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Chapter 1
"Tom wants to see you, Diana," Alice Cox announced, the door banging behind her as she entered the small, rustic cabin. "Why he called in some guy from out of state is beyond me. If the sheriff, park rangers, and hundreds of searchers can't find Ryan, what's one more man going to do?"
Diana Miller looked up from the day pack she was filling, noted her friend's frown, then grabbed the mosquito repellent from her bed. "He's here?"
"Just arrived." Alice sagged down on the edge of Diana's crude wooden bed. Her usual boisterous nature was subdued after three days of worry and tension. "He's not very tall, maybe five-ten or eleven. Looks like an Indian—even wears a headband." She sighed. "Diana, what chance do you think this tracker has in finding Ryan?"
"I don't know. I don't want to give up hope, but…." She let the sentence go unfinished. Alice was a seasoned camp counselor. She knew the dangers Ryan faced in the wilderness. They both did.
Diana slipped on a green nylon jacket. Her eyes burned from too many tears and a lack of sleep, and the lump on her forehead throbbed. She picked up a brush and carefully pulled her long, sun-bleached blond hair back into a ponytail, using a green-and-yellow silk scarf to hold it in place. "Where's Tom now?"
"In his office." Alice stood and stretched, then headed for the door. "He told his friend that you would show him which way Ryan went."
"I wish I could," Diana said and sighed. "I wish I could."
After Alice left, Diana tightened the laces of her hiking boots, gave her small room a quick visual check, and picked up her day pack. As she stepped outside, the sun was just lifting over the mountaintop, its rays filtering down through the stand of Jeffery pines at the edge of camp. Soon the crisp morning air would warm to a comfortable seventy degrees or more, but now the breeze that touched her cheeks had an icy bite. Zipping her jacket closed, Diana headed for the main dining hall and Tom Barker's office.
There were cars parked all around the campgrounds; people wandered to and fro. Volunteers from Coloma, Placerville, and as far as Sacramento had come to look for Ryan Williams. The sixteen-year-old boy had wandered into the Eldorado National Forest four nights before and hadn't been seen since.
Under normal circumstances everyone would have been gone by now, and Camp Vista closed for another season. But with Ryan's disappearance half the staff and some of the campers had stayed on. The sheriff's patrol was once again gathering them, along with the other volunteer helpers, into search groups. The enthusiasm they'd shown three days earlier was missing, they were all tired and discouraged.
From morning to night, hundreds of men, women, and teenagers had looked for clues, for any signs of Ryan's whereabouts. There had been none. Late Friday night one of the campers, on his way to the bathrooms, had seen Ryan running from Diana's cabin into the woods. That was still all they knew.
It was more than Diana knew. Gingerly she touched the bump on her head, wishing she could just turn back the clock. Over and over she had replayed the events of that night. If only she'd handled the situation differently.
She glanced at the crowds of people milling about the campgrounds. Like them, she'd been so optimistic. Now she feared for Ryan's life. If she thought it would help, she would tell the truth about Friday night, no matter how it looked to others. But nothing she said now would change the fact that somewhere in the vast wilderness that surrounded Camp Vista Ryan was lost.
Lost or worse. Diana tried to shrug off the image of Ryan dead, of his young body lying inert at the base of a granite cliff or stiffly huddled beneath a tree in the woods. There was still a chance. Tom's tracker friend might work a miracle. She held onto that hope as she hurried toward the dining hall.
The moment she opened the door to the spacious building, the delicious aroma of freshly perked coffee greeted her. Coffee always seemed to smell better in the mountains. Looking toward the kitchen, Diana debated taking the time to get a cup, then decided against it. She might as well get this meeting over with. Quickening her steps, she headed for the camp director and primary financial backer's office.
Tom had told them little about his friend, but it was clear his hopes were high. Too high, Diana feared. There were many dangers in the wilderness, even for the most seasoned woodsman. Ryan had never listened closely, and after a summer of training had barely learned a minimum of the skills they taught. And, considering the condition he'd been in when she last saw him, it was doubtful he'd use very good judgment. Disheartened, she knocked on the partially open door.
"Diana. Good, come in," Tom Barker said. "Diana Miller, this is Caleb Foster, an old friend of mine."
Diana wasn't sure what she'd expected a tracker to look like. Certainly not someone as handsome as the man standing in front of her. He nodded in greeting and stretched out his hand. To her surprise, Diana felt her pulse jump as warm, rough fingers wrapped around hers. His grip was firm, but gentle.
Alice's description, as far as it had gone, had been correct. Dark eyes, high cheekbones, and deeply tanned, copper-colored skin did give Caleb Foster the look of a Native American, but his nose was straight and narrow, and he had a full beard, a mustache, and thick, wavy brown hair. Perhaps he was part Indian, but his European ancestry was also quite evident.
Diana guessed him to be in his mid-thirties, a year or two older than Tom. Caleb Foster was dressed in a green-and-brown-plaid flannel shirt, faded denims, and scuffed moccasins. Around his head was the brown band Alice had mentioned.
Virile. That was the word she would use to describe him. In a rugged, robust sense, of course. He would probably be a wonderful lover….
Quickly Diana pulled her hand away from his. What on earth was she thinking? It had to be her lack of sleep that was causing her mind to go off on such a tangent. It simply wasn't like her to have such thoughts, no matter how good-looking a man might be.
"I understand you were the last person to talk to the boy," Caleb said, his voice deep and sonorous.
Diana tried to mask her surprising reaction to his touch by keeping her voice level. She wasn't entirely successful. "Yes, Ryan was in my cabin that night. He and I had become good friends this summer. He came to say goodbye."
It was the truth. Perhaps not the whole story, but the truth.
"Why was he leaving?"
"Friday was the last day of camp," Tom explained. "Everyone was leaving the next morning."
Caleb nodded. "Did he ever mention running away?"
"When he first came to Camp Vista, yes, but not lately," Diana said.
"When he left your cabin, did you know he was heading for the woods?"
"No."
Oh, how she wished she could go back in time. She knew she wasn't offering much information, but how could she? She'd lied to protect Ryan. Now she was trapped by those lies.
Tom shook his head, his narrow shoulders sagging. "As I said, Caleb, we have almost nothing to go on."
A knock at the door turned their attention to another sixteen-year-old boy. Diana knew Jimmy White had been the one to see Ryan run into the woods. The teenager now held a pair of worn tennis shoes.
"These are them," Jimmy said, handing Caleb the sneakers. "Ryan's extra pair. The ones he had one were better. Not so run-down on the edges."
"Thank you, son." Caleb examined the soles of the shoes, then looked back at Diana. "Tom says you didn't see the boy after he left your cabin. Is that so?"
"That's right."
"Then I guess that's all I need from you." He turned to the boy. "Could you show me where you saw him go into the woods?"
She'd been dismissed, but Diana wasn't ready to be ignored. "Do you really think you'll find his tracks?" she asked. "No one else has." It was as if Ryan had disappeared into thin air.
Caleb fixed his black eyes on her, his expression somber. "My advantage is I know how to look." With a nod for Jimmy to come along, Caleb started for the door, Tom by his side.
Diana hurried to follow the three outside. For an entire summer boys and girls had investigated the area around the camp. One set of prints intermingled with the next. Finding Ryan's amid hundreds would be next to impossible.
"What's so special about the way you'll look?" she challenged, as she caught up with Caleb. "Don't you think we've all been looking? For twelve hours a day the sheriff's men, rangers, and all of us have covered every inch of woods around this camp. I can assure you there's nothing to be found."
"You're certain?" Caleb paused and looked at her. "Or is there something more you want to tell us?"
"No, there's nothing more," she said quickly. "But we've checked every inch of the woods around camp. There isn't a sign of him."
With a small shrug, he turned and looked over the groups of searchers starting into the woods. Caleb knew most of them wouldn't have the slightest idea how to spot a track. Unintentionally they would destroy the very prints they were looking for. "Tom, I wish you'd called me right away."
"I would have," Tom said, running his fingers through his thinning brown hair. "I just didn't think finding Ryan would be a problem. Caleb, you can't imagine what a mess this is. Ever since the media found out the boy's mother is Jill Haley, I haven't had a moment's peace. It isn't bad enough that I've lost one of my campers. Now it's national news."
Caleb didn't envy Tom his position. Reporters and photographers had swarmed around him when he first arrived. A few knew him from other cases. No matter what the outcome of his search, the media would play it up for all the coverage they could get. When a movie star's child was missing, it was big news.
He started walking toward the woods again. "You said neither of his parents has arrived. Who was supposed to pick him up?"
"A secretary. As soon as I told her what had happened, she stared making calls. She was very upset that we don't have cell phone reception up here, so she's been using the phone in my office. I guess Ryan's mother was in Switzerland. She'll be here tomorrow. His father's supposed to be in New York, but no one's been able to locate him."
Caleb nodded. He'd seen a headline rumoring a spit between the actress and her director husband, Tony Williams. It might have something to do with their son's disappearance.
"Have you considered kidnapping?" That was also a possibility.
"He wasn't kidnapped," Diana answered.
Caleb looked her way, but before he could question her statement, Tom spoke up. "Diana's right. The sheriff said a kidnapper would have contacted someone by now. No, I'm afraid the boy ran off and now he's lost."
Tom was a tall man, slender, and usually quite energetic. Caleb would normally describe him as dynamic. But the last three days had obviously drained the man's energy. Tom's shoulders slumped, and his voice lacked hope.
His friend needed assurance, and Caleb spoke with an air of confidence. "Relax. With a little luck, I'll have the boy back by dinnertime."
"I hope so." Tom forced a smile. "If anyone can find him, it'll be you. I remember those days in survival school. We used to spend hours trying to hide our tracks from you. We never succeeded."
"You learned well, anyway," Caleb acknowledged.
"Not well enough."
Jimmy led them to a spot just outside the thicket of Jeffery pines. Kneeling down, Caleb smoothed a patch of dirt, pressed Ryan's old tennis shoes into it, and studied the prints. Finally, he stood, reexamined the soles, and gave the shoes back to Jimmy.
"Won't you need those shoes?" Diana asked.
Both Tom and Caleb looked at her.
"How can you compare any prints you find if you don't have the shoes with you?" she said.
"He doesn't need them," Tom answered, motioning for Jimmy to go on his way. Then he shook Caleb's hand. "Thanks for coming. I'll see you tonight—or whenever."
"We'll catch up on old times." Caleb nodded to Diana and started off in the direction Jimmy had pointed. Slowly he zigzagged across the trail, his eyes scanning the ground.
For a moment Tom stood next to Diana, and together they watched Caleb move off, then Tom gave her shoulder a reassuring pat. "Don't worry, he'll find him." Turning, Tom headed for his office.
Diana shook her head. She wished she shared Tom's optimism, but it seemed impossible that one man could succeed where so many had failed. She shifted the pack on her back to a comfortable position and took a step toward the parking lot. She planned on joining one of the sheriff's search parties, as she had for the last three days.
Then she hesitated and looked back at Caleb.
For three days she'd gone out with the others, and they'd found nothing. Maybe…. "Tom!" she called after the retreating figure of her boss. "I'm going to go with the tracker."
Following Caleb would probably be a waste of time, she told herself. But if he did happen to find Ryan, the food and first-aid supplies she was carrying would help. More likely, Diana hated to admit, she would simply be watching a man conduct a futile search.
Chapter 2
At first following Tom's tracker friend did seem futile. Besides the array of campers' tracks, the area now had the footprints of hundreds of search-party members. If Ryan left a print, it was long gone—trampled into oblivion. Diana knew Caleb wouldn't find anything near the camp, and he didn't.
In time he went deeper into the woods, higher up the mountainside. Camp Vista was located between Sacramento and Lake Tahoe, on the edge of seven hundred thousand acres of wilderness. It was beautiful country—lumber country—full of history and perfect for camping, hiking, and nature studies. Water was plentiful, the scenery spectacular.
Normally Diana loved every minute she spent in the Sierra Nevada. Under different circumstances she might have thoroughly enjoyed this morning's stroll. As it was, all she could think of was Ryan, and if she would ever see him alive again.
Caleb crisscrossed the main trail in front of her, and Diana followed, never letting him out of her sight.
Through thickets of manzanita and along granite ledges, he searched, pausing, stooping, and checking the ground. Never did he hesitate to take a difficult route. Diana had to admit he was thorough, but she chose to wait for him to return to a more open area.
Not wanting to disturb Caleb's concentration, she said nothing. Nevertheless, she studied him closely. He didn't seem aware of her presence as he slowly worked his way over the rocks ahead of her.
Although he wasn't a tall man, his hard, lean build gave the illusion of height. Broad, muscular shoulders tapered to a narrow waist and trim hips. His plaid flannel shirt fit him loosely, its long sleeves rolled to his elbows, exposing tanned arms. As he moved, Diana could clearly see the muscles of his thighs ripple beneath his tight jeans. She didn't doubt he spent a great deal of time outdoors—the athletic type. He was handsome, but certainly not as good-looking as her late husband. Few men were.
The thought of Jon Miller added to the depression she was fighting to hold back. It was here in these mountains—up farther on the ski slopes—that her husband had died. She had loved him dearly, loved his crazy, carefree view of life. It was his daredevil attitude that had killed him. The mountains were not evil, but a mistake here could be fatal. That's what frightened Diana about Ryan's being lost. He was so darned inexperienced.
She continued to study the man in front of her. Tom had spoken of his tracker friend almost reverently, but Caleb Foster didn't look much like a savior. Her reaction when they shook hands had surprised her. She liked most people, but men didn't usually arouse any special interest. After loving a man like Jon, she found all others bland by comparison. With his Nordic good looks, suave manners, and quick wit, Jon had swept her off her feet. Their marriage, short as it was, had been anything but dull.
Diana watched Caleb slowly work his way up the slope and smiled. This man's pace certainly wasn't going to set the world on fire. It would be a wonder if they caught up with the other search parties by dark.
For a moment she considered leaving him and joining one of the other groups. But no, she would give him a bit more time before proclaiming him a failure.
* * * * *
Caleb had been searching for nearly an hour, not once acknowledging her presence. Suddenly he turned and walked back toward her. "Tom said this boy's been quite a troublemaker, that he's apt to do anything."
Diana watched his approach, surprised by the quickening of her heartbeat. This is ridiculous, she told herself. That bump on my head must have affected me more than I realized. She took in a deep breath and tried to sound calm. "Ryan's confused and angry. Really, he isn't a bad kid."
Caleb arched a dark eyebrow as he stopped before her. "You seem to know him quite well."
Diana averted her eyes, his nearness disturbing her in a way she couldn't explain. "Ryan and I had many long talks. He seemed to need a friend."
"I still don't understand why he'd want to run away from a camp he would be leaving the next day."
For a moment she glanced up. Her head barely reached his shoulders, and her eyes were level with his chest. A few hairs peeked out from the opening of his shirt, their coppery color matching his skin tone. Swallowing hard, she tried to ignore the inexplicable flutter of her pulse, and again looked away, down at her boots. "His parents are getting a divorce."
"And that's why he ran away?"
"No…I mean…I don't know."
"What other reason would he have had?"
She looked back up, directly at his face. "I told you, I don't know."
Diana wished she could avoid those dark, piercing orbs focused on her. She had a feeling this man missed nothing, that he knew she was lying.
"Tell me about him."
The way Caleb was watching her, Diana realized following him had been a mistake. If he hadn't already guessed as much, he would soon surmise that Ryan hadn't simply run away, that more had happened Friday night than a mere farewell.
With a sigh, she tried to describe Ryan. "When he first came to Camp Vista, Ryan walked around with a chip on his shoulder. He was constantly getting into fights with the other boys, swearing, and talking back to the counselors. He didn't want to be here, and he took it out on anyone who got in his way."
"So why didn't Tom send him back home?"
"What home?" She scoffed. "Ryan told me that ever since he could remember he's been shuffled between private schools, relatives, and summer camps. His parents were always too busy for him. I'm sure his fighting was just a cover-up for his insecurity. But he's changed. He hasn't been in any trouble for the past two weeks."
"Until Friday."
Diana nodded.
"Tom said the kids are here anywhere from a week to six weeks. What about Ryan?"
"He stayed the full six weeks."
Caleb kept looking at her, saying nothing, and Diana tried to keep her expression neutral. Finally his gaze left her face to travel up a gigantic ponderosa pine. With his right hand, he stroked his beard. "Three years ago, Tom wrote and told me he was starting a wilderness camp up here. It's a beautiful location. I'm glad to see he and his wife are trying to teach teenagers about nature and survival."
"Tom and Joan are special people."
He looked back and her and nodded. "What do you do at the camp?"
"I teach plant identification, help on survival hikes, and keep an eye on the girls."
"But you got to know Ryan well."
If he was implying something, she wasn't sure. "We're not a segregated camp. The boys and girls do mingle."
"So Friday night Ryan came to your cabin to say goodbye, he left, and that's the last you saw of him?"
"That's right." Once again she looked away from his piercing gaze.
"You have no idea where he went?"
"None."
"Did he have any favorite haunts, any trails he particularly liked?"
"No." Diana let her eyes shift to the woods. "Ryan didn't really enjoy the wilderness. Coming to this camp was his father's idea, not his. We had a lot of trouble getting him to listen when he went out on hikes, and he never went into the woods on his own."
She knew what had driven Ryan out here, but that she couldn't explain to Caleb. "You haven't found any signs of him, have you?"
"No, not so far." He frowned. "You don't expect me to, do you?"
Diana shrugged. "That remains to be seen." Her gaze meshed with his. "Tom claims you're the greatest tracker alive, that there's not an animal or person you can't track."
"But you don't believe him?"
"I just hope you haven't given Tom a lot of false hope."
"I've told him the truth."
Diana snorted. "I recall you said you'd have Ryan back by tonight."
"If I'm lucky. If you and all of these well-meaning people haven't totally destroyed Ryan's trail."
"And I suppose wandering back and forth like this, you'll suddenly spy his tracks and lead us all to him?"
His eyebrows rose, and he smiled. "Ah, a cynic. Don't you want me to find the boy?"
"Of course I do," she snapped. "But I'm a realist. I've also spent a lot of time in the wilderness. There are innumerable places Ryan could have gone. You ought to know it's going to take more than a little luck to find him."
"I didn't say I was going to depend entirely on luck," he corrected, then looked up at the sky. Only a few wispy clouds marred the clear blue. "However, a little luck always helps. Tom said it hasn't rained for over a week, and the nights haven't turned cold yet. If Ryan learned anything at all about survival, I'll find him—and I'll find him alive." He fixed her with a sharp look. "You'd better go back to camp. You look exhausted."
She was, but there was no way she would turn back now. "What? And miss seeing you lead us all to Ryan?" Her tone was only slightly sarcastic. "I'm coming with you."
"I don't have time to argue with you," he said and turned away. "But, if you're really concerned about Ryan, following me isn't going to help. I'll need to devote all of my attention to finding his tracks. I won't have time to worry about you."
"Mister, you won't even know I'm along."
"That I doubt," he muttered and started into the woods.
* * * * *
As the sun rose higher in the sky, Diana began to wish she'd taken his advice and gone back to camp. Three long days of hiking, along with the bump on her head, had taken their toll. The temperature was climbing, and beads of perspiration formed on her brow. When she grew too hot she paused for a rest, slipped off her jacket, and stuffed it into her day pack.
Coffee, eggs, and toast would have tasted great, but a drink of water from her canteen and an apple sufficed as breakfast. A large granite boulder served as her table and chair.
"Would you like something to eat?" she called to Caleb.
He looked back at her, frowned, and without a word went on with his search.
Diana shrugged. So much for hospitality. Manners definitely weren't his forte. But she didn't care how rude or conceited the man might be, just as long as he found Ryan.
A Steller's jay boldly scolded her from a nearby sugar pine. When Diana finished her apple, she threw the core over near the trunk of the tree, and smiled as the bird swooped to the ground and began to peck at it. Its blue feathers were a colorful contrast to the gray-brown bark of the tree.
Her break was short-lived. When Caleb crisscrossed the path in front of her and disappeared into a patch of cedars, she quickly stood, momentarily startling the bird from its meal. Hurriedly she slung the day pack over her shoulders, the straps cutting across her yellow T-shirt and pulling the white Camp Vista emblem tight across her small breasts. It was time to move on.
She kept a fair distance behind him, but whether far or near, she found Caleb's presence disturbing. Silently he moved through the woods, like a panther stalking his prey. His total concentration was on his task, and that impressed her. Maybe he was a fool to think he could accomplish what hundreds of others had failed to do, but she had to admire his tenacity.
"The sheriff thinks Ryan probably headed for the main highway," Diana called to Caleb when he started to follow an unimproved road that led to a fire outlook. "Ryan know this trail goes up the mountain. He wouldn't have gone this way."
Caleb turned toward her as she carefully picked her way over the loose stones and gnarled roots that made walking along the rarely used road difficult. "The sheriff didn't check this route?"
"We followed it for a way," she said, "but there was absolutely no trace of Ryan, so the sheriff called us back. You should probably take the other fork. We often hiked along that road—the going's much easier."
"And you're sure that's the way Ryan would go?"
Diana again sensed his skepticism. "Well, no. But it does seem more likely. It would have been familiar to him."
Caleb simply nodded, turned, and continued in the direction he'd been going—up the mountainside.
Diana shook her head in disbelief. He'd ignored her advice. This really was turning into a waste of time.
They were nearly a mile from camp, climbing higher and higher, and going at an angle opposite to the rest of the searchers when Caleb stopped, stooped down, and touched the ground. Slowly his fingertips traced over the gravel. He dropped to his knees and crawled, his eyes riveted to the ground. Fascinated, Diana watched him.
Caleb crawled along the edge of the road for several yards before rising to his feet. There was a frown on his face when he looked back at her. "When did he hurt his left leg?"
"He didn't," she began, then stopped, remembering her toe hitting Ryan's shin, and his cry of pain. "How did you know?"
"He's favoring it. Not much, but it hurts him."
"You're found his trail?" She couldn't believe it and scanned the ground for a track, any sign that Ryan had gone up this road.
Without saying a word, Caleb pointed to the faintest outline of a tennis shoe in the soft loam between the rocks. Only when she kneeled down could Diana clearly see the print.
"You knew his leg was hurt from this?" There was nothing she could see to indicate Ryan was limping.
"Notice the way the heel is fuzzy. That's because he's dragging it slightly."
"Perhaps something brushed against that part of the print," she suggested, not believing such a slight difference in an impression could tell him so much.
"What would brush up against it? Another animal would have made its own track. And, as you can see, there are no other tracks crossing this one."
She couldn't tell. She could barely see the imprint of the shoe. "Wind?"
His raised eyebrows told her the foolishness of her reasoning. Then, as if enjoying her ignorance, he pointed a short distance ahead. "Why didn't the wind disturb the print of his right foot, and why is that mark repeated again with his left?"
As he pointed them out, Diana saw the tracks, but until then she hadn't noticed. A closer inspection proved Caleb right. The heel of the left shoe had a blurred impression while the right was clear.
"Maybe that's the way he always walks." She didn't want to tell him she'd been the one who'd kicked Ryan, that she'd panicked when he'd grabbed her.
Caleb shook his head. "The wear marks on his shoes didn't show any drag of that foot."
"Maybe it's not Ryan's," she said. "We searched this road Saturday. We didn't see any prints."
"Because you didn't know how to look. Once we passed the point where your search party turned back, it was easy for me to find the trail."
She hated his arrogance, but she knew he was right. They were Ryan's prints.
In silence Caleb followed the trail farther up the road. When he spoke again, his tone was accusing. "You didn't mention anything about his being drunk. Why not?"
Diana stared at the few prints she could see and wondered how Caleb could read so much from so little. The elation she had felt—realizing they were indeed, Ryan's tracks—was now tempered with trepidation. "I'd hoped Ryan would be found and no one would have to know. Ryan's been in so much trouble, I didn't want to see him get into any more."
"Is that why he was in your cabin? Did he go there for a drink?"
"No!" Shocked by his accusation, she stared at him.
"Where did he get the liquor?"
"I don't know?"
His eyes were riveted on her, and Dian knew he didn't believe her.
"Well, maybe I do know," she admitted. "We had a party that night…just the counselors. After the kids went to bed, we had a few beers, sang a few songs. It was a farewell party. Tom had put the beer in the creek to keep it cold. When he pulled it out, he said a six-pack was missing. We thought some hikers passing through camp earlier must have taken it."
"But you're saying Ryan took it?"
"I think so. It's the only way he could have gotten any."
Caleb neared her. "You could have given it to him."
"No!" Her word had never been questioned before. Angrily she faced him. Then suddenly, to her chagrin, tears welled in her eyes. She wasn't certain whether they sprang from guilt or frustration, and she needed a moment to collect herself. Finally she looked him squarely in the eyes and calmly stated, "I didn't give Ryan anything to drink."
"But he did come to your cabin drunk."
"Yes."
"Were you in bed?"
"I resent your implication." Chin raised, she glared at him.
Caleb's tone was harsh and accusing. "A boy is wandering around out here, a boy you claim to like. His life may be in danger, yet you've been holding back information that might help me or others find him. I want to know why."
"I didn't want to get Ryan into trouble," she blurted out. Damn, he made her angry.
"Just what sort of a relationship were you having with him? What exactly went on in your cabin that night?"
"Nothing."
"Were you having sex with him?"
"No! I wouldn't. Never. I…." The tears came so quickly Diana couldn't control them. There seemed to be no stopping the flood.
Caleb stood watching her, uncertain what to do or say. A woman's tears always bothered him. He looked away and hoped she would stop, soon. But she didn't stop crying, and he couldn't ignore her ragged sobs any longer. Awkwardly he stepped closer and put an arm around her shoulders. "Don't cry," he said. "Please." His tone was soft, as he would speak to a wounded animal. "I didn't want to upset you. I'm only trying to find out what happened that night."
"I should have told Tom." Diana sniffed and tried to wipe the tears from her cheeks.
"Tell me," Caleb urged as her crying subsided. "I need to know."
She hiccupped once and took a deep, steadying breath. "You've heard the saying, 'Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive'? Well, I got caught in that web. Ryan had been through so much that I thought I could help him—protect him—if I didn't tell anyone what happened that night. I didn't even know he was missing until Saturday morning. When I heard that Jimmy had seen Ryan running into the woods, I knew Ryan would be in enough trouble. I didn't want to tell Tom that he'd also stolen the beer and gotten drunk."
"So you lied."
"Not really. I just didn't tell everything."
"When did Ryan have a chance to drink the beer?"
He felt Diana take in a deep breath, then she edged away from him. "Probably while we were having our party. He could have easily snuck out of his cabin. We were so busy singing, reminiscing about this session, and talking about next year that we wouldn't have noticed."
"Didn't anyone check on the boys during that night?"
"Yes, but Ryan had pushed his clothes and pillow under his covers. When the cabin was checked, his counselor assumed he was there, sleeping. Everyone was in bed when Ryan came to my cabin."
"You were expecting him?"
"No." She said it firmly. "How can I make you understand? I grew very fond of Ryan this summer, but not romantically. He's barely sixteen, for heaven's sake. I'm twenty-eight. It was merely a friendship—at least on my part."
"But Ryan saw it differently."
"Yes." She sighed. "He told me he loved me."
"And what was your reaction?"
"Surprise." Diana was struck by how dark Caleb's eyes were. Dark and censuring. It was clear he still didn't believe her. "You've got to understand. When Ryan came to my cabin, I was in bed. Asleep. Suddenly there he was, obviously drunk, and proclaiming his love. My first thought was to get him back to his cabin before anyone realized he was missing. I thought I could talk to him. That was a mistake. While I was trying to maneuver him out the door, Ryan was trying to kiss me."
"Why didn't you call for help?"
She had wondered herself at her own stupid naiveté. "I thought I could handle the situation myself. But Ryan was stronger than I expected—and drunker. He grabbed me and kept trying to kiss me, all the while repeating how much he loved me. No matter what I said, he wouldn't let me go. Finally I kicked him. My big toe hit his shin, and he cried out and let me go.
"But kicking him hurt me, as well. All I remember is hopping around on one foot, then tripping. I must have hit my head on the nightstand when I fell because the next think I knew I was lying on the floor by the bed. Ryan was gone, and my head was throbbing."
Caleb reached out and light traced the outline of the bruise on her forehead. "You weren't hurt, other than this?"
"No."
He tipped her face up and studied her eyes. They were a clear, almost sapphire blue. Enchanting eyes. He dropped his hand and quickly went on. "Then what did you do?"
"I looked outside. Everything was quiet, so I assumed Ryan had gone back to bed. My head was aching, and I was tired, so I went to bed, too."
"You probably had a slight concussion. Saturday morning, when you realized the boy was gone, why didn't you tell Tom then what had happened?"
"Don't you see," she pleaded. "On top of everything else, Ryan didn't need that. I knew he must have been embarrassed and probably had a hangover. I figured he'd run off to sober up. Saturday, I was certain he'd come back on his own. When Tom called in the sheriff, I was sure they'd find Ryan sleeping under a tree. By nightfall Ryan was still missing, but I was already trapped by my lies. If I'd told the truth then, it would have looked as if I'd lied to cover up something immoral. So I kept quiet, and hoped they'd find Ryan on Sunday. When they didn't, it just got worse."
As she finished her story, Caleb could see some of the tension leave her body. At the moment she was as easy to read as the tracks in the dirt. He did believe her.
"From the look of that bump, you hit your head pretty hard," he said, and gently brushed his fingertips along the side of her face. "You were probably unconscious for a while. The boy may think he seriously injured you. He may even believe he's killed you. His tracks show he was in a panic when he passed here. They're like those of a frightened, confused animal."
Diana found herself enjoying the gentle stroking of his fingertips, and that disturbed her. She stepped back, putting some distance between them. Caleb didn't seem as arrogant as he had earlier…or as unlikable. She struggled to clear her thoughts. "It never occurred to me that Ryan might have run off because he'd hurt me. I knew he'd feel rotten the next morning—that he'd be afraid of what Tom would say or do—but that he would think he killed me…."
"Obviously he does. The boy is terrified, which isn't going to make finding him any easier. However, now that I have a track to follow, the going will be faster. Get back to camp and tell Tom what I found." He smiled at her. "You don't have to mention Ryan was drunk or what happened in your cabin."
"Thank you." Diana gazed into ebony eyes. She couldn't help being touched by his unexpected sensitivity. "But I'm coming with you."
"No. I can't guarantee where this trail will take me, or what I'll find."
"I'm coming," she persisted. "If you're right, if Ryan thinks he's seriously injured or killed me, then I should be along. I need to be there when you find him."
"My chances of finding him will be far better without you along. You'll merely hinder my progress."
"I'm probably as adept at surviving in this wilderness as you are." She lifted her chin and looked him in the eyes. "I'm a trained botanist, and I have food and first-aid supplies with me. You might need my help."
"I am not taking you along, and that's that. Now go back to camp and tell Tom what I've found." Caleb turned on his heel and walked away from her.
"You can't stop me from following you," she called after him, taking a few steps in his direction.
He paused and gave her a steady look. "You're on your own, then. Don't expect any help from me. I'm here to find a lost boy, not to coddle a pint-size female with a guilty conscience."
"I may be small, but I can keep up with the best."
His gaze traveled over her body, from head to toes, then he shook his head. "You're tired and probably still suffering from a concussion. You won't have the stamina to keep up with me."
"I've been out searing for Ryan for three days. I kept up with the men in those parties."
"I don't look for lost boys the way your sheriff does."
Just then the throb of a rotor blade cut through the air, and both of them looked up to watch the sheriff's helicopter fly overhead. When it passed, Caleb shifted his attention to the trail only he could see. Diana didn't hesitate. Straightening the pack on her back, she set off after him.
Chapter 3
Caleb seemed to be focusing all his attention on Ryan's trail; yet he didn't miss a thing. He deftly avoided the branches that caught Diana unaware, stepped around the anthill she nearly trampled, and wasn't the least bit surprised by the covey of quail she accidentally flushed out.
They stopped at a spot where Ryan had thrown up. Diana's stomach involuntarily turned as Caleb took a stick and poked at the dried vomit. "He got rid of the beer here."
It was the first time he'd acknowledged her presence since he'd found Ryan's trail.
"Poor Ryan." She felt no anger, only pity for the boy.
Caleb shrugged. "In all likelihood the beer and his panic and the effort of running caused him to be sick." He dropped the stick and moved on, away from the spot.
Diana stayed a moment longer, trying to imagine Ryan sick, scared, and all alone. Then she hurried to catch up.
As the morning progressed, Diana gained more confidence in Caleb's tracking abilities. Most of the time they traveled over gravel and pine needles and to Diana's untrained eyes there were no tracks to follow. Yet now and then, when they came to a stretch of soft ground, the prints were easy to see. But as good a tracker as Caleb Foster might be, it seemed to Diana that he was not prepared for wilderness survival.
She could tell from the tight fit of his jeans that he carried nothing but a jackknife and a wallet. He hadn't even had the foresight to wear a jacket, an item she considered an absolute necessity, considering the temperature extremes in the mountains. His flannel shirt couldn't have offered much protection against the morning's cold, and she was certain he must now be too warm, although he didn't show any signs of discomfort. She was too warm wearing just her cotton T-shirt. With the back of her hand, she wiped the perspiration from her brow.
"He slept here that first night," Caleb announced just before noon.
He pointed at a depression in the grass, next to a tree. Broken and crushed blades showed the boy's "lay" pattern.
"He must have been cold," she said. She saw no branches or leaves Ryan could have used for cover.
"Probably too exhausted to notice. I don't imagine he slept long. I'd guess until dawn, when he could see better. This is no area to be traipsing around in after dark."
All too quickly Caleb picked up Ryan's trail and moved on. Diana suppressed a groan. Her legs were tired, but she'd be darned if she'd let him know.
When they reached a small creek, and Caleb stopped, Diana sank down on the grass, thankful for a break. Caleb lowered himself to the ground, and, lying on his stomach, drank from the clear, fast-moving stream. Diana took a refreshing gulp of water from her canteen, then pulled a granola bar from her pack. "Would you like some?" she offered, as he pushed himself back up to a squatting position.
"You keep the food for yourself…and Ryan." Water dripped from his beard, droplets catching like little jewels on coppery-colored hairs.
"Are we getting closer to him?" There were prints along the edge of the creek, indicating Ryan also stopped here for a drink.
"I'd say he's two and a half days ahead of us, but he might stop running. That would make it easier."
"You're sure we'll find him…alive?"
The catch in her voice must have alerted Caleb to her fears. He smiled and nodded. "Don't worry. He's done well so far. He's running scared, but he's all right."
Caleb stood and began to walk away. Diana gritted her teeth and struggled to her feet. Her rest had come to an abrupt end. She'd thought she was in good shape, but the pace Caleb was maintaining was pushing her to her limit. Diana smiled to herself. And to think I considered this man slow. Her calf muscles ached, but she was determined to say nothing. He'd implied she would be a nuisance; she would prove him wrong.
"I'd refill that canteen if I were you," he suggested, pausing to watch her as she stiffly moved away from the creek.
Of course. Diana halted immediately. She should have thought of that herself. No telling when the boy's trail would again lead them to water. "What about you?" she asked. "You didn't even bring a canteen."
He smiled. "I'll survive."
Diana returned to the creek and refilled her canteen. He was still watching her when she again rose to her feet. He stood with his hands on his hips, his feet spread wide, and there was nothing covert about his perusal of her figure. She tossed her head, her ponytail swishing across her shoulders, and boldly met his stare. "Do I pass your inspection?"
Caleb cocked his head slightly. "You really should put on some weight."
"Most men consider my figure just right," she said, irritated by his smug attitude. She yanked her pack straight.
"Just right for what?"
"For…for me," she said, quickly capping her canteen and slinging it over her shoulder. "Are you ready, Mr. Foster?"
"And what do I call you—Miss or Ms Miller?" He grinned, and she knew he wasn't the least bit daunted by her show of anger.
"Mrs. Miller." She emphasized the title.
"You're married?" His eyebrows arched. "How does Mr. Miller feel about you going off into the woods with a strange man?"
"My husband is dead." She spoke the words sharply, daring him to express his sympathy.
To her surprise he didn't say the usual, meaningless I'm sorry. Instead he asked, "How long?"
"Four years."
There was a moment of strained silence, then he turned away. "We'd better be on our way."
Willingly Diana let the subject drop, but as she followed Caleb, an all-too-familiar loneliness crept over her. Four years was a long time, but the memories were still there. Jon would have loved to be up here today. Any excuse to be out-of-doors. He'd worked hard with the Sierra Club, trying to keep the wildlife sanctuaries safe for generations to come.
Diana was still thinking about her late husband when Caleb stopped at a rocky ledge. She waited as he dropped to his knees and carefully checked the ground. When he stood and began to retrace his steps, she moved aside. Finally he began to climb over the rocks and boulders to a higher altitude.
"Where are you going?" She was exhausted and found the idea of pulling her body up a steep incline objectionable. If she had been leading the way, she would have traveled in the straight line Ryan had been taking.
"Ryan went this way." His statement was matter-of-fact.
"Why would he leave this trail?" She stared at the easier path ahead of her.
"I imagine he heard the search parties. The sound of all those people combing the woods below would have easily traveled up here. I know if I'd been him, I would reason these rocks would hide my tracks."
Caleb continued up the wall.
"Just because you think he'd go up there, you're going? I think he'd keep on going this way." Diana took a few steps forward on the trail they'd been following.
"Suit yourself," Caleb stated flatly and continued upward.
Diana stopped and watched him climb. She could hear the voices of the sheriff's search parties, but they were a long way off. She and Caleb were far above Camp Vista, deep in the park, and away from all civilization.
"Damn you!" she called after Caleb. "You know I have to follow you."
"Go back to camp. I trust you can still find your way?"
He didn't even look back, and that infuriated her. "I told you, Ryan might need me."
"From the sound of it, Ryan needs a good horse whipping."
"Oh, great attitude," Diana said, panting as she climbed behind him. "I bet you're one of those who believes 'Spare the rod and spoil the child.'"
"I certainly wouldn't pamper the boy after all the trouble he's caused."
"I don't intend to pamper him."
"That so?" he asked, reaching the top and turning around to help her up. "Then just why are you following me?"
Diana refused his hand and glared as she stood in front of him. "Because Ryan may need medical attention—I have a first-aid kit in here." She tapped her day pack. "He'll be hungry. I have food. What can you offer him, Mr. foster?"
Caleb's laugh was sarcastic as he turned and walked away from the ledge. "A way out, Mrs. Miller. Coming?"
In the soft dirt in front of her Diana saw a clear trail of prints leading toward a thicket of pine and cedar. Caleb had been right about Ryan's coming this way. It galled her to admit it, and she was fuming as she hurried to catch up.
Under the trees it was darker and cooler. For that Diana was thankful. They'd been climbing for more than eight hours, and she was hot and tired. Every muscle of her body complained, and the darkness made seeing difficult. She was watching the ground, afraid of tripping over a root or fallen branch, when she crashed into Caleb.
She gasped in surprise, and her hands flew out to catch his shirt, her knees giving way. Caleb's strong, muscular arm went around her waist, abruptly clamping her to his side. His body was solid and warm, his legs sturdy columns of support.
"Well, well, well, imagine running into you," he said, chuckling. "Or is it the other way around? I suggest, in the future, you look where you're going."
"I was." The moment she said it, she realized the error of her statement. If she had been looking, she never would have bumped into him. She mumbled an apology, then added. "However, if you hadn't stopped in my way, I wouldn't have run into you."
"I stopped because of that." He loosened his hold on her and pointed toward a small lean-to.
"A shelter. He built a shelter." She was proud of Ryan's accomplishment and went over to take a closer look. "That's one of the first things we teach the kids. We take them into the woods and have them practice building shelters and fires." The crude structure buoyed her spirits. "He learned. He actually remembered what I taught him."
"You should have taught him to replace his building materials when he left." Caleb stepped forward and began removing the pine boughs Ryan had leaned against a boulder to form his shelter. "That's the trouble with the white man. He always wants the world to know he was there. If he's not carving his initials in trees, he's erecting monuments."
"You can't make a blanket statement like that," she argued, watching him lay the branches on the ground so they blended into the surroundings. "Besides, you're part white."
"Inside I'm all Indian."
The way he was looking at her, his dark eyes issuing a challenge, Diana knew he was measuring her reaction. She shrugged. "So?"
He began brushing away the ashes of the boy's fire. "I challenge you to show me a white man who respects nature as the Indian does."
"I love nature," she said, certain she was asking for a rebuff. "I have a master's degree in botany."
"Dissecting plants and giving them fancy names isn't what I mean."
"I've worked at Camp Vista for two years," she added in her defense.
"You spend six weeks each summer in the woods, teach a few kids how to start fires and build shelters, and consider that enough? The respect I'm talking about is when you become a part of the whole, when your presence fits as naturally as the deer or the ant."
"I've spent far longer than six weeks in the woods," she said. "I'm an active member of the Sierra Club, and I'm sure I appreciate nature just as much as you do."
"I'll wager you don't see half of what's around you."
"And you do, I suppose?"
"I saw those quail you missed. And the fawn, back by the creek."
"What fawn?" She'd seen none.
"It wasn't lying more than a hundred feet from where you were sitting."
"That's easy for you to say now, when we're miles from that spot. Why didn't you point it out to me when we were there?"
He smiled. "I assumed a naturalist like yourself wouldn't have to have such things pointed out."
Touché. Too tired to continue their battle of wits, Diana walked away from him, rubbing the back of her neck and shoulders where the straps from her day pack were beginning to cut in.
"Tired?" he asked, his tone softening.
"A little." It was an understatement.
"I can't stop now. As long as there's enough daylight to see the trail, I must keep going."
"I didn't ask you to stop." Inwardly, she groaned at the thought of three more hours of walking.
"No, you didn't." He studied her for a moment, then nodded. "Shall we continue?"
"After you."
They said nothing to each other for the next hour, until Caleb passed a huckleberry bush, ripe with fruit. He called back to her. "Ryan's hungry. You can see where he stopped to eat some berries."
He's not the only one, Diana thought, grabbing and eating several handfuls of the dark blue berries herself. For the first time she began to wonder what they would do when the sun set. She hadn't planned on being gone from camp for more than the day, and the food in her pack wouldn't last the two of them past dinner.
Also she hadn't brought a sleeping bag or tarp. It looked as though she'd be sleeping under the stars—with a man she barely knew. Diana watched Caleb move on.
He certainly knew how to irritate her. She grinned, in spite of her exhaustion. He obviously didn't want her along—that was different. Most men usually chased after her, turning her off with their shallow compliments. This one turned her off with his lack of compliments.
Or did he turn her off?
Just looking at him made her pulse race. For the first time in years she felt completely, keenly alert and alive. Her senses were all on edge, her emotions jumbled and confused. She had liked the feel of his arms around her, the strength of his body, and the gentleness of his touch. Curiously she wondered what sort of a reaction she would have to his kisses.
Diana Miller, what are you thinking? Shaking her head, she hurried to catch up with Caleb. She definitely was letting her imagination run awry. Maybe it was the altitude, or that bump.
* * * * *
When the sun began to set, the air grew cold. Diana pulled her jacket out of her pack and slipped it on. They'd come to a rock slide, and the dim lighting made finding Ryan's trail difficult. Down on his hands and knees, Caleb was crawling, moving his fingertips slowly back and forth over the ground.
Diana's stomach growled and her legs ached. She sat down on a nearby boulder and took out an apple. Slowly she savored its sweet, tangy juices. She knew better than to bother Caleb by offering him food.
She didn't know when they would stop for the night. Several times in the past two hours Ryan had changed directions, as if making certain anyone following him would have difficulties. There was no pattern to his movement, and he was avoiding all the well-marked trails and roads in the park. Diana wondered how Caleb would ever find a footprint amid the rubble of stones.
She marveled at his persistence. He had to be tired, yet he was still working with the same careful attention to detail that he'd shown at the start. Inch by inch he made his way over the rocks, his head bent, the minute message his fingertips were reading totally absorbing his attention.
She smiled. Sometimes she was certain he'd forgotten she was with him. She couldn't say the same for herself. Following him, she'd had ample opportunity throughout the day to watch him without his knowing.
At first she'd tried to be objective as she analyzed his physique. It had given her something to do besides worry about Ryan. And, she had to admit, Caleb's physique was a pleasure to analyze.
As the day wore on, however, she found it more and more difficult to remain objective. Never had she seen a man move so gracefully over such rough terrain. The way he blended in with his surroundings—silently traveling over the ground, barely disturbing the woods—excited her. There was a mystique about him, an aura, and she had to remind herself several times that Caleb Foster was nothing more than a man with a talent for tracking.
At the moment that was enough to please her. Caleb was making good progress, and for the first time since Ryan had disappeared, Diana had hope. There was nothing she could do until Caleb once again found the trail, so she closed her eyes, inhaling the aromatic scent of the pines, and listening to the wind as it hummed through their tops.
She did love the mountains—more than the ocean or the desert—and she preferred being out here, surrounded by nature, to living in the city. That was why, when she first heard about Camp Vista, she'd eagerly called Tom Barker and applied for the job.
The two months each summer that she worked at the camp recharged her. All year long people came to her, asking gardening questions, or requiring her advice. She willingly gave of her knowledge, knowing she was helping others grow better flowers and vegetables, but there were times when she wondered if she wasn't on a treadmill.
Camp Vista was special. Teaching young people to appreciate nature was more than just a job. Had she really missed seeing that fawn?
Diana prided herself on being observant. She was the one who usually pointed out a scurrying squirrel or chipmunk to the teenagers who were too preoccupied playing boy-girl games. Yet she already knew Caleb wasn't a man to tease about such things. If he said a fawn was lying by the creek, a fawn was there. She would have to blame her inattentiveness on fatigue.
A strange, tingling sensation passed over her, every nerve ending suddenly coming alive. Diana blinked open her eyes and looked up, directly into Caleb's face. He'd come up without making a sound, but she'd felt his presence, sensed his nearness.
"Did you find the trail?" she asked, trying to ignore the foolish fluttering of her pulse. His soft expression disturbed her. She attempted to stand, but discovered her knees had stiffened.
"It's getting too dark." He reached out and took her hands, helping her up. "I could continue tracking, but what would take me all night I'll accomplish in an hour tomorrow. Let's pick out a place to camp."
"I never thought about spending the night out here." His touch sent sparks racing through her body. "I didn't pack a sleeping bag…or a tarp," she stammered, pulling her hands away from his.
Oh please, don't let him know the effect he's having on me, she silently prayed.
"Just as well. With all the climbing we've been doing, that extra weight would have worn you out."
Diana didn't think she could possibly feel any more exhausted than she did at that moment. Caleb looked around the area, seemingly oblivious to her highly agitated state. She was grateful for small mercies. Then he led her toward two large, shoulder-high boulders. "You rest here while I gather some firewood."
"I'll help," she insisted, taking a tentative step toward the trees. "I told you I wouldn't be a burden, and I won't."
Caleb's hand on her shoulder stopped her, his eyes seeming to swallow her into their depths. His gaze was disconcerting, more tender than she'd expected. "I'll get the wood," he said softly, but firmly.
"I want to help."
He considered her statement for a second, then nodded. "All right. Clear the area in front of these two rocks so we can build a fire and get some sleep."
As Caleb walked away, her tired legs momentarily refused to budge, then slowly, painfully, Diana returned to the rocks and began to work. She used large stones to form a fire pit, then found a pine bough that would work as a broom. She swept a wide, circular area around the fire pit clear of needles and twigs.
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