home. Heading that direction anyway. Just lend me a crate.”

The early morning drive to Arcadia gave her time to decompress. Traffic was mercifully light at this hour, just a few delivery trucks and shift workers heading home. The freeway stretched ahead, downtown’s skyline receding in her rearview mirror. She kept the radio low, classical music providing a soothing backdrop as they climbed through the foothills toward the San Gabriel Valley.

Buffy curled in the screened crate, content after enjoying clean water and kibble. Gunner seemed happy to share the back of the hatchback, though he kept a watchful eye on their passenger.

The house was an elegant two story with meticulous landscaping and sweeping views of the twinkling lights spread across the valley. Even in the darkness, it was apparent this was the kind of property that probably cost more than most people could afford.

She had barely parked when the front door flew open and a man in hastily thrown-on clothes came running down the driveway, his bare feet slapping against the pavement. Behind him, a woman in a nightdress hovered in the doorway, one hand pressed to her heart, the door light reflecting the tear tracks on her cheeks.

“Buffy!” Seth Cameron’s voice cracked with emotion as Nikki opened the crate and the dog launched herself into the man’s open arms. “I thought we’d lost you, sweetie. We thought you were gone.”

Nikki watched the reunion from a respectful distance. Moments like this reminded her why her work mattered. Whether she was finding missing children or rescuing trapped animals, the heart of it was always the same: bringing the lost home safely.

“I can’t thank you enough.” Seth kept Buffy cradled in his arms, the dog’s body still vibrating with happiness. “When Animal Control called, I couldn’t believe it. Three days we’ve been searching. I want to pay you.”

“No charge,” Nikki said. “But please consider making a donation to the local animal shelter. They’re always in need of funds.”

Seth gave an eager nod. “Absolutely. I’ll call them first thing this morning.” His eyes sharpened with recognition. “You’re that private investigator, aren’t you? The one with the search and rescue dog? I read about you and that missing kid case.”

Nikki nodded, uncomfortable as always with media attention. “My German Shepherd deserves the credit for that one,” she said, giving Buffy a final pat before climbing back into her car.

As she drove home through the quiet streets, Nikki reflected on the night’s work. Whether it was a missing child or a dog trapped in a storm drain, the essence was always the same: families torn apart by fear, then made whole again.

She glanced in the rearview mirror at Gunner, who was settling in for a well-deserved nap. He enjoyed the work as well, that drive to protect the vulnerable. It was more than a job for both of them. And these were the cases that reminded her why she’d chosen uncertainty and danger over a steady paycheck.

Her phone remained quiet during the drive home, but she knew the workday would begin soon enough. And as she opened the front door, her phone’s buzz announced the start of business hours. She glanced at the screen, immediately recognizing the number. Mountain West Insurance was one of her regular clients, though Patricia Wells rarely called this early.

“Morning, Patricia,” she answered, settling into her kitchen chair while Gunner headed upstairs to find Justin, her detective boyfriend who was likely getting ready for his own day of chasing down leads.

“Nikki, thank God you’re up early. I’ve got another one of those cases that’s right in your wheelhouse,” Patricia said, her voice carrying the familiar tension of someone dealing with a problematic claim. “Remember that horse accident you worked for us up in Mendocino last year? Well, we’ve got something similar, but bigger. Much bigger.”

“What’s the situation?”

“Death during a guided horse trip in the Marble Mountains. Woman named Elena Vasquez, riding accident this past spring. Guide’s name is Bear Hutchins. Spotless record until now, which is making our underwriters nervous.” Patricia’s voice took on the clipped efficiency Nikki knew well. “The claim’s sitting at three million, and the victim’s husband is pushing back on our accident ruling.”

“What’s his concern?”

“He’s convinced his wife was too experienced to simply fall off a horse, or stumble off a ledge. Keeps calling our adjusters, demanding we investigate further. And here’s the kicker. Hutchins is taking regular hunting clients out again next week. Same area.”

Nikki could hear papers shuffling in the background, Patricia likely reviewing the file. “You know how this works, Nikki. If we can document guide negligence, we deny the claim and drop his coverage. But if this really was just a freak accident...” She paused. “Well, we can’t afford to alienate a profitable client over one bad incident.”

“So you want me to go undercover. As what? Another client?”

“Safety consultant. We’ll tell Hutchins that corporate requires an independent assessment before we renew his policy. It’s legitimate. We do that sometimes after major claims. You’ll ride along, evaluate his operation. See if he’s cutting corners or putting clients at risk.”

Patricia’s tone sharpened with the calculating edge that made her successful in the insurance business. “Bottom line, we need to know whether we’re dealing with negligence or bad luck. The husband’s questions aren’t going away, and three million dollars is too much to pay out if there’s any chance this was preventable.”

Nikki swallowed. A week in the wilderness with a potentially negligent guide and his hunting clients. Not exactly a relaxing assignment.

But her mind raced with images of the woman’s final moments. The terror of losing control, of feeling a horse stumble, the helpless fall through space. And afterwards, a husband left to grieve, not knowing if negligence or poor judgment had played a role, the victim reduced to a claim number.

She knew what it was like to need answers and not get them. Patricia might be focused on the bottom line, but Elena Vasquez deserved the truth. Nikki leaned back in her chair.

“When do I start?” she asked.
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The morning sun was climbing higher as Nikki pulled into the alley behind her office building, running later than usual after an extended breakfast with Justin. She’d needed the extra time to explain the Marble Mountain case and that she’d be spending a week in some of California’s most rugged wilderness.

“That’s unforgiving country,” Justin had said, his detective’s mind immediately cataloging the risks. “The kind of place where accidents happen fast, and help is hours away. Sometimes days if the weather turns.”

He’d paused, coffee cup halfway to his lips. “And if something goes wrong, you’ll be completely on your own.” His tone was careful, knowing better than to suggest she couldn’t handle herself. Three years of watching her solve cases had taught him to respect her independence, even when his protective instincts wanted to take over.

His concern had been evident in the set of his broad shoulders, the way his dark eyes searched her face. He understood the unique dangers of wilderness investigations. No backup, no quick extraction if trouble developed, and cell service that disappeared the minute it was needed most.

Nikki shoved aside his concerns and unlocked her office. When she booted up her computer, the email from Mountain West Insurance was waiting. Patricia had been efficient, forwarding everything they had on Dr. Elena Vasquez’s death along with detailed files on Bear Hutchins, the guide whose reputation now hung in the balance.

She spread the case materials across her desk while Gunner settled on his dog bed. The bio and photographs of Dr. Vasquez showed a confident-looking woman in her thirties, someone comfortable in outdoor settings. An accomplished researcher and rider with no history of taking unnecessary risks. So what had gone wrong on that spring morning?

Nikki studied the photos, noting the steep terrain and narrow trail. It looked treacherous even in good weather, the kind of place where a horse could stumble. But experienced guides knew how to assess such risks, knew when conditions were too dangerous. And for some reason, Elena’s husband was raising questions.

She reached for the phone and pressed the number the insurance company had provided for Dr. Miguel Vasquez. The call went to voicemail, but he returned it within minutes, his voice tight with emotion.

“Professor Vasquez? This is Nikki Drake. I’m a private investigator hired by Mountain West Insurance to look into your wife’s accident.”

“It wasn’t an accident.” The words came out flat, certain. “I’ve told the police, but nobody wants to hear it.”

“I’d like to hear it. Could we meet today?”

There was a pause, then the sound of papers shuffling. “I have a faculty meeting until three, but I could see you after that. Do you know where UC Davis is?”

Several hours later, Nikki was driving her Subaru north through the Central Valley, Gunner settled in the back as the landscape transformed. The urban sprawl of Los Angeles gave way to rows of grapevines stretching toward distant hills and the air carried the earthy scent of freshly turned soil.

The University campus sprawled across several thousand acres, its modern buildings and mature trees a stark contrast to the farmland. She and Gunner were both grateful to stretch their legs after the drive and she found Professor Vasquez’s office easily enough in the Biological Sciences building.

Miguel Vasquez was a tall, intense man in his forties with prematurely gray hair and eyes that held the hollow look of someone who’d lost everything that mattered. When Gunner entered his cramped office, Miguel simply nodded, as if seeing a working dog was perfectly normal.

The office was cramped with books and research papers, but Elena’s presence dominated the space, her photographs covering every available surface. Elena with students in the field, Elena holding various animals, Elena grinning from mountain peaks with research equipment strapped to her back.

“She was the most careful person I knew,” Miguel said without preamble, settling behind his desk. “Twenty years of field research. She never took an unnecessary risk. Never.”

“Tell me about her work in the Marble Mountains.”

“Biodiversity documentation. The university received a grant to catalog how climate change is altering the ecosystems.” He pulled out a thick folder. “Elena was perfect for the assignment. PhD in biology, extensive wilderness experience, and she genuinely loved the work.”

Nikki studied a photograph showing Elena crouched beside a bubbling stream, camera in hand, focused on something in the water. “What specifically was she studying up there?”

“Everything. Plant species, animal populations, migration patterns. She used trail cameras to document wildlife.” Miguel’s voice caught slightly. “She was so excited about the project. Said it felt like being paid to explore paradise.”

“The insurance file mentions she was an experienced rider.”

“Horses were her second passion after biology. She’d been riding since she was eight, competed in college. Elena could handle horses. Could read terrain.” He leaned forward, intensity building. “She knew it was important to have a good trail horse. Had even remarked on her horse, a gelding named Brownie, and that she was grateful the guide had given her such a steady mount.”

“I understand her guide was Bear Hutchins.”

“Yes, and she liked him. Said his base camp was top notch and he gave her space to do her research. He was focused on scouting deer and elk for the fall hunt.”

Miguel’s face darkened. “Maybe he was too focused. Elena respected local expertise, always deferred to guides. If he’d said the ridge was too dangerous, she would have avoided it.”

Nikki made notes, watching the man’s body language. Grief could distort memories, make people see conspiracies where none existed. But Miguel’s certainty felt genuine, born from decades of knowing his wife.

“Was there anything unusual about her last communication with you?”

“She called the night before she died. Said she’d made an interesting discovery, something unexpected that wasn’t part of her original research plan.” Miguel pulled out his phone, scrolling through messages. “She used Bear’s satellite phone to call me that evening. Said she was riding out early the next day to check her trail cams.”

“Any idea what the discovery was?”

“No details. Elena was careful about preliminary findings, wanted to verify everything before sharing. But she sounded excited, like she’d stumbled onto something significant.”

Nikki leaned forward, her pulse quickening. “Did she mention working with anyone else? Other researchers, local contacts?”

“Just the guide. She specifically requested him because of his reputation for safety and his knowledge of the wildlife.” Miguel’s voice turned bitter. “Fat lot of good that did her.”

“What about her research equipment? Trail cameras, field notes?”

“That’s another thing that bothers me. The Forest Service said they recovered her camera gear, but only the basic equipment. Her trail cams were never found, and her field notebook supposedly disappeared in the fall.” Miguel stood abruptly, pacing to the window. “Convenient, don’t you think?”

Nikki made notes but kept her expression neutral. Missing equipment wasn’t necessarily evidence of murder. Wilderness accidents were chaotic, and gear could easily be scattered. “Equipment often gets lost in falls,” she said gently. “The terrain up there is unforgiving.”

“But Elena was meticulous about her gear. She kept her notebook in a waterproof case, tucked in the saddlebags.” Miguel’s voice carried the frustration of someone who’d made these arguments before, to no avail.

“And here’s what really doesn’t make sense. Her horse survived the fall. They found him grazing in the meadow, without so much as a scratch.” His expression softened. “Elena would have been relieved about that. She always said a good mountain horse was worth more than any equipment.” Then the pain returned to his eyes. “But if Brownie came through unscathed, why did Elena’s gear vanish? It doesn’t add up.”

“What can you tell me about the other people in the guide’s group?”

Miguel returned to his desk, thumbing through his notes. “There were two other men sharing Bear’s base camp services. But Elena didn’t say much about them. Everyone kept to themselves. They seemed pleasant enough at meals but they didn’t interact during the day.”

“Did she say anything specific? Were they hunters? Fishermen?”

“I’m not sure if they were together. The guide let everyone do their own thing as long as they stayed on flat land.”

Nikki nodded. Shared base camps were a common practice for guides trying to maximize income during the short wilderness season. Nothing unusual about minimal interaction between clients with different agendas.

“Anyone else in the area?” she asked.

“Environmental activists. There’s a group that monitors the region, tries to disrupt hunting activities.” Miguel’s expression darkened. “Elena mentioned seeing them around, said some were quite extreme in their views. She was worried they might interfere with her research since she was camping with Bear’s operation.”

“Did she feel threatened by them?”

“Not directly. But it was obvious she wasn’t a hunter. Her equipment, her behavior, her focus on documentation rather than tracking game. Still, guilt by association.” Miguel shook his head. “Those groups can be unpredictable. Elena always said environmental extremists were as dangerous as any other fanatics. Ironically, it was one of their members who found her body.”

Nikki’s hand tightened around her pen. Environmental groups had been known to escalate their behavior from harassment to violence. A researcher working with a hunting guide might have been seen as a collaborator.

“Professor, I understand your need for answers, but I have to ask: Is it possible this really was just a tragic accident? Remote wilderness, dangerous trail, poor conditions?”

Miguel lowered his head and blew out a ragged sigh. “I’ve asked myself that question every day for six months. Elena was careful, but no one is infallible. Maybe she misjudged the trail, maybe Brownie spooked, maybe it really was just one of those horrible things that happen.”

He looked up, pain evident in his eyes. “But my gut tells me something else happened. Call it intuition, call it denial, but I can’t let it go. Elena was planning to call me that evening with details about her discovery. She never got the chance.”

Nikki gathered her notes, feeling the weight of the man’s grief. Sometimes families needed someone to blame when tragedy struck. But sometimes their instincts were right, and the truth was darker than anyone wanted to admit.

“I’ll be up there for an entire week. I’ll do my best to find some answers.”

“Thank you.” Miguel walked her to the door. “And be careful. If what happened to Elena wasn’t an accident, then that place is more dangerous than anyone realizes.”

The long drive gave Nikki plenty of time to process the conversation. Miguel’s grief was genuine, but grief could affect judgment. The missing notebook was suspicious, but wilderness accidents were notoriously chaotic. Environmental extremists provided another potential threat, but they typically targeted hunters, not researchers. Still, an experienced researcher, excited about an unexpected discovery, dead within hours of her last communication. And now the guide was taking clients back to the same area. No wonder the insurance company had concerns.

She’d need to talk to the Wilderness Defense Coalition, the group whose member had found Elena’s body, to understand what they’d observed at the scene. She also left a message for Justin asking for information on the Coalition, knowing he could provide information faster than she could dig it up. Years of working cases had given him contacts throughout law enforcement, and his badge opened doors that remained closed to private investigators. Best of all, he would love to help, even if this proved to be a simple accident.

She glanced at Gunner in the rearview mirror. “What do you think, boy? Negligence, accident, or something in between?”

Gunner’s tail thumped once, but his eyes remained serious. As if he understood they could be heading into something far more dangerous than a guide’s competence check.
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The Wilderness Defense Coalition’s office occupied a cramped storefront in Yreka, wedged between a used bookstore and a shop selling crystals. Hand-painted signs in the windows proclaimed messages like “Protect Our Wild Spaces” and “Stop the Slaughter,” while faded bumper stickers covered every available surface of the glass door.

Nikki had driven straight up from Davis, following Highway 5 through the agricultural heart of California before turning west into the mountains. The insurance files contained minimal information about the environmental group, just that they regularly monitored hunting activities in the Marble Mountain Wilderness and had been the ones to discover Elena’s body. A phone call from Justin had filled in some helpful details.

“Derek Stone, forty-five, multiple arrests for trespassing and harassment,” Justin had told her, his voice crackling through spotty cell coverage. “Served six months for chaining himself to logging equipment. Founded the Wilderness Defense Coalition after being kicked out of two other environmental groups for being too radical. Guy’s got a serious grudge against hunters.”

“Violent?”

“Nothing on record, but he’s escalated over the years. Started with protests, moved to sabotage, now talks about ‘direct action to protect innocent animals.’ Used to be a high school biology teacher until he got fired for bringing students to logging protests. That’s when he went full-time activist. Local sheriff considers him a person of interest whenever hunting equipment gets vandalized.”

Nikki thanked Justin and ended the call, tucking her phone away as she studied the storefront. The hand-painted signs and bumper stickers suggested passionate activism, and Justin’s warning about escalating tactics made her wary.

She glanced back at Gunner in the air-conditioned car. Better to leave him safely secured in the cool vehicle than risk bringing him into what could be a hostile environment. He might raise tensions with people who viewed hunting as animal cruelty, especially if they saw him as a symbol of the enforcement and authority they opposed.

She left her car and crossed the small parking lot, rehearsing what she’d say. Then took a deep breath and pushed open the glass door.

The bell above jangled as she entered the cluttered office. Posters of wildlife covered the walls alongside photographs of clear-cut forests and factory farms. A middle-aged woman with graying braids looked up from a desk covered with petition clipboards.

“Are you here about the elk hunt protest?” the woman asked, her voice hopeful. “We’re trying to get the permits revoked.”

“Actually, I’m looking for Derek Stone. I’m investigating Dr. Elena Vasquez’s death.” Nikki handed over her business card. “I’m working for the insurance company that’s handling the claim. I’d like to ask him some questions. I understand one of your group found her body.”

The woman’s expression shuttered. “Derek’s in the back. He has an appointment soon but I’ll see if he has a minute.”

She disappeared through a doorway, returning moments later with a lean man who gestured for Nikki to follow him into the adjacent office.

Despite his outdoor clothing, everything about Derek suggested urban sophistication. The expensive hiking boots, the perfectly fitted technical shirt, the steel-rimmed glasses that gave him an intellectual air. His salt-and-pepper hair was styled in a neat ponytail and he moved with the authority of someone accustomed to addressing audiences. And inspiring people to follow.

“Another investigator? Let me guess. Insurance company wants to blame the victim instead of the hunting guide who got her killed.” But he gestured toward a chair, clearly hoping that whatever she discovered might provide ammunition for his cause.

“I’m trying to understand what happened,” Nikki said. “Your group found her body?”

“Sage Crux found her.” Derek settled into a chair behind the desk, his movements deliberate. “Sage was trying to document hunting violations when she spotted a loose horse at the bottom of a ridge. Found that poor woman’s body on the rocks.”

“What kind of violations were you documenting?”

“Everything!” Derek’s eyes glittered. “Hunters love to break rules when they think nobody’s watching. Spotlighting, using illegal baits, hunting outside designated areas. We move around a lot, trying to keep them honest.”

“Were you monitoring Bear Hutchins specifically?”

Derek shrugged. “Hutchins has a reputation for catering to wealthy clients who think money exempts them from regulations.” He leaned forward, intensity building. “These rich trophy hunters come up from the city, expecting guides to bend rules for bigger kills and bragging rights. And personally, I don’t think they should be allowed to use horses. They’re not native to the area.”

His voice took on the fervor of someone delivering a well-rehearsed sermon. “Real hunters should walk in on their own two feet. Carry out what they kill. Using pack animals is just another way those so-called sportsmen avoid the actual work. They want to play at being mountain men while the animals do the heavy lifting. It’s not hunting. It’s a luxury glamping trip with guns.”

Nikki encouraged him with a polite nod. His passion felt genuine, but there was an underlying current of something harder. “Did Elena Vasquez interfere with your monitoring activities?”

“That woman wasn’t a hunter.” Derek gave a grudging nod. “We knew she was doing legitimate research. Though I wasn’t happy about her using a horse. Sage actually approached her about documenting environmental damage.”

“What kind of damage?”

“Habitat disruption, illegal trail cutting, litter and waste left behind. Plus the obvious cruelty to animals. Hunting parties treat the wilderness like their personal playground, destroying ecosystems for entertainment.

“Even llamas, which some people think are environmentally friendly, trample delicate plants that take decades to recover. But they leave permanent scars and disrupt wildlife patterns. The animals can smell them from miles away. It changes their behavior, drives them from traditional feeding areas.”

Derek’s fervor made Nikki wonder if his group harbored resentment toward anyone using pack animals, including researchers like Elena. “So Sage had contact with Elena before her death?” she asked.

“Minimal. Sage talked to her, explained our mission. Elena was sympathetic but focused on her own research. We respected her work, stayed out of her way. More than I can say for the hunters.”

“Tell me about finding her body.”

Derek’s jaw tightened. “Sage spotted the loose horse, saddled with no rider. Took her a while to hike down. But it was obvious the woman was dead.”

“Roughly how long between the accident and discovery?”

“A couple hours. Sage had to hike back to higher ground before she could get cell service to call 911.” Derek’s eyes shifted, not quite meeting Nikki’s gaze. “Rescue teams don’t move fast in that terrain. Took them until evening to extract the body.”

Nikki noted his evasiveness. There had been plenty of opportunity to remove evidence, like Elena’s field notebook or trail cams. “So Sage was alone at the scene for quite a while before help arrived?”

“She stayed with the body the whole time,” Derek said then seemed to realize he’d contradicted himself. “I mean, she came back after making the call. Didn’t want to leave her alone.”

Nikki clenched her hands together, picturing Elena lying broken for hours while help slowly organized. “Did Sage see anything suspicious? Signs of struggle, evidence tampering?”

“What are you implying?”

“I’m asking what your volunteer observed at the scene.”

Derek studied her for a long moment, seeming to weigh his response. “Sage said the accident site looked clean. No scattered gear or sign that Elena tried to save herself during the fall. Horse was grazing.”

“Was the saddle twisted? Horse cut? Anything like that?”

Derek shrugged, his earlier intensity fading to disinterest. “Sage might remember tack details, but I’m no rider. I just know the damage that horses cause.” He waved a hand as if brushing away the questions. “All I know is what she told me. And she’s already told the police everything.”

Nikki doubted that was true. From what she’d read in the sparse police file, the questioning had been perfunctory. The investigators seemed to have accepted the accident theory, focusing more on Elena’s route that morning than on witness details about the horse or tack. No one had pressed Sage about what she’d observed, what condition the horse was in, or whether anything seemed unusual. It was as if they’d been eager to close the case.

“Where can I reach Sage?”

“You can’t.” Derek’s smile was annoyingly smug. “She’s returned to the Marble Mountains. It’s an important project. Work that requires extended observation.”

“Which area of the mountains?”

“Different locations each day. Sage takes her responsibilities seriously. We don’t cut corners just because some insurance office suddenly wants useless details.”

Nikki nodded but the timing of Sage’s assignment struck her as suspicious. Sage, conveniently unavailable just as someone was asking questions about the accident scene. Either Derek was protecting his volunteer or Sage was avoiding investigators for her own reasons. There was no gain in letting Derek know Nikki was heading into that same area. But why would activists want to hurt a research biologist?

“When people contribute to our cause, they expect results,” Derek went on. “They’re tired of watching hunters destroy the wilderness while authorities look the other way. They understand that we need to take a harder line.”

The threat in his words made Nikki stiffen. He was suggesting that his supporters would approve of escalating tactics, including violence.

Derek seemed to sense that Nikki was gathering information that he’d rather not share. “Look, I’ve told you what I know. Elena didn’t deserve what happened to her, but maybe her death will finally open people’s eyes to the real dangers of these hunting operations.”

The front door chimed before Nikki could reply. A young man in outdoor gear entered, his clothes showing the grime of wilderness camping. But there was something appealing about him. The kind of rugged attractiveness that came from outdoor living rather than weekend adventures. His dark hair was tousled, and when he walked, it was with the confidence of someone comfortable in his own skin.

“Jake!” the woman with graying braids called out, looking up from her desk with obvious pleasure. “Thank goodness you’re back. Derek’s been waiting for your report.”
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