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      One little broken leg was never going to slow down Sally. Not out here in the wilds, five miles from the freeway. Two miles from the nearest road.

      Sally sat on a black rock, poking up from the mossy, earthy soil all around. An outcrop of granite or gneiss. She’d learned rocks back at NAU. Just a couple of geology courses as a freshman.

      None of that had stuck.

      Not that that would help her situation right away.

      The sky overhead was clear, a brilliant dome of blue. A few scudding, icy wisps to the north east, and a few billowing thunderheads a hundred miles to the south. It was late in the day and the air was cooling. Behind her the range rose slowly, and the sun would dip behind soon.

      Then it would get real cold.

      Around her, ponderosa and Oregon pines shivered in a light breeze. Their scent was heady and strong. Invigorating. Life-giving.

      The rock was nobbly and rough. It poked against her butt, but the nobbles were small enough and even enough that it didn’t hurt. Tiny pieces of it looked like they were ready to break out. Little blocks of the stuff like the tips of miniature french fries.

      The fall had happened just beyond the rock, on the uphill side. A trail there that might once have been clear and open, but now was tending to weeds and saplings. Dry in places, boggy in others. Some parts, farther down, back toward Jessie’s car

      The Ryeling Park Forest was eighty-nine hundred acres of old growth. It sounded like a lot, but it wasn’t really. A jagged shape, six miles long, and four miles across at its widest.

      Abandoned rugged country. Too hard to farm, really. Too beautiful to mill, though the way the lumber companies were getting now, they would happily come in and fell every last tree, plant some saplings and vanish.

      Sally’s leg throbbed.

      She’d fallen. Distracted by the flight of a raptor. A hawk probably, not an eagle. Too small. Brilliant speckled brown feathers, with a tail that tipped left and right adjusting its flight.

      The bird had been gliding along above the clearing around the rock. The bird’s head had turned and its yellow eye had glinted at Sally.

      Pulling its wings in, the bird plunged at the ground.

      Vanished behind the rock.

      Sally had hurried to watch.

      Stumbled.

      Fallen across part of the rock. Her foot jammed. The rest of her kept going.

      The pain in that moment had been explosive.

      As if her foot had been ripped off.

      It had taken minutes for her breathing to come back to normal.

      She’d shucked her backpack and lay there on the trail. Staring at the sky. Letting her leg throb.

      Calculating how long before dark. Calculating whether she could hobble back before dark. Calculating if she could even drive the car.

      Jessie’s car was a old Ford Fusion. A little beat up, with wheel bearings the squeaked sometimes.

      It wouldn’t drive itself.

      If only she had a Tesla, ha, ha.

      But, it was kind of Jessie to let her use it like this. In exchange for a little childcare. Sally would do that for free.

      Her phone had been in her back pocket. In the fall, the screen had smashed. The phone was still working, but the display was flickery and fragmented. And wouldn’t respond to her taps.

      she couldn’t make a call. Couldn’t text.

      So now here she was, sitting on top of a rock, miles from anywhere with her leg throbbing. No phone. No one around.

      Still the view was nice.

      She dragged her pack up after her and unzipped the top flap. It was a decent overnight pack. Sixty-five liter capacity. She had a quick coffin tent and a good sleeping bag. All middle of the range—best she could afford—but they did the job.

      Maybe she would have to camp out for the night. She would have to drag herself back along the trail a ways. Just before the small clearing around the rock outcrop, she’d spotted a kind of flat area that would have enough space for the tent.

      She could wait out the night and hobble on back to her car come morning.

      When she’d bought the pack, at Wilbur and Son, the sales assistant had suggested an emergency locator. A little thing like a cross between a flashlight and a GPS. It had a secret button that sent a signal to the satellites. A kind of automated S.O.S.

      She’d balked, though at the price. Not that it wouldn’t be three hundred dollars well spent, just that she didn’t really have three hundred dollars to spare.

      She’d hiked plenty, with no problems. She was young and fit.

      Now, though, maybe she should have had that locator.

      From the zipped pouch, she pulled out a baggie with trail mix. Nuts and seeds and sultanas, with a smattering of chocolate chips and yoghurt balls. Quite delicious.

      Buried below, she had a full dried meal—stroganoff—and a little camp cooker to boil it in. She would have to use her drinking water, since she wasn’t going to be collecting water from a stream anytime soon.

      If she could even get the cooker set up.

      Fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into, girl.

      She took a mouthful of the mix. It was yum. And cheering.

      From farther up the trail came a sound. Someone running?

      Sally sat up straighter. Looked around.

      Not from up the trail. From down. Back toward the small carpark.

      Her heart pounded.

      Fifteen yards away, someone burst from the trees.

      A man.

      Sally waved. Shouted.

      “Hey,” she said. “Little help.”

      He came to a stop.

      Stared at her.

      He had thick, lank black hair and three days of stubble.

      He stared at her with piercing eyes.

      “I fell,” she said. “I need...”

      She trailed off.

      He was just staring.

      He was wearing jeans. Dirty jeans. Tan work boots. Muddy.

      A plaid shirt over a white tee shirt.

      No backpack.

      No water bottle.

      He was carrying just one thing.

      A little black pistol.
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