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PROLOGUE







This couldn’t be happening. Alicia Kayden pushed back from her desk in a tiny cubicle at the very back of the first-floor offices of Levy & Wade, drummed her fingers on its polished surface, and frowned at her computer screen. A mistake. There was no other valid explanation. Some error in data entry, perhaps. Determined, she slid back even farther to snatch the hard copy from a table behind her desk. 

No amount of leafing through the paperwork changed what she saw on the screen. Alicia’s choice of an internal auditing concentration for her master’s degree was certainly paying off, but no course had prepared her for the actuality of fraud. There was little doubt in her mind that a good chunk of this client’s expenses were falsified, resulting in decreased tax liability; and there was zero doubt that a scheme of this magnitude could only have been perpetrated with inside help.

Hours later, eyes feeling like itchy marbles from time spent searching for something to prove what she’d seen was a mistake, Alicia admitted defeat. She hit print, gathered up the sheets as they appeared, and put them in the folder with the original data. 

Dread dogged her movements. What she was about to show her boss would shake the firm’s foundations and implicate a fellow accountant. Alicia had no idea how deep the deception went, and wasn’t looking forward to finding out. The possibility that she could be treading into dangerous waters wasn’t lost on her.

The sound of her heels tapping on the tile as her feet carried her into her boss’s office was one she would never forget. It was the sound that marked the beginning of the end of Alicia Kayden. 








CHAPTER ONE







Hey, Piniacs, are you ready to dish? Love is certainly in the air over Ponderosa Pines this Valentine’s Day. Let’s hope the Ericksons aren’t too distracted with baby planning—all those happy couples out there are going require a truckload of chocolate covered strawberries. I’d bet Rhonda would appreciate a volunteer or two—and I’d also bet she’ll be willing to throw in some glazed donuts as payment.

Speaking of happy couples, I’m betting none of you are surprised that Inspector Hottie has been joined at the hip with his lifelong crush—we all saw it coming a mile away! Judging by the size of the rock she’s carting around on her left hand, it won’t be long before our ‘Save the Date’ cards arrive. 

And ladies, if you’re into law enforcement officials, you might want to skip town to look for a Valentine: both our badges have been claimed. Deputy Dalton and Ms. Grapevine herself have finally given in; reports of their canoodling all over town are filling the tip line mailbox to overflowing. Enough already! 

But that’s not all—it seems a certain combat boot-sporting lady has won the heart of our favorite gardening guru. Tank’s going to be strapped for time this month; juggling co-op classes, manning Winter Heating and Conservation tours, and keeping a new girlfriend happy besides. Good luck, buddy! Though I will say, she seems to be a good influence, judging by the rate Tank’s losing his beer belly. Looking good!

Ah, yes, the WHaC is coming right up! Everyone get ready: the University is projecting its highest participation level of all time. Which, if you remember the horde of onlookers we entertained last year, means we’ll have our hands full this time around. It seems we’re looking at three daily tours of the Pines: three groups of strangers tramping down our streets; peeking into our backyards; and, best of all, spending money at our small businesses. Let’s put our best face forward and show ‘em what we’ve got!

As always, I expect the influx of fresh meat to put a spring in our favorite busty inn owner’s step—will this be the year she finally meets her match? We’ll all keep our eyes open for someone suitable, and send him your way, Ms. Calabrese. 

In return, maybe Lottie will try to reign in her westerly neighbor—he’s gone a bit overboard with the Posted signs. Nobody from the University is going to try to steal your lawn ornaments, Mr. Z.; relax and breathe. Let’s try to come across as welcoming to our guests, and dial down the unnecessary crazy.

Finally, I’ll be a busy little bee myself over the next few weeks, so keep those eyes open and the tips coming! 








CHAPTER TWO







“Psst, over here!” Chloe LaRue’s hoarse whisper was barely audible over the din of clinking silverware and several other conversations going on inside the Mudbucket, but EV Torrence spotted her friend the instant she passed through the door. Considering Chloe was the only one in the room wearing a head scarf and dark-rimmed sunglasses, she was hard to miss.

“Why, hello, Miss Monroe, fancy meeting you here.” EV teased as she settled into a brightly painted chair across from Chloe. The eye roll behind Chloe’s sunglasses was nearly audible to EV—and she had expected no less. Chloe tossed her shoulder-length blond hair and scrunched her slightly upturned button nose in EV’s direction.

“You keep it up and your face will get stuck like that. You’ll have to spend the rest of your life looking at the insides of your eyelids.”

“Ha ha. You’re hilarious.” Chloe slid the glasses up on her head, thought better of a second eye roll, and trained her wide chocolate-colored eyes on EV’s face with effort. Sable hair hung in layers around EV’s high, flushed cheekbones, and framed bright, sparkling green eyes. It was easy to see why people never believed EV was in her ‘50’s; she exemplified how clean eating and regular exercise could slow the ravages of age. 

EV grinned. “It’s all right, I felt like I had to sneak around to get here, too. I took a seriously roundabout route through the woods and the east field. The fairy garden is not a peaceful place when you’re snowshoeing through it. Killed two birds with one stone, though, and got in my workout for the day!” 

Now that Nate Harper was shacking up at Chloe’s house, and EV had claimed half of Dalton Burnsoll’s dresser drawers, the two best friends’ nightly wanderings through the backyard path between their houses had decreased to infrequent at best. Both men would have understood the need for them to make time for each other, but it was much more fun to meet up like this—away from prying eyes and ears. 

Sure, the clandestine nature of their time together may have been noticed by other residents of Ponderosa Pines, but it wasn’t something Chloe would be commenting on in her column, ‘Babble & Spin’. Nobody in town—save for EV and, of course, Nate—knew the identity of the mystery author, and this was one of those times Chloe would stoop to use the anonymity to her advantage. Reporting on her own relationships always made Chloe uncomfortable, but sometimes there was no way around it; no mention of herself or her close friends would arouse suspicion in the long run.

A town like Ponderosa Pines—boasting just over 500 residents, many of whom were descendants of the original 60’s commune from which the hamlet had risen—thrived on gossip of any kind. EV’s unofficial position as matriarch allowed her access to a bevy of information, and caused a contingent of townspeople to wonder whether she was responsible for the installment of snark printed in The Pine Cone each week. Not that she didn’t contribute; but passing tidbits to Chloe for follow-up was as big a part as she wanted to play. 

“So how is Nate adjusting to life in your itty bitty house?” EV asked with interest. Before Chloe could answer, an ever-expanding Rhonda Erickson waddled over to their table and barked, uncharacteristically, “What’ll it be?” at the back of EV’s head.

Spinning around in her chair, EV surveyed the pregnant woman and immediately rose to offer her aching feet a break. “Sit, now.” She commanded before marching around the curved counter to make her own mocha cappuccino.

“I’m sorry, EV. Didn’t mean to bite your head off. This baby is going to be fifteen pounds if he keeps growing like this. David’s out picking up some supplies to finish the nursery, and the last hour has felt like five, at least.” She rolled her neck back and forth, pinching the bridge of her nose as if to stave off an oncoming headache.

“No problem, I still remember how to steam milk. Did I ever tell you I helped Dalton out a few times when he owned the place? Marlene felt about like you do right before she had Carrie, so I pulled a few shifts while they looked for someone to replace her.” 

“Well, thanks for giving me a minute to catch my breath. That mocha is on me; Chloe’s too. I’m sure I’ll see you ladies in here tomorrow for another private chat.” A quick wink let EV know that Rhonda had noticed their seemingly-innocent increase in caffeine cravings, but wouldn’t share their secret with anyone else.

“You call me when you have that baby; I’m volunteering to lend a hand. All it will cost you is a few baby cuddles.” With no children of her own, EV’s only chance at sniffing baby heads came vicariously. With Chloe and Nate all snugged up, she was hoping for a pink or blue bundle to come along soon. Auntie EV had a nice ring to it, and was the only tolerable option. Calling EV by her given name of Emmalina was a big no-no, and being referred to as Auntie Em was simply out of the question. 

Rhonda smiled ruefully and patted her stomach. “If he ever decides to come out, I’ll let you know.”

“Do you have any family coming in for the happy event?” Rhonda wasn’t one to talk about her family, which sparked Chloe’s innate curiosity. “Both Inns are probably booked up by now, but I bet EV would be happy to bunk with Dalton and give up her place if a bed is needed.” Chloe raised her voice so EV, who bustled around clearing tables and serving coffee, could hear her. 

“Happy to.” EV assured.

“Our folks all live up in the county—four, maybe five-hour drive depending on road conditions. Doc Talbot says first babies always take a while, so we figured they’d all have time to get here once things start to roll. Mom says she’s been going to bed fully dressed in case the call comes in the middle of the night.” Rhonda grinned at the mental picture. “They’d have all been here and underfoot for the past week if I’d given the word. I’m already hormonal, I don’t need a house full of well-meaning parents at the moment. But I think I’ll take you up on that offer when the time comes if you’re serious, EV.”

“Just say the word.” EV settled back in her seat. “So, Mata Hari, where’s that seed catalog you promised to bring? Nothing like picking out flowers when it’s threatening to snow.”

Chloe plopped said catalog onto the table, fully a quarter of the page corners were turned down indicating they held items she was interested in planting. Alongside the catalog, she unfolded a sheet of graph paper with detailed outlines of what she planned for the year. By the time all her final choices had been penciled in, the threat of snow had become a reality. 










“A chocolate chip cookie? A chicken head? A needle threader?” EV shouted excitedly, a loud beeping noise cutting off the last guess.

“It was the Millennium Falcon!” Dalton cried over the sound of exuberant laughter filling Chloe’s tiny living room. Curly dark hair with only a touch of gray at the temples framed eyes that grew laugh lines every time Dalton flashed the smile that took him from cute to handsome. Tall and rangy with not even an ounce of pretension, he was EV’s perfect match even if it had taken her half a lifetime to realize it. 

As Chloe picked up a scrap of paper containing the next clue, she surveyed the room full of loved ones and felt her heart swell with happiness. Game night was becoming a Friday evening tradition, with all of her favorite people gathered in one place. Tonight’s edition they dubbed the ‘Almost Blizzard Bowl’ since the predicted heavy snowfall had not yet materialized. What was coming down now might have been considered excessive in other parts of the country, but here it was just par for the course.

Veronica, whose voluptuous figure barely evidenced the five children she had birthed, leaned against her husband, Franklin, her face radiating contentment as she absently stroked his arm. Cornflower blue eyes looked up through thick, lowered lashes as her ruby lips stretched into a beguiling smile. Veronica’s wild days were behind her—and she had been adventurous to the extreme—and now it was rare to catch her without at least a couple of children clamoring for her attention, or without Mindy, the fourth woman of the group. 

Mindy’s petite, sylphlike frame belied the yoga and kickboxing-gleaned strength that lay underneath, as did the mischievous smile that she nearly always wore. Mindy, a typical redhead, could go from zero to sixty in about 2.2 seconds. She cast occasional glances at her longtime boyfriend, Jace, who was deep in conversation with Nate across the room.

“V, you’re up after me.” Chloe tossed the comment over her shoulder and proceeded to draw a bird-like shape and what appeared to be a pile of spaghetti, and watched recognition pass over Nate’s face before he correctly guessed ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest’ to her delight. None of the dozens of jobs Chloe had held throughout her thirty-three years had, thankfully, required any level of measurable artistic talent beyond an eye for shape and color. 

EV and Dalton, with twenty more years of experience than the rest of the group, were the clear front-runners for the win. It didn’t hurt that, save for knitting, EV excelled at just about everything, or that Franklin’s tendency toward making questionable guesses thwarted Veronica’s superior artistic skills. When, with an economy of line, she rendered a spot-on image of George Washington, Franklin swore it was Indiana Jones. 

“And this is for the win,” EV took a look at the yellow block on her card and her face flushed a dull red. With swift strokes, she sketched out a series of stacked shapes. 

“Blocks? A pyramid?” Dalton called out. EV shook her head. On the top, she roughed out a very hastily drawn stick couple. “Wedding cake?” She added a dress and veil then an arrow pointing toward the male half. “Groom? Husband?” Dalton nailed it half a second before time ran out. He accepted EV’s elated high five, then quietly tore the sheet of paper from the oversize tablet, folded it into a bulky square, and stashed it in his pocket.
















“I think they think they’re getting away with something, sneaking out to the shed for cigars and man time.” Mindy commented with a smirk once the men had vacated and the women were ensconced in the kitchen, sipping wine and laughing like teenagers.

“Let them keep thinking so.” EV replied. “Never underestimate the value of the upper hand. Though, to be fair, I’m probably not the authority on how to treat husbands or boyfriends, seeing as I haven’t been in a long-term relationship for quite some time. By the way, what is a woman in her fifties supposed to call a man anyway? Boyfriend sounds so juvenile…”

“Stud Muffin?” Chloe piped up from her cross-legged position on the kitchen island. When the laughter died down, she continued, “Don’t ask me; one of the first thoughts I had after Nate proposed was thank goodness, I can call him my fiancé now. Min, what about you—what do you call Jace?”

“I hate to say it, but boyfriend is the best option. You use ‘partner’, and you have people wondering if you’re talking about business, or assuming you’re in a same sex relationship. Personally, I don’t care what people think, but what I can’t stand is the eyebrows that remain raised—either literally or implied—until you clarify with a gender-specific pronoun.”

“Companion conjures images of old British ladies for some ungodly reason.” Veronica mused. “Beau would be better, but it’s so uncommon in the north—and in this decade, for that matter.” 

“Just don’t call him your boo.” Chloe teased lightly, trying to imagine the word ‘boo’ passing EV’s lips. “Or your bae. Which, according to social media, is short for ‘baby’ because apparently that last syllable is too much.” She rolled her eyes. “Pretty soon we’ll all be speaking in shorthand.” 

Distaste shot EV’s eyebrows up at the word bae. Never. Not ever would that word pass her lips.

Veronica threw an arm around EV’s neck and leaned in conspiratorially. “Pretty soon you won’t have this problem anyway. Anyone can see where this is headed. According to Babble & Spin, you and Dalton ought to be making an announcement anytime now.”

Chloe’s eyes widened imperceptibly at the reference to her column; she wished she could share her identity with Veronica and Mindy. Chloe firmly believed that secrecy in any form was detrimental to otherwise meaningful relationships, and feared this particular withholding placed a metaphorical wedge in her friendship with the women. 

“Believing everything you read in Babble & Spin is about the same as basing political opinions on Facebook memes.” A small snort escaped Chloe’s lips, which EV studiously ignored. 








CHAPTER THREE







Over the previous twenty-four hours, meteorologists had christened the blizzard crawling up the east coast with a name. Winter Storm Tilly was now swirling her snowy skirts through the mighty Atlantic, picking up even more ammunition for when she would finally unleash her fury on the state of Maine. Due the day before, Tilly had decided on a fashionably late entrance, in typical feminine fashion.

Attorney Stacey Hawthorne heard the reports, and knew darned well this was absolutely the wrong time to travel. Even the few miles between her office on the farthest edge of the Gilmore town limits and the sleepy village of Ponderosa Pines. But this couldn’t wait; her best guess was that this recent turn of events could be matter of life and death.  

It had all started when she received a call from a former colleague to tell her about Ronald Trafton’s untimely death, and then had come Alicia’s shocked assertion that being deathly afraid of heights, Ronald would never have gone up on that roof of his own accord. Putting those two pieces of information together pulled Stacey’s mind down a path that led to her driving through the treacherous darkness of a snow-covered road when she should have been curled up on the sofa next to her cat.

“Remain on the current road in 2 miles.” 

“Why? Why would you say that, GPS wench?” She said out loud, though she was alone in the car. “Telling me when NOT to turn isn’t helpful.” Stacey’s nerves were stretched to breaking, having spent most of an hour hunched over the steering wheel, attempting to see past the stubby end of the hood. She’d flicked on the GPS, though she knew the route well, in hopes of utilizing the map feature to prepare for upcoming bends in a road she could barely see. Even with all-wheel drive, the trip was quickly heading into what-was-I-thinking territory. Stacey glanced over at the sheaf of papers on the passenger’s seat and sighed. 

With several ongoing cases involving people from Ponderosa Pines, driving over ahead of the storm had made sense. It was the time spent getting everything in order that was now coming back to bite her in the butt. She probably should have listened to the guy at the gas station when he told her to turn back. Oh well, too late now. And, with any luck, the storm would slow down the trouble following behind her.

“Remain on the current road in 1.5 miles.”

The GPS voice was meant to be soothing and instructive, but instead it just flat got on Stacey’s nerves. The ding ding sound to signal a turn, in her opinion, should be reserved only for those times when a turn was necessary. Less confusion all around, and fewer instances where a lack of meticulous attention might lead to a wrong turn. She, of course, would never be guilty of doing such a thing. Sure.

Ding Ding. 

Stacey remained, as instructed, on the current road. Not that there had actually been a turn anyway. She was pretty sure the gadget had come equipped with the you-can’t-get-there-from-here option, since it constantly advised her to take turns down dirt tracks that even the longest stretch of the imagination couldn’t call actual roads. 

She imagined how satisfying it would be to rip the annoying piece of electronic garbage from her dash and toss it out the window, wires trailing behind like severed limbs, but settled for the precarious act of taking one hand off the wheel to punch the mute button. It proved to be a huge mistake as the car crested a hill. For a split second, the wind died down enough to let her see the slope ahead. It was steeper than expected and, within seconds, downward momentum pulled the car into a slide. Berating herself for being distracted over such a trivial matter, Stacey whipped the wheel and promptly overcompensated. In a panic, she spiked the brakes instead of pulsing them, and the slide devolved into a spin. Before she had time to think straight, the car started to careen down the hill like a pinball bouncing off a set of rubber bumpers. 

Under her feet, the floor vibrated with the sound of snow whooshing past. Two hard bumps pushed her painfully against the seat belt and then against the door before the car jolted to a stop on the other side of a two-foot snowbank. Great. Here she was, less than half a mile from town. So close, but without a tow truck, there was no way her car would be taking her on that journey. 

Reaching for her purse, Stacey found it had flown off the seat during the debacle. its contents littered the floor: pens, a lipstick, nail clippers, coins, her wallet, half a dozen business cards, and a small notepad. Unbuckling the seat belt, she flipped on the dome light in the still idling car, leaned over to retrieve her files and her cell phone from where they had wedged between the passenger’s seat and the door. 

Hoping against hope that she would have enough bars to make a call—something that was never a given in the more rural areas of the state—Stacey called her insurance company to arrange a tow. The sympathetic, but less than helpful voice on the other end informed her it would be at least a day, maybe two given the storm, before anyone would come for her car. Stacey contemplated dialing 9-1-1 and, instead, searched her phone for Alicia’s number. After seven rings, she hung up. There was one other number to try, then she would just have to give in and make the trek into town. No answer. Where was everyone? Shouldn’t they be at home by now, huddled up with a loaf of bread and a gallon of milk? Stacey had never understood the mentality of stocking up on those particular items before a storm, but now envied those who were now warm, dry, and prepared.

Given the horror stories of people dying in their cars while snow covered the exhaust to direct carbon monoxide back into the vehicle, staying here in the warmth generated by her heater was not an option. Good thing she had at least worn warm clothing. Judging everything else would be safe for a day or two, she pocketed her cell phone and wallet, and was reaching forward to switch off the ignition when she heard a knock right next to her head. Stacey breathed a sigh of relief at the unexpected rescue.

Condensation coated the inside of the window, making it difficult to see the face looking in at her. The relief from seconds before disappeared as a rush of foreboding whispered over Stacey, making her shiver. A dark country road might not be the best place for meeting new people. She left the car running and keyed the window down.

“Are you hurt?” The man’s face was half covered by a hat pulled down low over his eyes and a collar he’d turned up against the wind. 

“I’m fine. I’ve already called for a tow truck.” It wasn’t a lie, even if one would not be coming anytime soon.

“You’ll have a long wait.” His voice sounded familiar to her even though she couldn’t see enough of his face to put a name to it. “I’m surprised you had cell service out here. Why don’t you let me give you a ride, Ms. Hawthorne?”

Her name falling from his lips sent an instant chill through Stacey. Trained to observe and remember details in even the most trying circumstances, she knew for a fact that she had not mentioned her name.

“Who are you? I never told you my name.” 

He leaned in closer and Stacey gasped as her dome light illuminated his face. “You. How did you find me?”

“People who really want to hide don’t just move back home. Where’s Alicia? Or whatever she’s calling herself these days.”

“How did you find out about her?” 

“You’d be surprised how much information you can get out of a cop on the take. Tell me where she is.”

“I can’t do that.” Fear turned Stacey’s bones to liquid ice. 

“Oh, but you will. Now get out of the car.” He pulled the door open and when she didn’t immediately exit, yanked her out into the snow, hands pulling cruelly at her hair. “Don’t fight me on this.” His order had the opposite effect. Stacey went into wildcat mode, kicking and clawing at him. She landed a solid elbow to his face. Blood welled out of his nose to drip onto the pristine white snow. Shock slackened his hold on her long enough to give her a clear shot at kicking him in the misters. At the last minute he swiveled, and the kick went wide. 

When he pulled the gun out of his pocket, Stacey went instantly still, a new level of fear calling a surge of adrenaline into her veins. 

“I don’t want to have to shoot you, Ms. Hawthorne. That would be messy. Do yourself a favor and tell me where to find Alicia.”

The temptation to do just that rose to pull at her, while her desire to protect Alicia did the same. He took a step forward and she felt the cold, hard steel slide through her hair, nudge hard against her temple. 

“Tell me where she is.”

Living alone in the city and working for the DA were both good reasons to take a few self-defense classes. Remembering her training, Stacey ignored the sound of her heart hammering in her ears and, moving as quickly as she could, raised her hand to push the gun back toward him. The element of surprise Raoul preached at every class ticked through her brain: never pull a gun toward you, because the reflex on the trigger could make it go off; pushing it straight back gave the best chance for disarming an attacker, or buying some time, anyway. 

It worked, too. Grunting in surprise, he dropped the gun. Stacey went limp and fell to the ground. She fumbled for the weapon, but instead of turning it on him—the odds against him retaking control were too high—she whipped it as far as she could into the darkness and falling snow.

The cloud of white flakes muffled his angry growl. 

They grappled furiously until his hands settled on her throat.

“Where is she?” 

Eyes wide, Stacey shook her head. There was just enough light coming from the car to let her see the set lines on his face through the shifting curtain of swirling snow. If she gave him what he wanted, Alicia was dead. Worse, the look in his eye said Alicia wouldn’t be the only one. She clamped her lips closed and shook her head; he responded with a frustrated shake, and she could feel something hard—probably a rock—tap against the back of her head.

“Tell me.” He went from cold calculation to hot fury in the blink of an eye. His hands tightened on her throat, his body pressed her further into whatever lay beneath the snow.

It was too late for her now and she knew it. The world grayed around the edges and then went black. 








CHAPTER FOUR







Christian West’s ears perked when he heard a series of shushing noises followed by a thump that was louder than any sound snow might make falling from a tree branch. Off to his right and thirty feet down a steep embankment, route 15 took a nasty turn at the bottom of Elbow Hill. Orienting his attention toward the sound, Christian began the task of picking his way safely down toward the road. If not for the whirling snow, he would have had a birds-eye view of the accident. Instead, he could only rely on his ears to tell the story. The trail he was on ran along Huff Ridge, and the way down would take him through some rough terrain, but Christian would not be deterred if he thought someone might need help. 

His evening trek through the snowy woods around the northern edge of Ponderosa Pines had become a ritual of sorts—even in stormy weather. Sure, the entire town was fairly remote, and boasted a number of trails and secluded locations, but this particular end remained close to his heart. Several months earlier, after suffering a head injury, Christian had secretly lived in an abandoned camp site close by. His overgrown appearance and nighttime wanderings had the Pines believing a Sasquatch had taken up residence in their beloved woods. 

Upon discovery that he was, indeed, just a man—and a gentle-souled one at that—the town as a whole had embraced his presence and offered him a small cabin and a chance to become part of the community. The invitation had touched Christian’s heart, and he couldn’t help wanting to learn more about the loving, if somewhat odd, group of people who made up Ponderosa Pines. As such, he felt a certain amount of civic duty, which compelled him to regularly monitor the acres of forest surrounding his home. 

In his present state, he resembled a Yeti more than a Sasquatch. Snow clung to the fibers of his shaggy wool coat and hat. Something about the wild nature of the wind had called to him—or maybe it was just a sixth sense that brought him out into the howling white darkness on this night. Unlike Stacey, he appreciated his GPS—probably because it never talked back to him—a handheld model with a backlit display that would guide him home in the worst a storm could offer. Right now, he checked his position, then tucked it back into his jacket pocket where it rested alongside his cell phone, and pulled out the pair of night vision goggles that had been a gift from a new friend. With the idea of becoming either a game warden or wilderness guide—whichever one gave him the best chance of being included in search and rescue missions—he’d been training himself to move through the night woods without their aid by sharpening his senses of hearing and smell. 

There were only three places where the lay of the land would allow him to make his way down from the hill. One was half a mile behind him, and more difficult than the other two. The second of the three, marked by a splash of red paint on the bark of a silver birch tree, was coming up around the next bend. Moving into the loping sort of jog that was the fastest he could move in snowshoes, Christian’s eyes scanned for the mark that would only show as a minor change in color under the green vision he saw through the glasses. He almost missed it despite his vigilance. The snowshoes were almost more hindrance than help on the downward slope, but he managed anyway.

Closer now, he heard a second vehicle, the slamming of a car door, muffled voices, and shortly thereafter, tires spinning for purchase in the snow-covered road. It sounded like the drama was over, but it wasn’t in his nature to turn back without at least making sure.

What he couldn’t understand was what anyone would be doing out on the road on a night like this. While a snowstorm—even one as bad as this—wasn’t enough to force everyone inside, this road, a secondary one leading to Gilmore, was the last place Christian expected to see any traffic tonight. With each passing second the sense of urgency strengthened. Someone might have taken an unfortunate turn on the road ahead. February was the coldest month of the year, and winter weather warnings and advisories had been in effect for the better part of the week. 

Now, with Tilly drifting her slow way northwest, nearly a foot of snow had accumulated in a matter of hours, and the deluge showed no sign of lessening anytime soon. Anyone passing through must either be from out of town, or have a legitimate reason to brave the treacherous roads. Maybe Rhonda Erickson had gone into labor and David was trying to get her to the hospital. His step quickened as the familiar feeling that someone was in trouble pressed in on him harder, and he knew he was the only one who might be able to help. He wouldn’t allow for anything less—not this time. 

The muffled rumble of an idling car cut through the noise of wind and the shush of falling snow.

Christian cut through a break in the trees, deep drifts of snow slowing his progress. He knew the road curved at a sharp angle and on a downward trajectory where it snaked through the forest up ahead. That was the most likely spot for an accident, and from where he was sure the noise had originated. He picked up the pace, by now thankful he had strapped on the crude pair of snowshoes that made navigating the section of tightly packed snowfall much less difficult.

Finally, he reached the embankment marking the edge of the road; this area wouldn’t see a plow until tomorrow given the weather conditions. It was already a seldom-traveled stretch of dirt road, and one of the last plowed during heavy storms. A single sliver of headlight, muted by the shifting curtain of snow, beamed from the ditch on the opposite side of the road. Christian’s daily jogs along winding country paths had increased his endurance, and he barely struggled for breath when he ripped off the snowshoes and broke into a full run toward the wreck.

As he approached the vehicle, it became clear that the driver had lost control, gone into a spin, and wound up in the ditch, but at a speed slow enough that loss of life seemed an unlikely possibility. Relief flooded his senses until he rounded the driver’s side of the still running car and, in the meager light that spilled from the open door, noticed a patch of blood spattered across the white expanse of snow. Trepidation filled him when he saw a woman sprawled lifelessly across the center console.

Christian briefly wondered how blood could have ended up outside the car if her injuries had been sustained during the crash. The logical part of his brain noted a set of footprints leading in the other direction from the ones he had created on his approach. Straining his neck to see over the bank, he saw a set of deeply etched marks left by spinning tires and the deep grooves continuing on toward Ponderosa Pines. Every minute detail etched itself into his memory as he gently turned toward what he hoped was not a dead body inside the car. Shaking fingers tested for the delicate flutter at the base of her throat. Unconscious, but still breathing, her pulse was strong. Christian felt a profound sense of relief. 

“My name is Christian, and I’m here to help you.”

Moving carefully, he hit the lever to tilt the seat back all the way back, and keeping her neck and head supported, cradled the woman’s body to roll her off the console and into a more comfortable position on the seat. Christian shed his coat, shook off the layer of snow, and laid it over her for the extra warmth. Angry red shading to purple marred the otherwise smooth column of her throat, and a trickle of blood stained her temple where a large knot stood out in stark relief against her auburn hair.  

When he stepped back, he felt something under his foot. Reaching down, he fished a red leather wallet out of the snow where his boot had pressed it down. 

“Ma’am, I found your wallet, I’m going to open it so I can look at your identification.” There was no response, but the sound of his own voice soothed Christian’s pounding heart, so he kept up a steady stream of words meant to convince her he was there to help. Fingers beginning to tremble from the rush of adrenaline, he pulled the license from her wallet.



