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About the Book


After a summer fighting wildfire, US Park Ranger Anna Pigeon sets off on a camping trip to the Iron Range in upstate Minnesota. With her are four women: Heath, Leah and their two teenage daughters. For Heath, who is paraplegic, it is the chance to test out a new, cutting edge line of outdoor equipment, designed by Leah to make the wilderness more accessible to disabled campers.


On their second night, Anna takes a canoe out on the Fox River but when she returns, she finds that a band of kidnappers, armed with rifles, pistols and knives, has taken the group hostage. With limited resources and no access to the outside world, it is up to Anna to track them across the treacherous landscape and rescue her friends before it is too late. . .
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PROLOGUE


Paul Davidson was stopped on the overpass outside of Denver International Airport, amused as always by the statue of the great blue Gumby horse rearing against the white peaks of the terminal roof in the background. The peaks were meant, he assumed, to look like the Rocky Mountains. They always reminded him of a momma sow lying on her back.


His wife’s plane was scheduled to leave at 11:15 A.M., nonstop to Minneapolis. This was the first vacation Anna had taken since their honeymoon. After a summer fighting wildfires, she needed a long weekend with the girls.


He’d been glad when Heath Jarrod invited her on this float trip. Some years back, Heath had saved Anna’s life. Anna wasn’t the sort to forget that kind of thing, and they’d become fast friends. Anna was godmother to Heath’s daughter, Elizabeth, though if the church knew the kind of spiritual guidance Anna would provide, the minister might have balked.


Paul smiled. He loved his wife’s irreverence. Even after three years of marriage, he never rested easy when she was away. He kept his fears to himself. A man might put Anna on a pedestal, but she would only leap down, snatch up a chain saw, and cut it up for firewood.


Three jets that might have been Anna’s left in quick succession.


The great Gumby horse’s eyes glowed an infernal red. Paul was glad he was an Episcopalian. A less rational belief system might have seen that as a bad omen.


“Vaya con Dios,” he whispered, then got in the Nissan for the drive back to Boulder.




ONE


Hands thrust deep in the pockets of the absurd checkered hunter’s coat—protective coloration in northern Minnesota—Charles stared at the campground. Gray ash, blown into ripples, exposed an old campfire ring. On the edges of the clearing the ash melded into gray hills, low and still in death. Black spikes, the last rebellion of living trees, thrust up through the misery of destruction.


Giving God the finger, Charles thought. Never a good idea. Like most Catholics, Charles prayed to Jesus and Mother Mary when he bothered to pray. Jesus was in the redemption business. Not God; God was in the smiting business.


“What’re we gonna do, Dude?”


Charles slid his eyes toward the Fox River. The fire had been stopped by the water. Its final act of destruction was the campground. On the far bank, vegetation was a lush mockery; verdant greens, rich golds, and loud reds thrust out over the water like so many jeering faces.


“What’re we gonna do, Dude?” repeated the goon, slouching between Charles and the river.


Known facts automatically played in Charles’s mind: Sean Ferris, small-time muscle. Philadelphia, Chicago, then Detroit. Served three years for rape. Obedient, loyal. Attack dog. Ferris was old for this work, and fat. The black leather coat and pointed-toe boots stuck him in the sixties, too overdone even to pass for retro.


Charles took his cell phone from the pocket of the blanket coat and pushed the number three.


“Calling Mr. Big?” asked another of the goons Bernie had stuck him with.


James R. Spinks, forty-one years of age, out of Detroit, Michigan, connected to what passed for Mafia. Scum for hire. IQ of 84. Went by the name Jimmy. Grown men who liked to be called by little boys’ names needed to be hung by their tiny dicks, Charles thought.


Bernie picked up on the second ring. The fool must be hunched over the phone, waiting for news of his cunning foray into crime.


“Campground is burned,” Charles said. “Nothing to acquire.” The job was supposed to be a clean smash-and-grab. Bernie, Mr. Big, hadn’t done his homework. The fool actually believed Charles had no idea who was the so-called brains behind this caper. Bernard Iverson, forty-six, Edmondson, Canada, marine equipment, massively overextended, net worth five million dollars and still not worth the bullet it would take to kill him.


“One second, please,” Bernie said.


Unblinking, Charles waited, listening to a clatter that suggested Bernie was using his cell phone as a hockey puck. He gritted his teeth, his jaw muscles bunched into hard knots. This was the only outward show of emotion he allowed himself. Humans were masters at reading faces. A second’s hesitation, a flick of the eyes, a smile at the wrong time telegraphed weakness. Even people who didn’t understand what they were seeing retained enough feral instinct to home in on any chink in the armor. From that day forth they hammered at it until the chink became a crack and the crack a break. Once the soft flesh was exposed they went for the entrails with talons and tongues as sharp as harpies’.


The only earth the meek inherited was six feet down and capped by a stone.


A final scrimmage and Bernie was back. “There’s a second campsite about four miles north on the same side of the river. It looks like it didn’t burn. They probably stopped there.”


Charles kept waiting. Four miles, no trail, probably: not good enough. The whole setup was Mickey Mouse. Bernie didn’t know Charles, but Charles knew him. Michael had once said the so-called Mr. Big was nickel and dime, undermining unions, cutting corners, slighting on materials. That was why they’d bought him out. When it came to fundamental criminal activities, Charles doubted if he could steal a peek at a nudist camp. Given half a day, Charles could have come up with a better crew than Bernie’s bottom-feeders.


“I’ll get a bird’s-eye’s and call you back,” Bernie said finally.


Charles punched the disconnect. Jimmy, dressed in a coat identical to the one Charles wore, but with a matching hat and earflaps, spit a stream of tobacco juice into the ash. Mostly into the ash; a drop or two of spittle remained in the Ted Kaczynski–style beard he sported.


“What’s the deal?” Jimmy asked. His teeth were stained brown.


Charles looked away. “The target may be four miles upriver. The pilot’s doing a flyby. We wait here until we have a positive ID.”


“Then what?” This from Reg.


Reginald Waters, African American, thirty-one, Detroit. Ex-gang-banger, low-end drug dealer, con man. Into bookies for a hundred and seventy-three grand. Last call for repayment before the bad boys came for him.


“If the target is located, we move to acquire it,” Charles said without looking at Waters. Eye contact was an invitation to intimacy. Flee, fight, fornicate, or, Charles’s least favorite, ask stupid questions. Open honest intercourse was not a paradigm for leadership that appealed to him.


“Even with others he works alone.”


Charles’s brother had said that. A photograph of Michael clicked onto the screen in Charles’s mind, the black-and-white glossy taken for his senior yearbook. Next to it appeared the picture of the target lifted from the Internet.


Payback is going to be a bitch, Charles promised his little brother.




TWO


One hand buried in Wily’s ragged fur, Heath gazed into the fire, marveling at the concept of camping out, canoeing a river, building a fire, and eating and sleeping in the wilderness. This was a fine and wonderful thing. Boy Scouts did it, park rangers and hunters and hikers did it, photographers and dishwashers and presidents did it.


And now cripples did it, she thought. Hooray for our side.


Their camp was on a bluff above the river. Dishes and hands were washed well inland. No human effluvia would dirty the waters on Anna Pigeon’s watch. Excretions were buried, the soiled toilet tissue put in ziplocked plastic bags to be packed out. This Heath was exempt from. She was testing a chamber-pot-sized camping toilet, super light-weight, watertight, and ergonomically designed to improve the aim of even the most inept user. Come morning the fire would be doused and stirred. Ashes and burned stick ends would be scattered, the burn mark raked, and the area rehabbed with forest duff.


Anna had lived by the law of “take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints” for so long she no longer even carried a camera; she took nothing but memories. Tonight she was storing them up on a solitary float on the Fox. Heath would have enjoyed a ride with her old friend, but Anna needed solitude. Like a dolphin in the ocean, Anna could submerge herself in the sea of humanity for long periods of time, but if she didn’t surface into her private universe every so often, she would suffocate.


“You look like the Cheshire cat who ate the canary in the catbird seat,” Leah said in her usual scratchy murmur. Leah always carried an internal echo, as if she were talking to herself. Too many hours alone in labs breathing toxic fumes, was Heath’s guess. Leah had two doctorates, one in chemistry and one in electronic engineering. She was the research and development genius behind Hendricks & Hendricks, a high-end sports gear and clothing manufacturer based out of Boulder.


Heath met her when Leah was looking for paraplegics willing to play guinea pig to test gear she’d designed to make wilderness access easier for the disabled. This trip was a shakedown cruise for a chair, a canoe, a lifting device, and selvane, a chemical compound that was lightweight and strong, and dramatically decreased friction.


At the moment Heath was lounging in a camp chair designed for wheelchair users. Twelve and a half inches from the ground, and as stable as if nailed to the earth, it allowed Heath to move easily from chair to wheelchair and back. The arms were sturdy enough to do handstands on—Elizabeth had done several just to prove it, though, since she weighed about the same as the average golden retriever, it wasn’t the best of tests.


H&H was already successful, but if selvane was all Leah hoped it would be, it would revolutionize the industry. It would revolutionize a lot of industries. God forbid the sinister uses the military would find for it.


“Lost in thought,” Leah said. It was less a question, it seemed to Heath, than a statement of personal choice.


“I was contemplating your genius,” Heath said truthfully.


“Oh.” Evidently, people often did that, and it had ceased to be of interest. Leah went back to studying the wheelchair. The wheels were larger and softer than those on street chairs, and it weighed next to nothing. Leah had designed it to be folded so it could fit easily into a canoe or strapped onto a backpack. Firelight flickering on the lenses of her glasses gave Heath the illusion of witnessing mental gears turning as Leah mulled over her design, seeking out flaws.


Elizabeth, Heath’s daughter, had named her wheelchair Robo-butt. This new miracle of modern engineering was dubbed Robo-butt ATV.


Taking a drag from her cigarette, Heath watched her daughter. Heat rising from the campfire twisted the air, and she saw E as if through antique glass. The first time she’d laid eyes on this amazing creature who was to be her child had been in the woods at night. Elizabeth and two other little girls had stumbled half naked, bleeding and mute, out of the forest near where she and her aunt were camping in Rocky Mountain National Park. Heath had thought they were a bear come to dine on the helpless crippled lady. Instead, one of them became her salvation.


After the accident that broke her back, Heath had given up on herself. Along came Elizabeth, and Heath discovered she couldn’t give up on herself without giving up on Elizabeth. That was unthinkable.


From a bitter drunken cripple, Heath had grown into a semicivilized paraplegic. From a scrawny frightened limpet, Elizabeth had grown into a confident beauty. Still, her eyes were the eyes of someone much older—a thousand years older. Ghosts could be seen in those depths. Shadows moved there even on cloudless days. Heath liked to think her adopted daughter was an old soul who had visited the realms of the living in many incarnations.


Before she’d asked E on this trip, they’d talked long and hard about whether a sojourn in the woods would bring back the nightmares. E was in favor of facing one’s fears. Where her daughter was concerned, Heath sang the praises of running away.


“You’re doing it, Heath.”


Elizabeth had caught her in the act. Mothers should not be obviously smitten. E told her once in mock seriousness that it undermined discipline.


“I am not,” she lied as she wiped the doting look off her face.


Elizabeth rolled her eyes.


“Doing what?” Katie asked. Leah’s daughter, Katie, was thirteen. Heath had hoped they would be company for each other on the trip, but Katie looked and acted far younger than her years.


“Looking all warm and runny inside,” Elizabeth said. “You know, Mother Gooey?”


Katie’s white-blond eyebrows, nearly invisible on her pale, heart-shaped face, drew together in confusion. When it cleared Heath saw bitterness. “Right,” she said. “Maybe if I had titanium parts.”


Katie stabbed a marshmallow through the heart with a twig. “These have got to be covered in germs and squirrel poop,” she said with a grimace.


“Organic,” Elizabeth kidded her. “Costs a fortune at Whole Foods.”


“Daddy gets fits if Tanya lets me eat anything that isn’t organic. ‘Organic’ is Latin for boring.” Katie thrust the skewered marshmallow into the fire and watched keenly as it caught and burned, the skin turning black and crusted.


“Who is Tanya?” Heath asked.


“Warden,” Katie said.


“Au pair,” Leah said without looking at her daughter.


Katie tilted her head until her baby-fine blond hair fell forward and curtained her face. Heath suspected she was mortified. Who has a babysitter in the eighth grade? What kind of a mother mentions it in front of another girl, and a high school girl at that?


“A pair of what?” Heath asked.


Katie raised her eyes from the charred corpse of the marshmallow. Katie didn’t grace Heath with even a hint of a smile. Heath had known Leah’s daughter for twenty-four hours and had yet to see her smile. Katie might be accustomed to manipulating adults by withholding approval. God knew most mothers would wag themselves to death for a pat on the head from their kid.


“You shouldn’t smoke,” Katie said to wreak a kind of revenge. “Secondhand smoke kills people.”


“It’s okay. Mom doesn’t exhale,” Elizabeth said.


Leah said nothing. Heath had been raised by her aunt Gwen, a pediatrician. Rudeness, particularly to adults, was not tolerated. Heath had never tolerated it in Elizabeth. Leah just glanced at her daughter as if she were the ill-mannered child of a stranger.


Wily sighed in his sleep. Heath ran her fingers up his pointed coyote-style ears. Maybe Anna was right, maybe animals were better people than people. Then again, Anna didn’t exactly work and play well with others. She should be roasting marshmallows and celebrating the night on the river instead of floating somewhere in her damn sacred solitude. A true friend would be drinking wine and keeping Heath from getting too involved in other people’s business.


“E, would you go see if you can see Anna’s canoe?” Heath asked. “Tell her we’re making s’mores. That should bring her in out of the cold.” Elizabeth rose with a fluid grace Heath could barely remember. Movement was language for E. Often she’d forgo use of her own legs to experiment with new ways Heath could get around. They installed monkey bars in the living room and performed monkeylike antics on them. Elizabeth was an ace with Heath’s wheelchair. So as not to seem a drag, Heath learned to pop wheelies, entered races, and was rear guard for the basketball team Rolling Thunder.


The leaves, rich reds, yellows, and oranges during the day, were black with coming night. The last light of the day limned the edges with silver. Leaning back, Heath looked for the first star of evening amid sparks rising lazily into the air, then winking out like fireflies. Campfires and Wily were two of the reasons Heath preferred to camp on Forest Service rather than Park Service land. Much as she loved Anna’s parks, the NPS was not dog- or fire-friendly. There were times Heath didn’t want to conserve for the use of the next generation; she wanted to pretend there was enough of everything wild, that it would go on forever, and humans were too insignificant to do any real damage. Camping with a good fire and a good dog helped that illusion.


“Are these things any better roasted?” Katie asked. She was holding up one of the mushrooms Leah had picked earlier in the day. Raised north of Duluth, Minnesota, the only child of two mothers, both of whom were concerned with natural foods and sustained harvests, Leah had grown up hunting mushrooms and gathering wild rice.


Before Leah could respond, Katie had jabbed the orange fungus with a stick and poked it into the flame more as if she were torturing than cooking it.


“Don’t do that,” Leah said softly. Katie kept doing it. Leah looked away.


“Leave a few, at least,” Heath said. Lobster mushrooms had added a nice zest to the prepared foods they’d brought.


“Never eat a mushroom I haven’t okayed,” Leah said. “Some are deadly.”


“Oh right, like I’m going to mistake an Amanita for a lobster,” Katie sneered.


“They look like deer mushrooms, not lobster,” Leah said mildly.


“Do you see Anna?” Heath asked Elizabeth, a sharp silhouette on the bluff overlooking the water.


“Nope. Nada.”


Feeling abandoned, Heath swallowed a slug of bourbon. It definitely tasted better from a tin cup than from a crystal glass. She wondered if that would be true inside four walls. Definitely a double-blind test in the offing when they returned to Boulder.


A crashing in the woods interrupted Heath’s meditation. Katie dropped the mushroom she was burning with such determination.


“Wolf?” Elizabeth asked hopefully. “It would be so cool to see a wolf.”


“More likely a bear or a moose,” Heath said. “Get Wily’s leash, would you, E?”


Elizabeth ducked into the tent with the enviable ease of the young and limber, scooped up the leash, then knelt, legs folding smoothly like the self-lubricating hinges on Leah’s high-tech inventions, and clipped the lead to Wily’s collar.


“Probably a deer,” Leah said absently.


Too many years without predators had allowed the deer herds to outgrow their habitat. In winter, they starved and died of disease. Wherever humans were known to give handouts, they begged. Without food, even Bambi could become aggressive. Wolves had reinhabited northern Minnesota, but not in sufficient numbers to do the thinning work.


Wily’s neck hair stiffened under Heath’s hand. His body went rigid. A growl, so low she more felt than heard it, began building in his chest.


“It’s people,” she said quietly.




THREE


All forms of sorrow and delight, All solemn Voices of the Night. The words seemed to form from the soughing of the wind in the dying leaves. The mystical ululation of a loon, a sound that seemed to Anna to linger on the water long after the bird had ceased to call, punctuated the thought.


Wadsworth? Frost?


The air was a delicate balance. The last of summer rested on the skin as the prickle of coming winter brushed the mind. Anna could taste the fertile loamy scent of leaves, fallen and readying to return to the earth, and the lingering smell of warm grass, dust, and pine. Mated with the spicy scent of campfire smoke, it triggered a longing for sometime, someplace, someone that never existed, but was nonetheless exquisite, and to be deliciously mourned.


Enjoying nostalgia, a luxury she seldom allowed herself, she lay back in the stern of the canoe as it drifted down the Fox River as light and quiet as a leaf on a pond. A new moon, a dime-sized wraith barely edged with light, was almost lost in a dense sea of glittering stars. This far north, this far from neon, fluorescent, incandescent, and halogen, this far from television screens, stars and sky appeared simultaneously close and impossibly distant. If Anna let her fingers loose from where they relaxed around the gunwales, she might fall up and forever.


There was nowhere she needed to be, no one she needed to serve. The owner of the convenience store at the put-in said the camp they’d planned on using had been burned over by a forest fire, so they stopped a few miles upstream. Anna reveled in the extra time to do absolutely nothing productive. She knew she should be missing Paul. A better husband than Paul Davidson would only serve to make a woman feel chronically inadequate.


It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy his company; they’d been married several years and she was still crazy in love with the man. Catching his smile in a crowd never failed to make her heart skip a beat. The thing was, when she was alone in wild country—or as wild as country got in these United States—Anna didn’t miss anyone, not her friends, not her dog or cat, not her sister, Molly, not her husband.


Early imprinting, she supposed. In her thirties she’d been pretty well deconstructed by life. In solitude and wilderness she’d been put back together. Perhaps it wasn’t so odd that she felt at home here, complete.


Paul was different. He moved through the world of people with the ease of a water snake across a calm lake. Human constellations, in the form of neighborhoods, clubs, or congregations, came to his orbit, drawn by his warmth and honor.


Anna admired it greatly but couldn’t live that way every day. Now and then, she needed to breathe air that wasn’t someone else’s exhalation. Even this trip was somewhat overcrowded for her taste, though Leah seemed nice enough for an extremely wealthy person. Money was like sugar; too much of it sickened people.


Leah didn’t talk much, which was a plus, and her voice was so soft. It had been the first to fade as Anna drifted farther and farther from camp. Heath’s went next, and E’s. High and sharp, Katie’s was the last to be nullified by the gentle susurration of the river.


In blessed solitude and silence, Anna drifted. Heaven. To dream of anything else was sacrilege—if one believed in sacrilege.


Gods were tricky business. Anna seldom gave them a thought, nor, if they existed, did she expect they pondered much upon her comings and goings. This amiable standoff ended when Paul retired as sheriff of Adams County and moved to Colorado, where she was a district ranger at Rocky Mountain.


Before he was a sheriff, Paul had been an Episcopal priest. He was an Episcopal priest again, working interim at St. Aidan’s in Boulder. Tired of pursuing the bad guys, he said he needed to pursue the good guys for a while, for the sake of his soul. Father Davidson was not the sort to press his wife to attend church or to embrace Jesus. That would have sent Anna screaming for the hills.


Paul Davidson enjoyed the simple gift of faith.


When Anna asked him in what way and why, he said people needed to believe in something. Not necessarily the patriarchal smiting god, or the white-washed westernized vision of the carpenter’s son, not even in miracles. In the twenty-first century miracles were commonplace. People couldn’t get excited over a man walking on water when they’d seen a man walking on the moon. Paul’s contention was that to fend off despair and embrace life, humanity needed to move beyond miracles. They needed to believe the impossible: that there was an end to suffering, that their emptiness would be filled. That they were loved.


Since the beginning, churches had used all that was deemed holy to get their victims to collude in their own destruction. Regardless, churches were where people sought the divine. So Paul served his grand scheme of love from the altar.


Trailing her hand in water grown cold with early rains in Canada, Anna wondered idly what she served.


A low thrumming clatter of grouse wings applauded.


A sign, she thought. She smiled.


The applause continued, the sweet cacophony punctuated by the grouse clicking low in his throat. Then something alien, a wrong note in the symphony of the woods, metal swallowing metal. Anna sat up straight, suddenly alert. Nothing in nature made a sound like that.


Faintly, far away, and unmistakably, a pistol had been manually cocked, a wheel gun probably, a big one, .45 or .357. Maybe a .38. Because she was on vacation—and flying commercially—Anna hadn’t brought a weapon. Heath had no interest in firearms.


Whoever it was had not come from downstream. Anna would have heard them snap-crackle-and popping through the downed leaves and twigs.


Hunters? Possible. It might be deer season. Outside of the parks, Anna was unsure of the rules and regulations. As far as she was concerned, hunting season was when rangers hunted poachers.


A chance encounter? A lone and twisted individual happening on helpless-looking women while pursuing a moose? Opportunistic cruelty of the kind portrayed in the movie Deliverance?


“Squeal like a pig” sliced out of Anna’s memory.


Thieves? Thieves would be nice. Thieves liked to take things and slip peacefully away. Property crimes were common in parks and forests. Cars were clouted and pockets picked, but seldom this far from civilization. Hikers carried little of value, but for their gear, and gear wasn’t easily converted to cash.


There was little hope for a nice honest robbery. Unfortunately other forms of lowlifes—denizens of horror films and fever dreams—often chose to be paid in the currency of screams, investing fear into the depleted accounts of their sorry, miserable, stinking lives.


Anna turned the canoe’s nose upstream and began paddling hard against the current.




FOUR


In a public campground, a KOA—any place where people gathered—the approach of human footsteps would not have been frightening. Alone, in the backwoods at nightfall, there was no reason for pedestrian traffic. No good reason.


A man, dressed like a lumberjack in a red-and-black plaid coat and black jeans tucked into new boots, materialized out of the charcoal gray of evening beneath the trees. A gun that looked the size of a small cannon, the hole in the barrel as wide and deep as a well, was held close by his thigh. Admittedly, Heath’s eye level was less than three feet off the ground; still, he was huge. He had to be close to six-six. Beneath the layers of flannel and wool, his body was thick. Like the blade of a shovel, his jaw was wide at the top and came to a spade point below a small mouth. Dark hair formed a widow’s peak on a low, broad forehead. In some lights the face would appear ruggedly handsome. In others, dimorphic and hideous, the top half that of a he-man, the bottom that of a woman.


“Good evening,” Heath said, hanging on to the vain hope these were hunters and this an unexpected social call. “What can we do for you?”


“Hendricks, Leah,” the man said in a flat cool voice, his eyes flickering over Heath and dismissing her.


“I’m Leah Hendricks,” Leah whispered. Her face, always pale, was gray where blood had fled the skin, and orange where the glow of the fire hit her cheekbones and the ridge of her nose. The effect was disturbing, feverish.


“Hendricks, Katie,” said the man.


“What is this? Is Gerald okay?” Leah asked. Gerald was her husband.


“Hendricks, Katie,” the man repeated.


“Is something the matter with Daddy?” Katie asked. “Are you a cop?”


His eyes, just holes in his face from where Heath sat, sparked as they moved in Katie’s direction. “Yes,” he said. “Katie Hendricks?”


“Here,” Katie said and raised her hand as if she were in school.


“Aunt Gwen?” Heath asked in the barest scrape of time, when she could believe that the police had sent forest rangers with bad news.


“This is it,” the man said in a louder tone.


“About fucking time,” came another male voice. Seconds later a smaller, bearded man, dressed almost identically, stepped into the ring of firelight. He carried a rifle.


“You’re not the police, are you?” Heath asked. Two more men emerged from the dark fringe of trees, one with a handgun. Overkill, Heath thought and wished she hadn’t. The men spread out, making four points of a box around Heath and the others.


“Are you lost?” Heath inquired politely, trying to force the situation to normalcy. “About all we can offer you is a cup of coffee.”


“You and you.” The tall black-haired man, the leader most likely, indicated Katie and Leah with the barrel of the pistol. Katie’s eyes grew so big she looked more like a lemur than a human child. “There. Sit.” He pointed at the feet of a black man who, in a black hoodie and black sweats, formed a shadow against the trees.


“Sean’s got the ties, Dude,” the black man said. Sean was the fourth man, the last to enter the clearing. He looked like an extra from the road show of Grease who hadn’t aged well. He saw Heath staring at him and smiled with small, crooked, very white teeth.


Terror stampeded over Heath. It was happening, the worst-case scenario; she was crippled and helpless and monsters had come for the children and she couldn’t do one damn thing to stop them. Not one goddamn thing. Visions of Elizabeth bleeding, clothing ripped, men in the midst of gang rape burned through Heath’s mind too fast for the eye to see, but not for the soul to feel.


“Stay close, stay close,” she whispered, reaching out to clutch Elizabeth’s leg. Heath had to hold herself together. If nothing else, she could witness, she could memorize the faces. Sean, that was one name. She could listen for more so they could be tracked down. Heath’s eyes tried to catch detail, find meaningful marks, but flickering light and pounding pulse and the enormity of the size of horror of the men of the guns cracked her vision into a kaleidoscope of images.


A story Anna once told flashed in her mind. A man in a bunny suit, shooting blanks from a revolver in one hand and waving a carrot in the other, charged into a Crime Scene Investigation class. He hopped around the room and out the door. When the students’ eyewitness accounts were read aloud, they did not agree on whether the shooter was black or white, male or female, if it was a rabbit or a kangaroo, or how many shots were fired. The only thing on which they agreed was that the intruder had guns in both hands.


The point: Eyewitnesses were unreliable.


There would be no eyewitnesses left after these men had done whatever they’d come to do. That reality struck Heath with the force of a two-by-four across the back of the head.


“Run!” she hissed at Elizabeth and surged to her feet to put her body between the guns and her daughter’s flight path. She flopped from the camp chair like a landed trout. Her mind had forgotten her legs no longer worked.


The gang leader, the tall man, straightened his arm, the pistol extending from his huge hand like a black finger pointing at Elizabeth’s midsection.


“Nobody move,” he said in a tone as hard as cast iron. Elizabeth, Heath, the rustle of the leaves overhead seemed to freeze. Time took a breath. The black guy froze. The bearded man with the rifle was still as stone. Everything but the fire stopped moving. A silence, closer to deafness than quiet, swallowed the camp. Heath was afraid she was going to start laughing or crying or screaming.


Over the water slow applause mocked the scene. The clapping grew louder, faster. A disapproving tongue clicking crept into the clatter.


The black man jumped. “What the fuck was that?” he demanded as the noise faded.


“Keep your pants dry, Reg,” the bearded man said. “Probably just an old rat or a squirrel messing around.”


“I never heard no rat sound like that,” Reg said.


“It’s a grouse,” Elizabeth told them. “They drum this time of year.”


Heath scowled at her. Seen and not heard echoed in her head. Invisible and gone would be better.


Reg looked at Elizabeth as if he were trying to figure out who she was calling a grouse, him or the creature that made the eerie sound.


“Finish securing the Hendrickses. Get this one, too,” the leader said, his gun still aimed at Elizabeth. “Soon as it’s light, we go. Reg, cover them with the Walther. Sean, secure them.”


The black man, Reg, had the “Walther,” a pewter-colored handgun. It was a kind of gun that shot more than six bullets. That was the extent of Heath’s expertise with firearms. Reg held it like a man who knew how to use it.


Sean pulled an unopened package of plastic cable ties from the pocket of his jacket.


Beneath Heath’s hand, Wily was trembling. Or maybe she was trembling; she couldn’t tell where she ended and the dog began, where reality ended and nightmare began.


Ties in hand, Sean said, “Put your pretty little wrists together so nice Uncle Sean can make sure you don’t get into trouble.”


Leah held out her hands, wrists together.


Wily began to bark wildly.


“Shut the dog up,” the big man said to Heath. “You, with the others.” He laid a heavy hand on E’s shoulder. Elizabeth stumbled, then fell to her hands and knees.


Leash trailing like the tail of a comet, Wily shot from under Heath’s fingers as if he’d been born in the Alaskan wilderness and just laid eyes on his first reindeer calf. Growl became roar, and his slink a lunge, as he went for the throat of the man who’d dared lay hands on a member of his pack.


Wily’s heart was that of a young wolf; his bones were those of an old dog. The man swatted him down as if he were a mosquito, then kicked him hard in the side. Wily’s limp form flew through the air. With a crack of bone that snapped Heath’s heart in two, he slammed into the bole of a tree.




FIVE


Wily’s body slid down the trunk and pooled around the bottom as lifeless as a dropped towel.


“You miserable son of a bitch,” Heath said, unable to comprehend such meaningless evil. From the corner of her eye, she saw Elizabeth rising to her feet on a tide of fury.


“Stop!” Heath cried. “No! No!”


Like an avenging angel, Elizabeth flew at the man. Pistol in hand, the man’s enormous red-and-black-clad arm rose.


“Don’t shoot!” Heath screamed.


He didn’t shoot. He clubbed Elizabeth to the ground with the same easy violence he’d shown when dealing with Wily. The base of her skull struck the duff first, and she went as limp as the dog.


“God damn you, you son of a bitch, you goddam son of a bitch,” Heath yelled. Worthless legs tangling, she scrambled to her daughter’s body. Damaged nerves were sending so many mixed signals Heath couldn’t feel a pulse in E’s neck. She pressed her ear to Elizabeth’s back. Rapid and strong, a heartbeat.


“Damn lucky for you, she’s alive.” Heath spit the words at the big man. A flicker of something crossed his face. Maybe amusement. Heath wanted to strike him down so badly she hissed like a snake.


“Whoa! Got us a she cat,” said the bearded man.


“Hey, at least the dog shut up,” said Sean. “Turn around,” he ordered Katie.


“Don’t you dare touch me, scumbag!” she snapped, jerking an arm the size of a toothpick from his thick-fingered hand. “My father will kill you. Do you know who my mother is?”


“I know exactly who she is, sweet cheeks. And I know just what you rich little twats are good for.” He leered cartoonishly. On him it looked natural.


“Do as he says.” Leah’s voice was a cold thread of sound.


Katie glared at her mother, tears glittering like rubies on her cheeks. “Not so tight,” she cried as the plastic was pulled taut on her wrists.


“Not so tight, Sean,” the big man said.


“Dude, you can’t loosen these things. I gotta cut ’em off and do new ones.”


“Then cut them off,” the dude said reasonably.


“Pain in the ass,” Sean muttered, but he did as he was told.


Scraping, a noise, paddles on the gunwale of a canoe, grated through the panic and despair boiling inside Heath’s skull.


Anna. She was returning to camp. In a minute she would beach the canoe and walk up the path to the bluff.


“You’ll never get away with this,” Heath yelled and flailed her arms, making as much noise as she could. “We’re expected back tomorrow morning. If we don’t show, the entire country will come after you, guns drawn!”


Sean stopped in the midst of cutting Katie’s bonds. The thugs looked at her as if she were behaving boorishly, as if they’d never attacked and kidnapped such a disgusting barbarian.


“Crazy,” Reg said, shaking his head sadly, the yellow hoodie beneath the black flashing in bright parentheses on either side of his dark face.


“Stay away from us! You hear me?” Heath shouted. “Stay the hell away!”




SIX


Stay the hell away!”


Heath.


Anna quit paddling.


Adrenaline spiked her blood and she nearly dropped the paddle into the river. Skin prickled, hairs on the back of her neck stirred, nostrils flared. As her body absorbed the level of threat, her ears felt as if they grew venous and quivering like those of a bat.


Taking a deep breath, she held it, consciously slowing her heart rate. The bluff blocked her view of everything except the glow of the fire. Shadowed red and gold leaves on the underside of the canopy shuddered in the breeze, pallid echoes of the flames beneath.


Hugging the bank, she let the canoe drift back downstream. The night had been transformed from star-filled and gentle into dark and full of menace. A man’s voice. Heath screaming obscenities. One man? More than one. Males who were announced with screams and curses tended to travel in packs, like jackals.


The canoe had drifted far enough. With a deft twist of the paddle, she nosed into the bank downstream of a tree. Roots undercut, it had fallen into the river and lay with a crown of desiccated foliage bobbing in the stream.


Anna leapt over the bow onto dry land, then pulled the canoe far enough out of the water that the tug of the current wouldn’t lure it away. For insurance, she tethered it to the exposed roots. At present, the canoe was her most valuable asset. When she’d gone for a solo paddle, she hadn’t planned to be out for more than an hour. Consequently, she hadn’t brought anything with her, not so much as a water bottle. Her camp shoes, good moose-hide moccasins from Ely, Minnesota, were house shoes with soft leather soles. These and the clothes on her back were the sum total of her survival gear. She didn’t even have her Swiss Army knife. Having lost so many to TSA, when she flew, she left it home. In lieu of major ordnance, she lifted a paddle from the canoe. A paddle was as good as a baseball bat and boasted a longer reach.


Seated on the trunk of the downed oak, she removed socks and moccasins, stuffed the socks into the shoes, tied the moccasins together by their laces, then slung them around her neck. Using the paddle as a staff, she waded back into the river.


Despite what cowboy authors had written regarding the stealth of the average American Indian, it was not possible to travel through dry leaves without making a sound. This Anna knew from experience. When she was seven and her sister, Molly, twelve, they had spent many a fall afternoon trying to perfect a method to do it. This was during what they later came to refer to as their Arapaho Autumn.


Water traverse would be quieter. The scrawny fingernail moon afforded little assistance beneath the overhanging riverbank. Like a blind woman, Anna felt her way with paddle and toes, hoping she wouldn’t fall into a hole and dunk herself, or walk into an old strainer and skewer herself on a stick. Looming, unseen, the riverbank weighed on the right side of her brain. Water flowing over her knees was black as squid ink and had a viscous oily quality. Stars receded until they were mere pinpricks of ice in the sky.


Perceptions not provable in a lab informed Anna that the pure nastiness of humanity was polluting the Fox River. Pure nasty humanity was the problem she had with Paul’s God of love. Too many people were involved. Had love of one’s neighbor referred only to those with fur or feathers, she might have become a believer.


Fifteen yards from the campsite, she waded out of the water. A ribbon of sand and gravel lined the riverbed. Like dry leaves, gravel was almost impossible to walk on without making a racket. Stepping with great care, she reached the rising bank where soil crumbled down from above and a short scruff of grasses grew. Grass was more forgiving of human trespass.


A man’s voice rumbled downriver, chasing the crying of a woman or girl. No barking or growling. Where was Wily? As he aged, his joints had grown stiff, but his hearing was still keen.


Leaning on the paddle in the dark of the bank’s shadow, Anna closed her eyes and pictured the camp. Atop the low bluff was a triangular clearing, the longest leg facing east over the river. The north, west, and southwest were thick with deciduous trees, mostly maples and oaks. The forest floor would be deep in leaves, the ferns crisp with autumn. Nearest the river, beside the cut leading to the Fox, was a large stand of white pine.


Pine needles had been one of the few success stories for the Indian scouts of the Arapaho Autumn, a success Anna had duplicated many times in the years since. Even white women could move across pine needles with a minimum of noise. Piney woods had it all over hardwood forests when it came to surveillance or surprise attack.


Since the vagaries of fire and flashlight beams would catch white flesh and red hair more surely and startlingly than the steady burn of electricity, Anna skinned out of her dark blue jacket. Underneath she wore a long-sleeved black T-shirt and a red tank top. She wriggled her arms free of the T, then pulled it up until the black cotton hid her hair and most of her face, leaving the neck hole as her window on the world. Ersatz burnoose complete, she slipped the jacket back over her tank top. There was little she could do with her hands. The Fox’s was a sandy riverbed, stingy with its mud.


As camouflaged as she could manage on short notice, she silenced her thoughts, as she always did when she wished herself invisible. Tracking everything from grizzly bears to skunks, she’d become convinced animals could sense a clamorous mind. People, not so much; still, she waited for inner quiet before walking quickly over the parched grass toward where the glow of the campfire touched the river.


Water soaked from her trouser legs and squished beneath her bare feet, seemingly as loud as whales mating or ten thousand jellyfish going under a steamroller. Five nerve-stripping yards, and she was beneath the bluff where Leah’s oversized canoe, a product in testing, was beached. She nearly barked her shins on the gunwale. With only a new moon, little light came from the open sky above the Fox. Beneath the trees ruled a darkness rivaling that three miles underground in Lechuguilla Cavern.


A social trail, cut by human and animal traffic, had eroded into a miniature ravine that led from the water to the top of the bluff. On a canvas of exposed roots and rocks, firelight painted a stairway that might have been done on one of Dalí’s bad days.


On hands and feet, Anna made her way up the gully far enough that her eyes were level with the top of the bank. Nose at root level, her senses were washed in the wholesome scents of soil and hay as she peered through the coarse grass covering the bluff.


Four men were visible; the nearest was a head taller than his companions. Orange and green half-dome tents, dwarfed by his height, gave the impression he stood in a magic mushroom patch. He wore the red-and-black checked wool coat favored by hunters, but the clothes fairly creaked with newness, a costume acquired for this event. Short black hair was combed back from a sharp side part. A predatory nose hunched over a luxuriant mustache that reflected the red of the flames where it curved over the corners of his mouth. In his left hand was a Colt. Anna couldn’t determine the caliber but trusted it had sufficient stopping power.


Not a duck or grouse hunter’s weapon.


He held the gun firmly but comfortably, as if he were shaking the hand of an old friend. The barrel was pointed at the back of Heath’s head. These were not hunters of deer or elk or moose. These were men who stalked alleys, bars, and city parks.


Elizabeth was prostrate, her cheek pressed to the ground, her girlish mouth twisted into a moue. A trace of black was smeared between her nose and upper lip. In the shadows there was no way to tell if it was blood or dirt. A slight rise and fall of her chest let Anna know she was alive, either unconscious or playing possum. Heath was draped over her in a protective curve of motherhood.


Not hunters, not woodsmen: These guys wouldn’t have come by river. They were motorboat types, not canoeists. A back road, maybe, an old logging or mining road. Yet they hadn’t driven. As still as the night was, Anna would have heard an engine. Their clothes were speckled with leaves and twigs where they’d pushed through vegetation. They’d traveled by foot and for quite a long way.


Beyond the big man covering E and Heath with the Colt was a man no more than five foot eight and clad in a red-and-black coat identical to the big man’s and augmented by a matching plaid cap with earflaps. Had it not been so creepy, this mini-me would have been comical. A dirty-brown beard hid most of his face. In his hands was an old pumpaction .22, the kind of rifle any self-respecting Mississippian would call a squirrel gun. He held the .22 out from his body and too far forward, more like a divining rod than a rifle. Saturday night specials, straight razors, and pool cues were likely his weapons of choice.


The muzzle of the .22 was pointed at a place on the ground behind the tents. Leah and Katie, Anna guessed. Good news. Dead people didn’t need to be held at gunpoint.


The remaining thugs had not tried to change their spots with Eddie Bauer’s best. They were dressed like miscreants snatched off any city street. One was slender, black, and around thirty. He wore blue Converse high-tops and black drawstring pants. For warmth he’d layered two hoodies, one over the other, black over yellow. Both hoods were up; his hands were stuffed into the pouch pocket on his stomach. Without daylight, Anna could tell little else about him: whether he was light- or dark-skinned, handsome or ugly, or even if he had hair. If he was armed, whatever he carried fit into the pocket of a sweatshirt.


The last of the quartet was an excessively white middle-aged man. A beer belly the size of a seven-month-old fetus pushed his jacket out. Astraddle a red-veined nose sat glasses with rectangular lenses in brown plastic frames. The temples sank into the man’s flesh. The lenses were so thick his face appeared squeezed in, his eyes the size of watermelon pips. Newer, lighter, thinner lenses had been available since the eighties. The too-white guy either liked the look or hadn’t bothered to update his prescription in thirty years. His jacket was black leather with zippered pockets. On his feet were half boots with elastic inserts on the side, the kind fashionable in the seventies.


He stood several feet from the bearded man with the rifle, also staring at the place where Anna assumed Leah and Katie sat. He had no gun, but an oversized hunting knife hung from his belt in a leather sheath.


Sudden and awful dread rushed into Anna. Poison, cold and acidic, burned her brain. Sweat broke out on her palms. Light-headed, she clung to a root for fear she would stumble back into the gully. Twice before had she gone sick with a fear she didn’t understand. Neither time had there been any real threat in sight. The first was in Mississippi. She’d pulled over a beat-up Ford sedan for going twenty miles per hour in a fifty-mile-per-hour zone. The driver was a young female, pathologically obese, her short brown hair like a bathing cap painted on a white billiard ball. Her eyes, beady and black, were buried in folds of flesh. The passenger was as dried up as a mummy, old and wrinkled and tiny. Neither wore a seat belt. Neither said a word.


When Anna had leaned down to speak to the driver, something so evil gusted out the driver’s window that she rocked back on her heels, her insides quaking. She’d given them a warning, then scuttled back to the sanctity of her patrol car, certain there were the dismembered bodies of infants in the trunk, and just as certain she wasn’t going to try to find out if that was true.


The second time was at Isle Royale in Lake Superior when she was checking fishing creels. She’d boarded a fishing boat tied to the dock on one of the islands in Washington Harbor. Three men were in the boat, three creels, and a sense of something so palpably wrong, Anna leapt back on the dock without counting their catch.


This paunchy, absurdly dressed man emanated the same ordure; the stink of heroin in the veins of a child whore, slit nostrils, cats run over for fun.


As the physical terror swelled, and Anna felt she must shed her skin like a snake, E’s eyes suddenly popped open the way Lucy’s always did in Dracula movies. A laugh, or maybe a scream, was startled to life in Anna’s throat. It took an effort of will to keep it from escaping.


Elizabeth was staring beyond the firelight where the pines crowded close on the northern side of the bluff. Anna followed her gaze. At the base of a venerable old white pine lay a shadow, gray-brown and wadded up, the way a man’s coat might fall if he tossed it at a hook and missed. It was Wily. He hadn’t been barking his fool head off because he was dead. There had been no reports from a gun. He must have been clubbed or kicked to death, his faithful body struck by a booted foot, or slammed into the unrelenting bark of the tree. Fury burned the overweening terror from Anna’s mind. Her eyes ached with tears that turned to steam before they reached the ducts.
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