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CHAPTER 1
The news bulletin on the television held Willie’s attention, “…Special Agent Chalmers states the robbers used torture to force employees of the Federated Bonds and Securities Exchange in Denver, Colorado to open a high security vault. One employee is dead and two others were wounded in the robbery. Denver police and Agents with the Federal Bureau of Investigations report the five thieves are considered armed and dangerous. They were last seen exiting the building carrying black military-style backpacks. The exact amount of the theft is not known at this time, but it is believed to be in the millions….”
“Willie, there’s a customer,” one of the boys sitting near the older man prompted.
“Sorry. I was watching that robbery business. May I help you?” Willie forced his attention away from the TV and stepped to the counter.
“Yes. I’m Marshall Thompson. My associates and I booked a flight to Vancouver for this afternoon. I believe I need to sign some papers. Is the plane ready?”
“Yes, sir, I’ve got your papers right here.” Willie assured him while reaching for the clipboard on the desk. “Sign on this line. I need your credit card. I believe your secretary said you want it all on one bill?” Willie waited as the tall, casually dressed businessman took out his wallet and found his charge card.
“That’s correct. Let the company pick up the tab.” The man smiled slightly. “Shame about the robbery.” The man pointed to the TV. “Do they have any idea who did it, yet?”
“They think it may have been an inside job, according to the news. If you ask me they haven’t got a clue.” Willie handed the card back and waited for the man’s signature. “The plane is warming up now. These boys can stow your luggage for you and you’ll be all set.” Willie pointed out the direction for the men. “Feel free to board while the pilot does his last safety check. Thanks for your business, Mr. Thompson.”
Ricky tugged on his brother’s arm, forcing him to follow the man out to the large sedan waiting by the plane. The driver popped the trunk from inside the car and the boys unloaded the hard-shell suitcases. Ricky watched four other men get out of the car and walk to the plane. He could feel Mr. Thompson watching them as they stowed the luggage in a compartment near the tail of the private jet. One of the other men also stopped at the foot of the loading steps to keep an eye on him and his brother.
“They act like we’re going to steal something, Ricky.” The younger boy nervously whispered to his brother.
Ricky shrugged, “Just get these loaded so they can leave, Don. They give me the creeps.”
As Don lifted the last suitcase it accidentally bumped against the edge of the compartment and fell to the pavement. A sheaf of papers fell out of a backpack and Ricky read Pay to Bearer on the top page. He grabbed up the paper then turned toward the hangar, but it was already too late.
Thompson and his partner barred the way with guns pointed at Don and himself. The men used their bodies to shield the guns from the view of anyone inside the office or hangar. “Put them back in the case, boy,” the smaller man hissed. “Now!”
“Load it up,” snarled Thompson.
The brothers looked at each other then did as they were told.
“Get on the plane.” He motioned with the gun. “You two just bought a ride to Canada.” The two men hurried the boys toward the steps.
At a whispered command from Ricky, Don tried to run, but the other man grabbed him while pointing the handgun straight at Ricky’s head. Don stopped struggling as they were forced onto the plane.
Two of the men pulled the door closed. Thompson moved forward to meet the pilot and try to speed up the take off. The man holding onto Don pushed the boys into rear seats and pulled the seatbelts across their stomachs trapping their arms. “If either of you cause trouble, I’ll shoot the other one and throw the body out over the mountains. Do you understand?” he asked in a threatening sneer, waving the gun back and forth in their faces to make his point.
Both boys nodded and sat quietly as they heard the steps being rolled away outside the plane.
Thompson came back to the cabin and reported to the men. “The pilot doesn’t know the kids are aboard. Let’s keep it that way. Until they’re missed on the ground he won’t give us any trouble. Settle down and buckle up.”
The men took their seats. One kept a gun trained on the boys to insure their silence and cooperation.
On take-off Ricky felt the small jet quickly climb and circle to the northwest to begin the flight to Vancouver. He knew they would be flying over the massive peaks of the Rocky Mountains. He heard the man in charge say the weather reports were good and everything looked as if it were going according to plan. Ricky looked at Don as the men spoke of the bond theft and how the boys could be used for hostages to insure that their journey wasn’t interrupted.
Ricky swallowed hard, remembering the news report saying one man had been killed and others tortured during the robbery. He put his head back and wondered how long it would take for him and his brother to be missed at his dad’s airport.
CHAPTER 2
“Please sit down, Mr. McConnell.” The Senator gestured to a chair in his opulent Washington office. He sat behind the mahogany desk and put his elbows on the polished surface. His expression was grave and his eyes were bloodshot from loss of sleep. “You were very highly recommended by a friend. I appreciate your coming so promptly. You must assure me that what is said here will not leave this room.”
Cord leaned back in the chair and studied the Senator. He didn’t believe that the man normally started his day at dawn and especially not on a Saturday. Finally, he broke the silence, “I understand. It will go no further, sir.”
“My daughter, Stephanie, is married to Warren Prophet. He owns an up-and-coming charter business in Denver. Maybe you’ve heard of Prophet Aeronautics?” At Cord’s negative shake of the head, the Senator continued, “Well, no matter. Two days ago, two million dollars worth of special Bearer Bonds were stolen from the Federated Bonds and Securities Exchange in Denver. A short time later a chartered jet left my son-in-law’s strip headed for Vancouver, Canada.”
The Senator shifted restlessly in his chair and then went on. “There were five men who boarded that flight, all clean-cut, athletically built, and with several large suitcases. The thieves also numbered five and in spite of disguises were reported fitting the same general descriptions except they each carried a black backpack. I feel these are the same men.” The Senator paused to make sure that McConnell was following.
“That sounds like a very reasonable assumption. It also sounds like something the FBI should follow up on, sir. I don’t chase thieves.” Cord was sure that the powerful man behind the desk already knew this, but wanted to be straightforward with him.
“It would be an FBI matter, if that was the end of the story. Under the circumstances, however, it’s the last thing I want to have happen. Stephanie and Warren have two sons, my grandsons, Richard and Donald. They haven’t been seen since the plane took off on Thursday afternoon. Warren contacted the pilot, but was never told directly if they were on board or not. The pilot passed it off as a boy’s prank to avoid a doctor’s visit of some sort. We feel that he could have been forced to go along with the criminals to protect the boys.”
With emotion deepening his voice, the elderly man cleared his throat and continued, “Regardless, the plane went down later that evening—in the Bitterroot Wilderness area of Eastern Idaho. We don’t know if it was mechanical failure or the pilot’s efforts to stop what was happening. It crashed on the south side of Ranger Peak. The Idaho Search and Rescue Team said the pilot did a remarkable job of the crash landing, but he and two men were dead when the plane was found yesterday morning. There was no sign anyone else was ever on board and no visible trail leading from the wreckage. That ends their job. Oddly enough, I encouraged them to stop searching. I convinced my daughter and her husband to let me handle things from this end.” The dignified statesman paused to light a cigar with trembling hands. He held the humidor out to Cord, who shook his head no.
“The job I want you for is to rescue my grandsons. I don’t care spit about the criminals or the bonds or anything else except getting those boys back safely. I want them taken from those criminals before they decide to eliminate them or use them as bargaining chips. Another contact is arranging for an expert tracker with a remarkable success rate who knows the area. He will meet you at the wreckage whenever you say. And, you should know, these men are dangerous. Preliminary autopsy reports show that one of the men in the crash died of a gunshot wound and not his crash injuries.”
“What if the boys aren’t with these men?” Cord asked. If they were too much trouble it was possible they were already dead, but he refrained from saying so.
“I want their bodies brought home for proper burial or I want you to find out where they are. You’ll be paid either way, but there will be a considerable bonus if they are found alive—for both you and the tracker.”
“And if the situation demands it, are you willing to negotiate for their release?” Cord needed to know how far the Senator was willing to go.
“Their disappearance has not been released to the media and no one is aware that they are my grandsons. We felt it safest for them. I think you can see why I don’t want a bunch of Federal Agents beating the bushes for these robbers. I believe their focus would be primarily apprehending the felons and recovering the bonds. Ricky and Don might fall through the cracks. To answer your question, I will do whatever it takes to get them home. I expect you to do the same if you accept the job. I will notify the proper authorities afterward and deal with whatever arises from our actions.”
“Senator, how old are the boys? Would they be able to handle wilderness like this?” Cord knew that small boys would not survive long. If abandoned, they couldn’t make it alone.
“Ricky is sixteen and Don is fourteen. They are both healthy, fairly athletic, Ricky more so than Don. Their father has taken them camping and hiking several times a year since they were old enough to carry a pack. If they weren’t injured in the crash, they can make it. Even if Don falls behind, Ricky wouldn’t leave him. They’ve always been close.” Pride showed in the Senator’s face and voice as he spoke of his grandsons.
“You know my usual fee, sir.” Cord stated his acceptance of the job.
“Very reasonable, under the circumstances,” the gray-haired grandfather agreed. “Half will be sent to your account when you begin, the other half upon completion. If they are returned home alive I won’t forget the bonus.”
“When do I leave, Senator?” Cord couldn’t walk away from this one. It seemed he never could when kids were involved.
“A private jet is on standby to fly you to Helena, Montana when you have your things ready. From there a chopper will fly you to the crash site. The tracker will meet you there.” The Senator stood and stubbed out his cigar.
“I can leave from here. I have my basic gear with me and anything else I can pick up in Helena.”
“Give the attendant on the plane a list and whatever you need will be on the chopper waiting for you when you land. Order anything that might help. I’ll okay it.”
“Thank you, sir. It’s better if I travel light, so I won’t need much. I hope to be in touch in a few days. I’ll arrange something about fly-overs and extraction with the chopper pilot.” Offering his hand to the Senator, Cord smiled for the first time. “If they’re out there, sir, we’ll find them.”
“I certainly hope so, McConnell. A man needs his family.” There were tears in the old man’s eyes as he shook the hand in front of him.
Cord turned and walked to the door. As he opened it, the Senator’s voice stopped him.
“McConnell.” The voice was firm and steady once again.
“Yes?” Cord looked back over his shoulder.
“It wouldn’t hurt my feelings, and there would be no repercussions, if those men were never seen again. Do whatever it takes to bring my grandsons home.” Senator Whitmire looked him straight in the eye.
“I understand, sir.” Cord closed the door quietly behind him.
CHAPTER 3
The phone rang and Stacey eagerly reached to answer it. Having nothing to do since her parents left on their get-away was a nice change, but she also found it boring. She felt more rested now that the busy winter season was done and was ready to get on the move.
“Hello,” she said, stifling a yawn with her hand.
“Stacey, it’s Morris.”
Her mind instantly came alert when she heard the voice of Morris Haley, the head of the regional search and rescue team. She knew they went on a search earlier that morning but didn’t require her expertise.
“Hi, Morris. What’s going on? I heard on the radio the plane crash was located this morning—with no survivors.”
“Yeah,” Morris agreed. “We’ve been pulled off. I’ve got the offer of a private job for you, very hush-hush. Do you think you’d be interested?” Morris knew she would be before he asked. He knew Stacey almost as well as he knew his wife, Cathy. The two women were best friends, had been for years.
“Could be, but I need some details first. I don’t accept jobs blind,” she insisted.
“Even if you don’t take the job you can’t repeat what I’m going to tell you, not even to Cathy. Give me your word, Stacey.” Morris knew he sounded mysterious.
“I won’t tell anyone, scout’s honor. Good enough?”
“Okay, except I know you were never a scout.” Morris gave a low chuckle then continued, “We found the pilot and two passengers in the wreckage this morning, all dead. No sign of anyone else. We lifted the bodies and were pulled off the mountain. We made our report of no survivors like you heard on the news. This is where it got interesting. I got a call from a fellow I know in Washington, D.C. asking for a referral to the best tracker in the area. Naturally, I said you. He wanted your credentials and success rate and hung up. A little while later he called me back and said he’d checked you out. He told me there were five guys who got on the plane plus the pilot before it left Denver. Radar proves it didn’t land anywhere before the crash. We only had three dead bodies. That leaves three who should have been waiting for us to find them. Animals might have drug off one body, but not three.”
“I agree, Marcus. What do you think happened to them?” Stacey wanted to know.
“The really weird thing, Stacey, is there was no sign of anyone out there. They could have been beamed up by aliens for all we could tell. There was no luggage at the wreckage, no clothing, no footprints around the plane, no nothing—for any of them. Now, this guy calls and wants the best tracker I know to help search for the ones who aren’t there. They’re paying extremely good money. Sounds really odd to me.”
“When do they want to start?” Stacey asked as she pushed up off the sofa.
“They want you to meet the private search party at the crash site tomorrow afternoon. They’re trying to get everything organized. If you say no they’ll go to the next on the list, but they really want you. Do you want me to set it up or do you want to skip this one?” Morris almost hoped she would pass on it. There was something strange going on and he wasn’t sure he wanted her involved.
“Give me a minute, I’m thinking,” Stacey stalled as she considered her choices. Rest sounded nice, but this type of challenge was one she could really sink her teeth into. Her parents would be back tomorrow afternoon and her mother would find a dozen things for her to do. She loved both of them dearly, but spring-cleaning was due to start. “Go ahead and set it up, Morris. Call me back with the details.” She decided she would much rather be tracking than cleaning.
* * * * *
The Idaho Search and Rescue chopper lowered Stacey to the ground. Standing in the small clearing the unfortunate pilot picked, she quickly unfastened the harness and signaled she was safely on the ground. They sent down her backpack then the chopper departed.
The others in the search party would arrive soon. She wanted to check the area before more prints cluttered up the ground. Staring at the wreckage, the furrows in the ground, and the broken tree branches, Stacey realized the pilot did his best to save his passengers. He clipped several treetops to land in the small clearing then the plane slid into a huge Douglas fir. The cockpit and front section of the cabin were destroyed, but the rear section remained intact. It was probably the only chance for any survivors. Thankfully it had not burst into flames.
Shaking her head, Stacey propped her pack against the rear fuselage and worked outward in widening circles. Fresh tracks from the Search and Rescue team ended not far from the edges of the small clearing. She finally located what she sought in the trees west of the clearing. A carefully concealed trail led away from the wreckage. Hearing another chopper coming in, Stacey walked back toward the mangled plane to join the rest of the search party.
Cord unhooked his cable harness and saw the backpack leaning against the almost undamaged rear area of the plane. The tracker must already be here. Good, they could get started right away.
Even though there was no noise, he felt someone step from the woods. Whirling quickly, he wasn’t prepared for the sight of a young woman with a wild mane of strawberry blond curls, long legs encased in soft faded denim, and more than decent curves. Surely the tracker had more sense than to bring his girlfriend on a job like this.
“What are you doing here?” Cord snapped loudly as the cable rose toward the chopper above him.
“My name is Stacey Parker,” she yelled in a slightly breathy voice. “I was hired to help find the three missing men. And you are?” She arched one finely shaped brow.
“Cord McConnell. Who hired you?” he demanded as he unclipped his pack from the descending cable and waved to the chopper, then signaled for it to circle above.
“Morris Haley arranged it through a friend in Washington. Where’s the search party?” she asked when no one else descended from the bird overhead.
“I am the search party, along with the tracker who is supposed to be here. You can leave with the chopper.” McConnell moved to pick up her pack and bring it to her in the center of the clearing. Startled by the weight of it, he was certain she wouldn’t have made it far packing that load.
“I’m afraid not—Mr. McConnell is it? I’m the tracker who was hired. Unless you’ve made some other arrangements no one else is coming.” Stacey folded her arms and waited for his reaction.
“Then I’ll find the trail myself. Signal the chopper to lift you out,” he ordered brusquely as he shrugged into his pack.
“You won’t find the trail. They don’t want to be found.” She stepped nearer and spoke in a soft casual voice, “Unless you’re an expert, in which case you wouldn’t have needed a tracker, your chances are—oh, I’d say nonexistent.”
She definitely had his attention as he swung back toward her and got right in her face. “And you know this how?” Cord was more than mildly surprised when she didn’t take a step back. The top of her head came even with his chin and he made two of her in mass. He normally quelled men his own size with his attitude. But she defiantly stood her ground and stared up into his face.
“I located the trail. Or should I say I located where the trail had been before it was erased. One of them is very good at it, but I’m better.” Stacey didn’t flinch as he gritted his teeth and the two-inch scar on his left cheekbone and the smaller one over his right eyebrow whitened. The planes and angles of his face spoke of a North American Indian heritage and his dark hair and eyes confirmed it. McConnell was definitely fierce looking as he frowned threateningly down at her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of even blinking as she stared up into the face right at the end of her upturned nose.
“I won’t wait on you if you fall behind and I don’t like whiners. I’m in charge and you do exactly as I say, regardless. Understand?” Cord poked her chest for emphasis then stepped away.
“I won’t wait on you if you fall behind either, and whining is for dogs. You’re welcome to be in charge and I’ll follow orders when I agree with them,” she responded as she lifted her own pack and slid her arms into the straps. She began walking from the clearing without waiting to see what he would do.
“That went well, McConnell,” he said under his breath. He finally gave the signal to the chopper allowing it to leave and followed her. As he watched her strides he could tell her backpack seemed well balanced and carried comfortably, her footwear far from new. The battered hiking boots were a good brand, and she moved with the ease of someone familiar with the woods.
Up ahead, Stacey was thinking about the man following her. Just wait until I tell Cathy about this jerk. He must have been a drill sergeant and thought somebody died and made him the Great Leader. Well, he would find out that wasn’t going to work this trip. Evidently he scared people off with his super macho act, but he never ran into Stacey Parker before.
She stopped and pointed to where the trail of the men had been scrupulously removed.
Cord moved forward to study the spot then walked several feet in each direction. He could see what she showed him, but from there he couldn’t pick up a clue as to which direction the men went. Hating to admit that he needed her assistance, Cord decided it would be unfair to let her go further without fully explaining the situation. “Miss Parker, this could get very dangerous if you insist on tracking these men for me. We believe they are criminals. It is also possible they have two teenage boys with them who were kidnapped and will need to be rescued. The men are armed and dangerous. They’ve killed already and won’t hesitate to kill again. Knowing this, I have to advise you that it would be unwise for you to continue.” Cord put his hands on his hips and watched for her reaction. “If you go back to the clearing, the chopper will do a fly-over on Monday. He’ll pick you up.”
“Your chances of getting those boys back aren’t very good without me, are they?” She studied the ground.
“Honestly, from what I see here, no,” He finally admitted.
“Then let’s go. It gets dark early in the trees.”
Cord watched in frustrated silence as the girl carefully and patiently unraveled the trail of the fleeing men. At first it appeared that the trail was the wandering of someone with no destination. It led in a confused, staggering circle doubling back on itself numerous times.
“Are they lost, have a head injury, or what?” Cord asked two hours later when she stopped to drink from her canteen. Her thick plaid flannel shirt was now tied around her waist and her thermal undershirt was damp beneath the arms and between her breasts.
“No, I don’t think so. Even though we’re going in circles, the trail leads gradually downhill—away from the wreckage. Their main objective appears to be to discourage pursuit. If you go straight back up that way and walk quickly, you could be at the plane in about fifteen minutes.” Stacey took another drink of water.
“You mean after two hours, we’re still that close to the plane?” Cord took a deep breath and shook his head. At this rate they would never catch up to these guys.
“I told you, the one covering their trail is very good. He laid false trails, doubled back, erased their prints, and had them walk on logs and rocks to avoid being followed. He knows concealment techniques I haven’t seen since my training. It’s slow right now because about the time I think I’ve learned his pattern, he changes it. Once they move far enough away from this area, he should change to simpler methods. It will get faster then.” Stacey hoped so, anyway.
Those guys surely couldn’t keep this up indefinitely. She was tired from trying to sort it out. Studying the man with her as he munched on some kind of snack bar, she decided she liked his clean-cut hair and broad shoulders. Cord wore a thick black sweatshirt that accented his dark eyes and deeply tanned skin. Black military style trousers tucked into black army boots hugged his muscular thighs as he squatted down not far from her. He took a drink from his canteen then carefully replaced the cap.
“Seen enough or should I turn around?” Cord asked pointedly without looking at her.
“Maybe just one pirouette. I can’t see the back from here,” Stacey responded pertly.
Cord surprised himself when a chuckle escaped. This girl has guts. And she definitely irritated him, continuing to study him as if he were a bug under glass.
The short laugh did it, Stacey thought. It changed his whole face for a split second. He became human and approachable. Not a cold, distant soldier only concerned for the mission at hand.
“We need to get going,” he ordered. “How long before we have to stop for the night?”
“I could track in the dark if this were an ordinary trail. But, I can’t follow this by flashlight.” Stacey’s eyes already felt the strain of hours of staring to find the tiniest signs and
her shoulders were stiff from continually hunching over the ground.
Ignoring the discomfort, she followed the difficult trail. A short time later, she suddenly disappeared into some thick bushes. Assuming she was answering nature’s call, Cord hung back to wait for her.
“McConnell! I’ve found something,” Stacey called to him.
He hurried to join her and pushed into the thick jumble of undergrowth. She was digging into soft, disturbed earth under the bushes. “Wait,” he ordered and grabbed her hands to stop her. “You’d better let me. You may not like what you find,” Cord stated coldly while he pushed her away.
“You think it might be—one of the boys?” For the first time he heard hesitation in her voice.
“I don’t know. Move away while I see.” After sliding his pack from his shoulders and removing a small folding shovel, he scraped away the previously disturbed dirt. When he hit something solid, he switched to his hands. Cord pulled a large hard-shell suitcase up and out of the hole. Tossing it at Stacey’s feet, he picked up the shovel and widened the hole until he had uncovered several more cases.
They weren’t locked and Stacey opened them as he tossed them out to her. “They’re empty. All of them are empty. No clothes or toiletries. Not even a piece of paper,” she called to him as he threw out the last one and crawled from the thicket. She opened the last one to reveal more of the same. “Five empty suitcases. Why? Why not leave them at the plane?” Stacey looked up at him as he stretched out the muscles in his legs and back.
“The cases were bulky and hard to carry. I would bet they hid the backpacks inside the cases. The crooks hid the cases to confuse the search team at the crash site and it worked. We also wasted an hour of valuable daylight digging up those cases,” Cord added, relieved cases were all they found.
“What kind of bonds? Is that what they stole?” Stacey wanted to know as she searched the ground for the trail. “Yeah, we think so. Two million in some kind of special bearer bonds. The light’s going. How much longer ‘til dark?” Cord asked. He watched her cross back and forth looking for sign.
“In another half-hour it will be too dim for me to see the trail. With an early night we can start out at dawn. Here, I found it. Let’s move.” They both put their packs on and Cord followed her as she unraveled the non-trail that made sense only to an experienced tracker.
Shadows from the massive pines and the undergrowth were lengthening as the dwindling sunlight was blocked by the trees. The temperature had been around fifty-five in the afternoon, but would drop into the thirties during the night. As the sun disappeared it rapidly dropped at least ten degrees.
Cord’s clothing grew uncomfortably chilly against his skin from the dampness left by sweating while digging out the cases. He pushed it aside as he always ignored minor physical discomforts. They had gone farther than he expected when Stacey finally gave up.
“I just can’t see anymore. If I go the wrong way, we’ll have to cover the same ground in the morning. I vote we make camp,” she suggested.
Realizing there was no choice, Cord agreed. “But no fire. I don’t want to take the chance of being spotted if they’re checking their back trail.”
“Okay. Over here all right or do you prefer somewhere else?” Stacey indicated the low hanging branches of a Douglas fir that made a natural shelter.
“That’s fine. I’m going to scout out the area.” It was his habit to know his surroundings in case something unexpected happened. Cord also needed to confirm they were alone before he could settle down for a rest.
“Don’t get lost,” Stacey warned as she slid off her pack.
“Funny,” he grunted as he also removed his pack and tossed it under the tree where they would camp. “Do whatever you have to while I’m gone. I don’t want you wandering around after I get back.” Cord ordered then moved quietly back along the way they came.
Almost completely in the dark under the tree, Stacey used her flashlight to check for critters and poison oak. She should put him in a large patch of it, she thought smiling to herself.
Raking together layers of pine needles she fashioned two separate piles to cushion their lightweight bedrolls. She spread hers out and sat on it to eat her supper of a nutrition bar, trail mix, and an apple. Afterward she took care of nature’s call then returned to camp to stretch out on her blankets.
Quite a while later she heard a rustling sound and Cord pushed under the boughs of the tree to join her. “I was beginning to think I would have to track you in the morning,” Stacey said softly from her comfortable bed.
“Just making sure we wouldn’t have any surprise visitors during the night,” he answered and searched in the pack she left on his bedroll.
She waited a few minutes then asked, “Well? Did you see anything or not?”
“Nothing human. A bear, some raccoons, and a rabbit or two, but nothing else.” Using his pack as a pillow he propped against it on top of his blankets and tore open a power bar. He washed it down with water from his canteen.
“Thanks for offering, but I already ate supper,” she couldn’t resist pointing out his lack of manners. Stacey thought of offering him an apple, but decided to save it for herself.
“Are you always such a mouth?” he asked as he stuffed the empty wrapper into a pocket on his pack.
“Are you always so polite?” She turned facing away from him and covered up.
Cord heard movement and the sounds of cloth sliding then realized that she was undressing. “Is that wise?” He couldn’t help asking. Personally he was going to sleep in his clothes. If they needed to move fast he wasn’t going to be caught with his pants down. Besides it was cold out here. His last case had been in the steamy forests of Colombia and he hadn’t acclimatized yet.
“Yes, I think so. I’m wearing thermals under my outside clothing. If I sweat in my blankets and hit the cold morning air, I’ll never thaw out. I’m surprised they didn’t teach you that in the military, McConnell.”
Cord’s head jerked toward her. Very quietly and in a voice different from any he had used so far he demanded, “How did you know I was military?” Suspicion flooded into his mind. Was she leading him in circles to keep him away from his objective? Could she be in on it? His mind worked on the endless possibilities as he waited for her to answer.
“Duh, as the twins would say.” Stacey rolled up her heavy flannel shirt and jeans to use as a pillow. “It’s written all over you. The way you bark orders, your thinking, your way of moving, even your bearing. If it bothers you for people to know then you better get to work on your image.”
Relaxing a little, he realized an expert tracker would, by nature, be very observant. She gave him a few tense moments. He slid in between his blankets and mentally thanked her for the pine needles beneath his body. She could easily have let him sleep on the hard ground. “Did you eat?” Cord asked after a few minutes.
“Yes, thank you. Would you like an apple?” Stacey offered after all.
“No, I’m fine. You mentioned twins. Not yours?” Loosening up around her would be a mistake, but her voice was enticing. Rich and breathy, she sounded excited all the time. He wanted to hear her talk.
“The twins belong to my best friend and her husband. They turned seven on Valentine’s Day. Their names are Marcus and Marie.”
“I guess they’re good kids?” Apart from his work, Cord had not been around kids much. He thought he might like them if given a chance.
“The best, but I’m their godmother so I’m a little partial I ’m told. They’re both extremely smart. They can do things with computers I can’t even think of.” Stacey yawned and grew quiet.
Cord got warm in his makeshift bed and pulled off his sweatshirt. Even though his blankets were thin, they were high-tech and especially designed to retain body heat. Deciding it was safe to sleep a couple of hours before rechecking the perimeter, Cord let his body relax and cleared his mind.
Stacey knew when he relaxed, but she could tell he wasn’t asleep. She decided she liked Cord McConnell. Sure he had been a jerk, but protecting her motivated it. He obviously couldn’t help playing the macho type. The instinct seemed to be deeply ingrained in some men. Her dad, Sam, acted like that with her mother. Protective didn’t begin to describe his attitude toward his only daughter.
Her dad pitched a fit when Stacey decided to become a tracker and take survivalist training after she finished high school. She threatened to move away and do it anyway until her mother took pity and intervened. Lucy worked her magic on Sam and he finally allowed Stacey to pursue her present career, even footing the bill for her training out of her college fund. Neither of her parents understood that because of Sammy’s death she needed to do this. She drifted off to sleep thinking of her brother as she so often did.
Cord’s internal clock woke him at ten and again at midnight for him to make his circuit around the area. Nothing stirred except the normal night creatures. He had learned the hard way not to take anything for granted and to always take precautions rather than be caught unaware. As he slid back into his blankets and removed his sweatshirt, Cord knew he would only doze from now until dawn. When on a job he required very little sleep, and the adrenaline kept him going for days at a time.
“Is it bad kidneys, my company, or an all-night café sending you off into the night?”
“I like to know what’s going on around me. Is that a problem?” Cord thought she was asleep and she startled him when she spoke.
Sitting up, Stacey slid into her flannel shirt then stuffed her feet into her boots without tying the laces. “I have to take a walk if you’re through tramping around.” She shivered as she stood up. “It’s definitely chilly out here, tonight.”
“Don’t go far,” Cord ordered.
“And leave you all alone? Wouldn’t dream of it,” she quipped and bent to go under the low hanging branches. Out from under the protective limbs of the large fir, the night air felt even colder. She hoped the teenagers McConnell told her about were okay. Choosing a thick bush not too far from camp, Stacey checked a small area then pulled down her thermal bottoms. This was the part of her job she hated the most. It was so much easier for guys, as were a lot of things it seemed. Life wasn’t fair to females, but she usually found ways to enjoy it anyway.
CHAPTER 4
Walking back to camp, Stacey suddenly froze. She wasn’t alone. The sounds of rustling and crackling followed by quick short huffs meant only one thing—a bear. Probably the same one Cord mentioned, roamed nearer to their camp searching for food.
Stacey stood statue still and hoped the bear would wander past her location without noticing her. This was a situation she dealt with before. Though very respectful of the large animal, in particular its claws and teeth, she wasn’t overcome with terror.
If the bear came near enough to pick up her scent, it would probably avoid her. Stacey didn’t hear a cub or the motherly sounds a female made to a cub. If the bear decided to investigate her, she’d already picked out the tree she would climb.
She should be back by now. Cord sat up to listen for her. He finally heard noises from the direction she went, but they didn’t sound like Stacey. Pulling his nine-millimeter pistol from his backpack, he checked the clip and slid out of the blankets. Trotting quietly, he circled toward the noise. He heard a wheezing, coughing sound as he got closer then saw the large scruffy bear he avoided meeting face to face earlier.
The bear seemed fascinated by a particular mid-sized white pine. Standing on his hind legs and bouncing against the trunk of the tree, the bear growled and snorted. Howling with fury, it dropped to all fours, circled the tree completely then rose up to bounce on it with his front paws. After several repeats of the same behavior, Cord stared up into the tree to see what held the creature’s interest.
A small patch of white was visible in the branches and Cord knew he just found Stacey. “Parker, what are you doing up there?” Cord called. He hoped the sound of his voice would scare off the bear.
“I got tired of dancing but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. What does it look like I’m doing?” She hugged the tree tighter as the bear renewed his efforts to knock it down.
Cord knew she wasn’t injured by her mouthy response and carefully moved closer. “This is not my line of expertise. I usually fight guerillas. What would you recommend I do to get rid of him?” He tried, without success, to keep the amusement out of his voice.
“Creep up really close, jump out, and bite him on the butt. When he chases you, I can get down,” she sounded extremely peeved.
Chuckling out loud, Cord tried again. “Come on, Stacey. Tell me how to scare him off. I really want to help without shooting the blasted thing.”
“Yeah, you sound real serious. Find some rocks and pile them up near a tree you can climb if you have to. Throw them at him one after the other while you yell at him. It should panic him for at least a few minutes so I can get down.”
“How come he’s not running from us right now?”
“Would you just find the stupid rocks?” There was a pause and a squeak from her as the bear slammed against the tree. “He’s shaking my teeth out. I’ll give you a lesson on bears when I get down.”
“Okay, give me a minute.” Cord searched, mostly by feel, finding several good-sized stones. He piled them as directed at the base of a large pine.
When the bear finished his circle around Stacey’s tree and leaned up to bounce again, Cord threw the first rock. It hit the bear in the side. Cord yelled and threw several more. The astonished bear dropped to all four paws and ran in the other direction.
Scrambling quickly down the tree, Stacey dropped to the ground from the bottom limb. “Thanks,” she muttered, not sounding particularly grateful. Her curls were a wild tangle around her head filled with pine needles shaken loose during the tree’s battering.
Her anger only added to Cord’s amusement at the situation. He tried to hold back the laugh that threatened to escape and failed. “Did you—uh—take care of—?” He started asking but was cut off.
“Yes, I did. I’m glad you find this so amusing. Maybe we can sell tickets and do a show.” She walked funny while circling the tree, staring at the ground.
“What are you doing now?” Cord caught hold of her arm as she almost fell sideways.
“I’m hunting my other boot. I didn’t have them tied and it fell off,” Stacey jerked her arm away. “Stop laughing and help me look,” she almost added a few not-so-polite phrases, but restrained herself. She refused to give him something else to laugh at.
Cord finally located her boot and handed it to her. He watched as Stacey leaned against the trunk of the tree to pull it on. “Are you ready to go back to camp now or do you want to hunt another playmate?” he asked.
Stacey didn’t say a word. Instead she stomped off toward the large fir tree that sheltered their camp. He shouldn’t have antagonized her, but it was the most fun he’d had in a long time. Never would he forget the sight of her in her flannel shirt, white thermal undies, and wild strawberry curls shinnying down a tree.
He watched carefully as they returned to camp, hoping the disturbance didn’t alert anyone to their presence. Seeing nothing, Cord felt it was safe to go back to bed. They slid into their respective blankets and concentrated on getting warm. When Cord no longer heard her teeth chattering, he asked, “Why didn’t the bear leave when it knew I was there?”
Stacey almost told him to go ask the bear. Then good sense prevailed and she knew he needed to know in case they encountered more bears. “The bears are hungry. Most of them have been hibernating and are sort of grumpy this time of year. I probably would have been okay with an older bear. When it crossed downwind and smelled human it would have left. This one wasn’t old enough to know about us yet and was curious. Then when I climbed the tree, he chased me. He must have been trying to see if I might be good to eat. I think he would have gotten bored and left soon, but my boot fell off and hit him. He took it as a sign of aggression, I guess, and got mad. Once his adrenaline got to pumping, he wasn’t going anywhere for awhile.”
“You keep saying he. How do you know it was a male, or is that a general term you use for anything that gives you trouble?” Cord asked, hiding his smile in the blanket.
“A female that age would have a cub trailing her, most likely, and the situation would have been worse. You have to be very careful around them. They are extremely unpredictable when they think their babies are threatened. Even at that, most of the time, they want to avoid us as much as we want to avoid them. Just don’t ever get between a female and her cub.” Stacey got warm and yawned. “I think I’ll try to catch a few more winks before morning.” She removed her flannel shirt, turned onto her side, and stuffed the shirt under her head. A few minutes later her even breathing indicated she fell asleep.
Cord dozed lightly for an hour then made another patrol. Careful not to make any noise as he left, he slipped back in the same way fifteen minutes later after finding no signs of the bear or anything else out of place. Amazingly, Stacey didn’t let the incident with the bear keep her awake.
Every other woman he knew would have screamed like a banshee and cried for hours. Of course, he couldn’t picture most of the women he knew out here in the first place and they would never have made it up a tree. This girl was certainly one of a kind. Thinking of her in the tree started him chuckling all over again.
At four-thirty Cord made another circuit. As he approached their tree this time he swore he smelled coffee. Wishful thinking, he shrugged. But when he ducked under the branches he saw Parker sipping from a tin cup. A small collapsible frame held a can of solid fuel. “I only have one cup, but you’re welcome to use it when I finish if you don’t have one,” she offered as he began to roll his blankets into a bedroll.
“Sounds good. I’m only packing power bars, some chocolate, and my canteen.”
“You have chocolate?” Her eyes grew wider and she looked hopeful.
Cord reached into his pack and pulled out a candy bar. Breaking off a piece for himself, he handed her the rest.
She drained her cup, filled it from her canteen then relit the can of fuel before placing the cup on the tiny metal frame that would hold it over the small flame. She took a single serving packet of coffee and tossed it to him.
“I hope you don’t mind it black and instant. It’s the best I can offer,” Stacey told him before biting into the chocolate. Closing her eyes she let the dark sweetness melt on her tongue.
“I’m just glad of any coffee. Is it always this cold in April?”
“Usually it’s colder—with snow. This is mild for us. Last winter we would have been in two feet or more, right now.” Stacey watched as he opened the packet and poured the instant coffee into the cup while the water was still heating. Cord folded the paper packet and used it to stir the liquid. “How old are those boys?” she wanted to know.
“Sixteen and fourteen.” Cord thought he saw a flicker of pain in her eyes, but she looked down and took another bite of the candy.
“Do you know their names?” She watched him blow out the small flame then use his sweatshirt sleeve as a potholder to keep from burning his fingers when he picked up the hot metal cup.
“Ricky and Don Prophet. They’ve both camped out since they were small. It should help them get through this.” Cord sipped the hot coffee as she got dressed under her blanket. She pulled on her boots and laced them up tightly. Birds were beginning to make a little noise and move around in the trees. It would be light enough for them to start soon.
Stacey rolled up her blankets and tied them onto the top of her pack. “I’ll be back,” she told him. She hoped the bear was long gone.
“Don’t bother the wildlife this time, Parker,” he reminded her.
Stacey ignored him and kept walking. When she returned she noticed Cord had capped the small fuel tin and put all her gear near her backpack, adding another candy bar as well. He was gone, so she packed up then laid an apple on top of his pack. She felt chilly in the brisk morning air, but would warm up quickly once they started hiking.
Stacey took out her hair pick and worked through the worst of the tangles, then pulled her hair back into a ponytail holder. After brushing her teeth with water from the canteen she felt much fresher. She remembered it was Sunday morning. Her parents would eat a late breakfast in Boise then return to the Lodge. Her mom would help at the desk and her dad would talk to their guests and check that everything went well during their absence. He loved his business.
“Is it light enough to start?” Cord asked as soon as he returned.
“We can try it.” Stacey reached for her pack.
Cord surprised her by raising it up for her as she slid her arms into the straps.
She quickly picked up the trail. It didn’t seem as winding or as concealed as yesterday and they were getting farther from the plane. When she came to a soft patch of ground, she knelt to study it closely. “They’re walking faster now and covering the trail less. One of them has an injured leg. Not bad, but enough to make him limp. I’m beginning to sort them out.” Stacey and Cord followed the trail steadily down the mountain and more to the north side. She occasionally back tracked, but the signs were much easier to read.
“Break time,” Cord called after two hours of steady hiking. The sun quickly warmed them and he didn’t want to risk dehydration. He knew her pack was heavy and she hiked rapidly when the trail wasn’t hidden.
Stacey slid off her pack, dug out a bag of trail mix, and unhooked her canteen. Dropping to the ground, she sat cross-legged and drank. After opening the trail mix she held it toward him.
He shook his head and drank deeply from his own canteen. “How far are we behind them?” Cord crouched near her without removing his pack.
“A day and a half, at least. We should be able to catch up by sundown tomorrow or Tuesday morning. If they don’t change their pattern again and we push hard.”
“How long before we’re off the mountain?”
“Mid-afternoon tomorrow. Then there are the foothills. The brush gets thicker, and we’ll have the swollen creeks and streams to cross. That’s where I may lose them. If they walk in the water I won’t be able to track them.”
“But it will slow them down, too. Any guess as to where they’re headed?”
“The only thing to the north besides more mountains is Lolo Pass. It’s the easiest way to hike into Montana. But that would take them deeper into the Bitterroot Range. I’m talking some rough country. It doesn’t look that bad on a map, but...” She shrugged and left it at that.
“Let’s move on.” Cord stood and helped Stacey with her pack again.
Just before noon, Stacey found where the other men spent Friday night. They slipped their packs off and she showed him the signs. The concealer had been at work once more, but he wasn’t as thorough. “The boys were here.” For the first time Stacey found signs of them.
“There are two different sizes of sneakers. Here and here,” she pointed to them for Cord. The prints were barely discernible impressions. There was the edge of one type of tennis shoe and nearby the toe of a different brand was faintly visible. “They cold-camped and took turns as guards or look-outs. Here’s where the one with the limp walked around the camp. I would say from the position of the camp, where they slept, and the way the guards were placed that at least one of them is ex-military.”
“That figures,” Cord agreed thoughtfully. “The whole robbery went down like a well planned maneuver. They just didn’t have a contingency for the crash.”
Stacey scoured the area for more signs as Cord watched closely. This woman intrigued him.
Finally satisfied that she could find nothing more, she joined him to sit down and eat lunch. Cord offered a power bar, but she preferred her own nutrition bars. When she offered him the trail mix bag this time he took a handful then ate the apple she left for him that morning.
“How long have you been doing this?” Cord asked as he watched her bite into an apple.
“I started going out with search and rescue teams while I was in my senior year of high school. After high school, eight years ago, I went for my final training. I’ve been doing it ever since. How long have you been doing this?” Stacey turned the question back on him.
Cord stopped to think. It seemed like forever. “I went into the Marines at seventeen. I was in eleven years. I spent five years guarding important bodies for another branch of our government and I’ve been self-employed for about five years.” He reclined against his pack and stretched out his legs. Why did he tell this girl anything about himself? It wasn’t like him, but for some reason he felt comfortable with her. Stacey made him laugh and she didn’t back down from him. Cord respected and admired that. As she turned her canteen up to take a drink, he noticed she needed to tilt her head all the way back. The line of her throat, the gentle bone-structure of her face, and her sassy upturned nose drew his eyes. He needed to force his attention back to the matters at hand.
“Here. Pour some of this into yours. Will it be long before we find more water?” Cord handed her his canteen, still over half-full.
“Shouldn’t be long. We’ll cross some streams later today. Don’t drink straight from the stream, though. I’ve got tablets to take care of any bugs.”
“There are some in my pack, too, if we need them. You would think that out here, like this, the water would be pure.” He took his canteen and hooked it on his pack.
“It still is in places. But with acid rain, snow runoff, illegal dumping, and a greater number of tourists I’d rather not take the risk.” Stacey put the trail mix away and pushed to her feet.
“Ready?” Cord lifted her pack and she slipped her arms into the straps. He let his hands slide slowly down her arms before moving away and she could have sworn he smelled of her hair. It had to be her imagination.
The day grew warmer and she shed her flannel shirt. Cord took it from her and tied it onto her pack. Instead of going steadily down, the trail began to cover uneven terrain that went up as they were forced to climb adjoining ridges. The trail was plainly visible as the going became more difficult. They came to a stream and refilled their canteens. Stacey added the purifier tablets. After pushing up the sleeves of her thermal shirt, she splashed her face, neck and arms with the cold water. A sponge bath would be nice, but they didn’t have time.
Cord waited until she was finished and then did the same. He removed his black sweatshirt, but left on his thin black v-necked thermal pullover. As he stood and turned around, he felt as if he slammed into a brick wall.
Stacey perched on a large boulder in a patch of sunlight, holding her ponytail up for her neck to dry. Her uplifted breasts were outlined against the front of her damp shirt. The sun was caught by her hair and Cord felt desire arrow through his body. Taking a long deep breath, he pushed it away as just one more physical discomfort to be endured.
Abruptly Cord ordered, “We need to keep moving if we ever plan to catch up.” He pulled on his pack and didn’t offer to help her this time. He couldn’t take the chance of touching her yet. Not while that picture stayed fresh in his mind.
Stacey wondered what happened to change his attitude so fast. As she led the way he seemed tenser and a lot less companionable. She shrugged and carefully followed the trail of the five they were chasing. Whatever happened, he would have to work it out. Maybe his mind jumped ahead to what he would do when they caught those guys. There was only one of him against three criminals armed with guns, if he was correct, plus two innocent boys to protect. Surely he wouldn’t be sent alone if he couldn’t handle the task. He mentioned fighting guerillas and she knew he didn’t mean the kind in a zoo. Besides, she smiled, he had a secret weapon. He had her.
A particularly thick patch of brush and small trees demanded her attention and Stacey suddenly stopped. Cord almost ran into her. She circled to one side and got down on her knees.
“What is it?” He sounded irritated.
“Some sort of altercation took place.” She pointed out the scuffmarks as she brushed aside the debris on the ground. Rotting leaves and pine needles covered the marks. “Looks like the boys picked this spot and tried to get away.” Stacey picked up a couple of pine needles by the ends and closely studied them. “Blood. Only a small amount.” Slowly walking around, she checked the site from all angles.
“When?” Cord wanted to know.
“Yesterday, late morning. We’re gaining on them, but they’re pushing harder. Must be tired of our beautiful woodland scenery.”
“We have to move faster. Let’s go. Hustle it up,” Cord insisted.
“Faster is not always better,” Stacey argued and glared up into his face.
“I want this done, Parker. Now move,” he ordered tersely and went on.
“You want faster? Okay, Great Leader, you’ll get faster.” If she overran the trail, he could blame himself when they had to go back over the same ground.
At the end of three hours Stacey’s thigh and calf muscles burned. Her shirt clung damply and her feet hurt. When the trail was clearly visible, she moved at a fast trot even uphill. They drank their water on the move and didn’t take a break. The shadows grew longer as the afternoon passed.
When they reached a large stream, Stacey found where the men camped the night before. She was ready to keep going when Cord slipped off his pack.
“Ten minutes and then we’ll go until there’s no light left.” He disappeared into the brush.
Stacey gladly dropped her pack and took a long drink from her canteen. Hunting out the candy bar he gave her, she sat down and hugged her knees while munching. The soles of her feet were tender and achy and the stream looked very inviting. The icy water would feel heavenly on them. Too bad they weren’t going to camp here tonight.
Cord came back and sat down near her while she ate the chocolate. Taking a bar from his pack, he broke it in half and stuck one piece back for later. “You okay?” he asked after taking a bite.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Just tell me if you can go on for a while,” Cord insisted.
“Yes.” She took her flannel shirt from her pack and slid it on. The dampness of her thermal shirt felt cold against her skin as her body cooled down. The air got cooler with the coming night. She would be lucky if she didn’t take pneumonia.
“Good.” Cord stood and put his pack on. “Time to go.”
Without another word, Stacey put her arms back in her pack straps and used her legs to push up. Her muscles protested painfully, but she refused to groan. Jumping the stream, she led the way along the trail the criminals left.
Cord watched her carefully as she moved quickly through the thick growth of trees and brush. He knew she was tired. At least she didn’t complain. He needed to get this job done and get away from her. What were the odds of finding a woman like her on a job like this?
Getting closer was not an option he wanted to consider, but that’s where he would be headed if he didn’t watch out. She didn’t seem the type he could sleep with once and leave. That was the only type he wanted in his present life. To become seriously involved with a woman when his work took him all over the world for weeks at a time would be grossly unfair. So far he managed to avoid the particular female capable of making him change his mind.
Cord stuck to brief sexual encounters with women who liked what he could give them and didn’t mind the scars on his face and body. Instinctively he realized this slip of a girl would make the decision to leave very difficult. Therefore, he needed to avoid her. On the trail that would be impossible, so the job must be finished as quickly as possible.
Stacey and Cord crossed a small fire area containing partially burned tree trunks surrounded by new growth. The light proved better in the clearing and they could see the tracks of the men they followed on the blackened ground where it wasn’t covered by vegetation.
Stacey touched Cord’s arm at one point and pointed to the right of them. Deer were feeding on the new growth along the edges of the clearing. Two or three does and their spotted fawns suddenly threw their heads up, scenting the humans, and bounded into the forest.
When Stacey and Cord reentered the trees, it seemed especially dark. Stacey stopped to let her tired eyes adjust to the lack of light. She continued on at a slower walk. The air was cool, but not as cool as earlier. She felt dampness on the slight breeze. It would rain before morning. She hoped it wouldn’t wipe out the tracks.
CHAPTER 5
“Next place for a good campsite, we should stop,” Cord told her as it became harder to tell where he put his feet.
“Okay,” Stacey agreed. “We should get settled before it rains.”
“Rain?” Cord looked up to see patches of clouds in the darkening sky through the branches of the trees. He should have been aware of the pending weather change already, but she distracted him. Not good under the circumstances.
“I’m afraid so. There’s a large pine that looks like good shelter over that way. Of course,” she added, “if it starts lightning we’ll have to move.”
“Whatever you think. You know the weather around here. Any chance it will miss us?”
“It could, but I don’t think so. As long as it doesn’t pour, the trail will still be visible. And it will be easier to follow when they walk on the wet ground afterward.” Stacey pushed in under the branches of the tree she chose. “Not as good as last night, but it will do.”
“Okay with me,” Cord agreed then dropped to his knees to avoid banging his head on the limbs hanging down. He hated getting wet all the way through, but it happened on the trail.
They slipped out of their packs and leaned them against the trunk of the large pine. Stacey began searching in hers and muttering. “Drat. I can’t see a...aha! There you are.” Staying low she crawled out from under the tree. “McConnell, you want to come help me with this?”
As he crawled out, she told him, “Take this end and put it over those branches. Clip it in place with these.” She handed him the end of a thin rubberized tarp then some strong clamps that looked almost like clothespins. “We should stay fairly dry under this.”
Cord helped her rig up the makeshift shelter over some of the lower branches of the tree. The darkness hindered their efforts, but they managed. It was definitely easier than packing and pitching a tent. When they were through they had a large covering to shed water.
After crawling back inside, Stacey began scraping together a pile of pine needles for her bed while Cord followed her example and did the same. He left a small space between them.
The wind began to blow and the tarp over them popped slightly. They both paused to see if the clips would hold. The tarp didn’t come loose and they continued making their beds. A definite feel of moisture rose on the wind.
“We should probably settle in for the night,” Cord suggested as the wind howled through the trees.
“I think so. Let’s hope this wind doesn’t blow in some colder weather. I can do without any ice.”
Neither of them wandered very far from camp as they prepared for the night. With the cloud cover there wasn’t even a star to help them navigate.
Cord finished first and was ready to call out for Stacey when she crawled under the tarp. He bit back a teasing comment about looking for her dance partner, needing to maintain a certain distance between them. He watched her search in her backpack again. Cord heard the clanking of metal on metal then she leaned toward him.
“I’ve got a couple of packs of coffee. If you’ll fix it, I’ll spread out our bedrolls—or we can do it the other way round.” Stacey needed the coffee. It had been a rough afternoon.
“Hand me the canned fuel. I’ll put it on this side so you can work on the beds,” he offered and held out his hands to take the provisions. As he took it, their hands brushed and he was immediately in trouble again. Heat flew through him. He jerked back, dropping the coffee packets and the matches.
Without looking at him, she asked, “You want to tell me what’s wrong?” Stacey placed the items carefully in his hands without touching him.
“No.” Cord turned away and busied himself making the coffee. He uttered a few low curses as he fumbled with the tiny stove and lit the fuel.
Stacey shrugged and spread their blankets on top of the soft beds of pine needles. My, he is definitely moody, she couldn’t help but think. Realizing she failed to hand him a canteen, she unhooked hers from her pack and scooted to within arm’s length. “You might need this.” She held it out to him, but kept her distance.
He glanced over his shoulder and with a muttered, “Thanks,” took the canteen.
Crawling back to her bedroll, Stacey sat on top of it to unlace her boots and remove them. A sigh of relief escaped as she massaged her tired arches. The first raindrops plopped on the tarp over them. The wind whistled through the tops of the trees, but they were sheltered from the worst of it. It definitely blew from a more northerly direction.
Digging in her pack, Stacey hunted out food for supper. Nutrition bars, a pack of dates, and some honey-roasted pecans would have to do. She divided the food equally and heard Cord blow out the canned fuel.
“Here. Take the first cup,” Cord ordered as he offered it to her.
Because she was desperate for the caffeine, she accepted and ignored his tone. “Okay. I’ve got our supper—unless you’d rather have one of your power bars.” She held his half of the food out and he took it with a nod. After taking a few sips of the warm, strong coffee, Stacey extended the cup to him. “Why don’t we share? I feel like a heel drinking it in front of you.”
Cord quietly palmed the cup, drank, and handed it back. “The dates are good.” It was a cold, flat statement.
“I grew them myself,” she replied in a similar sounding tone. Stacey hoped to break his current mood, maybe make him smile, but couldn’t loosen him up at all. She sipped again and then passed him the cup.
“I don’t think so,” he told her as he handed back the nearly empty tin cup.
“What? You doubt my word? I’m wounded,” Stacey tried harder to get a smile out of him. Otherwise, it would be a long night. She and the search and rescue guys usually got through long evenings like this by swapping stories, playing word games, or just kidding around. Usually she could make friends with the shyest and most reserved of the men, but Cord wasn’t cooperating.
“You’re also wasting your time,” he said, allowing no emotion to enter his voice.
“I don’t understand,” Stacey was becoming angry. “What have I done to you? Why do you have to be so—so cold? Would it hurt to be civil?”
“Maybe you would rather I come over there and show you just how friendly I can be. Is that how you and the search teams keep warm and pass the time?” Cord regretted it the moment he heard himself say it, but he needed to keep her away somehow. This should do it.
“Now, you’re wasting your time, Mr. McConnell,” Stacey managed in a low, icy tone. What she really wanted to do was boil him in oil. “I’d rather go back and play with the bear.” Controlling herself, she tossed the empty cup to him instead of throwing it at his head. Turning away she moved her pack, picked up her trash, and crawled between her blankets. Facing away from him, she took slow steady breaths.
Cord almost apologized, but decided it might be better to leave things this way. She would definitely avoid any friendly overtures from now on. He relit the can of solid fuel and heated water for the second cup of coffee. Maybe hot coffee would help the chill deep in the pit of his stomach. As the wind and rain became more intense, he decided that it would be safe to forego his usual patrols for a while. Great—that meant more time listening to her soft breathing and smelling her hair. Forcing himself to concentrate on the sound of the wind in the trees, he finally dozed off to sleep.
* * * * *
Around midnight Cord woke to the sound of moaning. Instantly awake with his pistol in hand, he realized it was Stacey moaning and muttering across from him. She seemed to be dreaming. As she grew more agitated and louder, he slid from his blankets and moved toward her. When she suddenly began to scream, he struggled to silence her. A scream would carry a long way in the night and he couldn’t chance her being heard.
“Stacey, wake up. It’s all right. You’re dreaming.” With one hand over her mouth, Cord used his other hand and shook her shoulder to wake her. Her eyes flew open and for a minute he thought she would fight him before she relaxed back against her blanket. Cord felt moisture on the hand covering her mouth and knew she was crying. He moved it away slowly.
“Ah, Stacey. Don’t,” he growled in his throat then pulled her up to hold her against his chest and stroke her hair. He discovered touching her was a big mistake as his body reacted to her nearness. He ignored it the best he could as he comforted her. Stacey cried silently into his chest and he hugged her closer whispering nonsense into her ear.
Sniffling, she asked, “Those boys—do you think—are they okay? It’s so—wet—and cold and...”
“There isn’t anything we can do about them right now. They’re young and strong. They should get by,” he tried to answer her without lying to her. Cord stroked her wild, soft hair back from her face. She didn’t seem inclined to pull away and he continued to hold her in spite of his body’s growing desire. Mind over certain matters only worked for so long.
“I dreamed about—my brother, Sammy. He was—” she took a ragged breath, “just sixteen. Like the oldest boy.”
“What happened to him?” Cord asked her gently.
“He became confused in a May snowstorm near the top of Saddleback Mountain—got separated from his group. Search and rescue couldn’t find him. My dad finally brought in a special man—a tracker—who found his body—brought him home.”
“How old were you?” Cord knew his behavior was to blame for the nightmare. He upset her and it manifested into nightmares. He wanted to kick himself, but he would let her talk instead.
“Fourteen. I was in shock for weeks.” Stacey wasn’t crying as much, but an occasional tear still slipped down her cheek. “I wanted to go camping with them, but Sammy didn’t want me along. He made a big deal out of it being a guy thing. It made me so mad I didn’t even say goodbye to him. I never...” her voice trailed off as she shook her head against his chest.
“Is that why you do this?” After a minute, he felt her nod, slowly. So, she was driven by memories, too.
Finally, Stacey pulled back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—cry on you.” Using both her hands, she swiped her face and pushed her hair back, nervously avoiding his eyes.
“Stacey.”
Hearing her name made her pause and look up at the rough features she could barely see in the dark. “What?” she whispered as she saw the intense heat in his deep brown eyes.
“Shut-up,” he growled. Catching the back of her head in his huge hand he lowered his mouth to hers.
At first, she stiffened against him in surprise, but his hot, searching lips created such a need in her she found herself moving closer. As he let her feel his loneliness and need through the kiss, her arms crept up around his neck and she began to respond.
Cord urged her closer and groaned as her thermal clad breasts pressed to his own thinly covered chest. At the sound of his groan, she gave up to his kiss completely. His hands moved over the slim curves of her waist and he shifted to press her back on the blanket. The kisses became deeper and more intense. Cord slid his hand under her shirt to stroke the bare skin of her stomach.
The feel of his hand on her bare skin startled her and she realized what was happening. Sliding her hands between them, she pushed on his chest. “No. Cord, please. I can’t.” Pushing more firmly, she insisted a little louder, “Stop. I’m sorry—please stop.”
Cord became still against her then rolled away slowly. “Give me a minute,” he grunted as he took short quick gasps of air. He remained unmoving until his breathing became more even. Then he shifted back to his own bedroll. Cursing, he told her softly, “I should never have touched you. I knew what would happen. It won’t happen again.” He struggled to build the fences back that allowed him to keep his distance. He should have known she wouldn’t want him. That was why he stuck to a certain type of woman. Cold, sophisticated leeches that knew the score, took what he offered in exchange for being with him a while, then moved on to the next guy. A fresh-faced, young girl like Stacey wouldn’t want to be with a scarred up old soldier like him.
“Wait, Cord.” Stacey could feel him withdrawing back into the cold hard shell her nightmare broke through. “I’m not—offended or upset. I just don’t know you well enough for—well, to sleep with you.”
“I understand. Don’t try to explain.” The flat, emotionless tone she hated was back.
“I could just smack you,” Stacey grumbled as she grabbed her boots and stuffed her feet into them. She threw on the lightweight rain jacket she laid out earlier. She didn’t care that it was raining steadily as she crawled out from under the tree.
“Where are you going?” Cord snapped.
“Where you’re not!” She hurried away into the darkness. If she didn’t get some space between them, she would explode. Stacey considered herself pretty even-tempered, but Cord definitely put her on the verge of a tantrum. Muttering angrily the entire time, she walked in circles then returned to pace near the tree housing their camp. “First cold, then friendly, then cold, then hot, then cold again. Why can’t he just treat me like a normal human being? The other guys I work with don’t have this problem,” she fumed as she stomped back and forth. “What did I do to deserve this?”
Cord came from the opposite side of the tree and interrupted her pacing. “Go lie down and rest. I’ll stay out here,” he ordered. The cold, wet air should effectively kill the last of his desire for her, he thought.
After a long, deep sigh she told him, “I’m fine now. Let’s just get some rest so we can start early.” Stacey ducked under the tarp covered branches and slipped off her jacket. She hung it from a branch to drip and pulled off her boots before sliding into her blankets. When Cord didn’t follow after several minutes, she called, “McConnell, if you stay out there I’m coming back out, too.” He must be cold. Even though it wasn’t cold enough to freeze, the temperature had to be in the mid-thirties. “Cord, please,” Stacey tried again. “I really don’t want to come back out in the rain when these blankets are so warm.”
“Stubborn woman. Why can’t you leave well enough alone?” Cord crawled in, shed his soaking sweatshirt, and brushed the water from his hair with his hands.
“It drives my mom and dad nuts, too. Mom says I have a ‘fix it’ complex.” Warmer, she listened as he slid into his bedroll. “Dad just says I’m a brat.”
“Tell me about them. They must be very patient people.” Maybe she would get sleepy from talking and then leave him alone for a while. He didn’t admit he liked hearing the sound of her voice and was glad she was over being mad at him.
“My mom and dad? They’re great. Mom is Lucy to her friends and she has bunches of them. She has short, curly, auburn hair and energy to burn. Dad teases her that she’s so slim because she doesn’t slow down long enough for the fat to catch up. Her eyes are blue-gray and can see deep inside you. I could never get away with anything with her.” Stacey yawned and snuggled deeper into her blankets. “Dad is Sam, short for Samuel Isaiah Parker. He’s quieter and less outgoing. He won a silver medal in cross-country skiing when he was nineteen. Except for hurting his knee, he would have won the gold. Mom says he has Scandinavian ancestors and he looks it. Blond haired, blue eyed, and almost as big as you. They own a lodge on Saddleback Mountain and business is pretty good. They bought it from an old couple who wanted to retire in Florida. At first it was just a ski lodge, but now it’s open year-round. People are really getting into hiking and white-water rafting. They’re almost as busy in the summer as in the winter. After Sammy died, they talked about selling, but they finally decided nowhere else would be any better. Mom says she feels close to Sammy there, anyway.” She was quiet for a few minutes thinking of her family. Then she asked, “What about your family?”
“All dead as far as I know.” Cord didn’t elaborate, hoping she’d go to sleep.
“When?” Stacey was curious about him.
“I was a kid. I grew up in foster homes until I was old enough to join up.” He really didn’t like to talk about himself. “It must have been rough.”
Not wanting her to feel sorry for him, Cord replied, “I did okay. I lived with some decent foster families.” And some were pretty rough, he didn’t add. That part of his life was over. He never thought about it anymore.
“So, how old are you?” Stacey would guess mid-forties from the lines in his face and his manner.
“Nosey, aren’t you? Thirty-eight, but at times I feel older.” He didn’t say she made him feel that way. “You’re what? Twenty-one, twenty-two?”
“Twenty-five, and don’t you dare say I don’t look it or I will smack you,” she threatened, sleepily.
“Stacey, the crack I made earlier—about the search team—I was out of line.” Cord didn’t want her to go to sleep without telling her that and he realized he didn’t want her to hate him. Now, maybe, they both could sleep.
“Yes, you were. Don’t let it happen again.” She said it matter-of-factly then went on, “It sounds like the rain stopped. What will you do when we catch up to them?”
“Whatever I have to do.” Cord didn’t want to cover what might happen and he especially didn’t want to tell her once they were close, she would stay behind.
“You must be very good at what you do,” she yawned.
“I usually get the job done,” he agreed.
“How did you get your scars?” Stacey thought instead of detracting from his appeal, they actually added to it. They made him interesting and dangerous.
Cord never expected her to come up with that. Women usually shied away from the topic and kids were often afraid of him at first. He got used to it over the years. “The one on my cheek was from a knife fight and the other I got in an explosion. Do they bother you?”
“Only if I think of how much pain they must have caused you. I think they give your face character.” Her voice was very drowsy and she turned onto her side.
“Well, that’s a new one,” Cord chuckled softly. “Ugly, fierce, even mean, I’ve heard. But not character.” She always surprised him. Even the kisses she returned wholeheartedly stunned him. They almost ripped the heart from his chest they were so sweet and giving. This was a woman who could make a man do crazy things and he would need to watch his step. She had already softened him up again and wriggled her way in.
As if she heard what he was thinking, Stacey suddenly whispered, “Cord, I liked it when you kissed me. Wake me up when it’s time to go.” Her even breathing told him she was at last asleep.
“I liked it too, Stacey,” he whispered back, knowing she wouldn’t hear him.
* * * * *
The birds were chirping when Cord woke Stacey and shoved a cup of coffee into her hands. He tossed her a power bar then began rolling up his blankets.
“Don’t you want some coffee?” she asked, tearing into the instant food bar. Already dressed in his damp sweatshirt and boots, he seemed to be in a hurry, once again.
“I’ve already had mine. Sit over there and I’ll pack up your bedroll. I trust you don’t mind that I got the coffee out of your pack? I thought you could use the extra sleep.” Cord rolled up her blankets almost before she moved.
“No, I don’t mind. Thanks for fixing it.” Stacey sipped the hot liquid while watching him gather and pack their things. “We need to leave as soon as you can see the trail,” Cord reminded her.
“I know. We’ll have to see how much damage the rain has done,” she warned. “It will be harder to stay on their trail at first. When we catch up to where they waited out the rain, it will get easier.”
“Are they still headed in the direction of the pass?”
“Yes. Lolo Pass is in this general direction,” Stacey answered as she took another bite of the power bar. “I still don’t know why they would come this way.”
“Beats me. Maybe they’re just certain that north is toward Canada and farther away from Denver. Or maybe they do have some plan in mind.” Cord took down the tarp and shook the water off. “Once we have the boys, what will be the safest route for us to take?”
“It depends on where we are when that happens, but all we have to do is find a clearing and send up a signal at regular intervals. The chopper will eventually come in and pick us up won’t it?”
“Let’s hope it’s that simple,” he agreed. He didn’t want to tell her he might have to dispose of three men to make it that easy.
Stacey finished her food and coffee, rinsed her cup and her teeth then packed everything Cord had not reached yet. She took out her pick and tried to straighten the tangled mess of her hair. The damp weather made it curl even more and she longed for a good shampoo and a cut. Giving up, she tugged it back and pulled it into a ponytail.
Their breath turned into a visible mist in the cold morning air as the sky began to lighten. Stacey was sure it snowed in the higher elevations, possibly near the crashed plane where they began their trip. Streams and creeks already filled with run-off from the melted snow and ice would be running higher and faster due to last night’s rain. They needed to cross a few of them today. She prayed that the boys they were after wouldn’t get swept away as the criminals were forced to find a way across.
Motioning to Cord as the first rays of the sun filtered weakly through the trees, she moved toward where they left the trail the previous night. Even after the rain, Stacey was able to pick up the trail signs and hike steadily forward. Water dripped onto their heads and shoulders from branches and lower vegetation soaked their boots and pants as they followed the trail.
Cord insisted they take only short, necessary breaks for water and rest. It was Monday and the boys had been in the wilderness for the fourth night without proper gear and with little or no food. He knew the men holding them captive would have no qualms about saving whatever meager supplies they scrounged from the plane for themselves.
It was increasingly difficult to make it through the night with Stacey sleeping only an arm’s length away. Cord got up before her this morning because of a dream that almost made him crawl into her bedroll. Walking in the cold, wearing his wet sweatshirt were the only things saving her from him. After their kisses, he knew he could easily get past her resistance and it was even harder to hold back. But, he knew he couldn’t survive being with Stacey then carry on as he had before. She would change things forever and he needed to keep his hands off. A pity they couldn’t just enjoy each other then get back to their normal lives, Cord thought, as he watched her enticing figure move ahead of him through the trees.
CHAPTER 6
As Stacey predicted, the stream they came to ran fast and wide. They could definitely add wet feet to their other problems. The water would rush in over the tops of their boots while wading across. She was shocked when Cord picked her up, pack and all, and began carrying her to the other side.
“What are you doing?” she squealed. “Put me down, right now!” Stacey struggled and he almost dropped her in the middle of the stream.
“Stop it and be still,” Cord snapped back. “No use both of us getting our feet soaked.” He continued to wade across the eight-foot wide, icy water that almost reached his knees in spots. As he let her slide to the ground on the opposite bank, she punched him hard in the stomach.
“Don’t you ever pull your caveman tactics on me again! I won’t be treated like a—like a—damsel in distress or whatever,” she raged. He made her so mad she sputtered. Her hands firmly planted on her hips, her bright blue eyes shot sparks at him.
Rubbing his stomach where the little minx hit him, Cord couldn’t hold back a smile. She was a sight, all indignant and angry, standing up to someone who could break her in half without trying hard. “At the risk of sounding corny, I have to say you’re beautiful when you’re angry.”
Stacey actually growled through gritted teeth and stomped off looking for the trail. “A big stick. A really, really big stick is what I need,” Stacey muttered to herself. “That would make an impression on that rock hard head of his.” Not looking to see if he followed, she continued along the signs left by the group ahead of them. Clouds occasionally blocked the weak sunlight and a stiff, chilly breeze kept the temperature colder than the previous days, but she didn’t feel it.
Just before noon, still angry and moving fast, Stacey located the spot where the criminals and the boys spent the night. They stayed under the shelter of a thick fir tree and pine needles were disturbed as if they had been used for cover. Sneaker prints were faint, but visible near the deepest pile. The boys evidently knew to snuggle together under the pine needles to stay warm and relatively dry.
“Looks like we’re about five and a half or six hours behind them,” Stacey reported to Cord.
Pleased to hear they were catching up, he said, “Let’s break now for a quick lunch and then we’ll push on. I want to get closer to them before dark.” He glanced at her to see if she was still mad.
Stacey took off her pack, unhooked her canteen, and searched out a bag of trail mix without saying anything. She found a fairly dry spot and sat down to eat her lunch.
Cord located a power bar and his own canteen, before crouching down across from her. “I’m not going to apologize for keeping your feet dry,” he finally told her.
“Nobody asked you to.” She snapped as she tossed a handful of raisins, nuts, and seeds into her mouth.
“What do you want then?” He was running out of patience.
“I want to be treated like everybody else. No special favors. No allowances for being a woman. I pull my own weight. Just fair, equal treatment.”
“But you are a woman. Plus you are very important to the job I need to do.” Cord spoke slowly and with feeling. “If I can spare you even a small amount of discomfort it might help you concentrate or perform just a little bit better. Sometimes a small edge can make the difference between success and failure. I don’t intend to fail.”
After a deep sigh, she asked, “Could you at least warn me next time?” Stacey forgot he was probably used to making split-second decisions and acting on them. As she began to view his actions in a calmer frame of mind, she realized it never occurred to him she might get upset. Cord simply did what he could to help. That inescapable, macho, all male thing again.
Smiling wryly at herself, she decided she couldn’t get mad at a rabbit for hopping or a leopard for having spots. Being mad at McConnell for doing what came as naturally as breathing would be just as useless.
“I’ll try to remember,” he told her, glad she was over the worst of her anger. “You may have to remind me if we get in a tight spot, though. I tend to act first and think later. Want a candy bar?”
“Yes, please.” She smiled at him as he tossed it to her. “And if we get in a tight spot, just do whatever you have to and we’ll make up later if I get mad.”
“Deal. Do you think we can catch them before dark?” Cord tried hard not to think about the making up part.
“We might not catch them, but we should get close. It depends on how fast they keep traveling. The guy with the injured leg and carrying the weight of their packs is slowing them down some. The terrain and their lack of proper supplies are also to our advantage. And it looks like the boys are either hanging back on purpose or they’re getting tired. Would you rather overtake them in the dark or during daylight?” Looking at him, she finished off her chocolate.
Cord grinned and replied, “I do some of my best work in the dark.”
Stacey licked at some melted chocolate on one of her fingers and murmured, “I bet you do.” She remembered the expert way he kissed her. Their eyes met and she saw instant heat change his dark brown eyes to molten chocolate. It surprised her to learn he still wanted her.
He almost groaned and jerked his gaze from her wide blue stare. Standing quickly, he reached for his pack. “We need to go. I want to know as soon as we get within a mile of them.”
When she didn’t respond while pulling on her own pack, he moved nearer and caught her arm. “Stacey, you do understand, don’t you?” Cord insisted.
“Yes. You want to know when we are within a mile of them.” She repeated what he said, but sounded preoccupied and distant.
The desire he felt must frighten her, he told himself. Cord knew she saw it in his eyes before he could control it. Not that he did such a great job controlling it. Wanting her hit him fast at unexpected moments. Like when she raged at him by the stream and just now when she licked her finger. Stacey was definitely too young and naïve to understand the need he felt for her, in spite of her gutsy attitude. Still more reasons to back off and leave her alone.
Leading the way along the trail left by the three men and the two teens, Stacey set a quick, steady pace. Before long, they came to a larger creek flowing down the mountain to eventually empty into the Lochsa River system. It ran faster and deeper than the last one. The men ahead of them hiked uphill and stayed near the bank looking for a safer place to cross, according to their tracks.
“Do we follow the trail or cross and hope to pick it up on the other side?” Stacey asked Cord.
“Stick to their trail. We don’t want to take a chance on losing it.”
“Okay. This way,” Stacey pointed up the bank. She followed the footprints and Cord followed her. After almost an hour of twisting and climbing, she stopped to indicate where the others crossed. By using boulders as huge stepping stones part of the way and then a fallen log near the other bank it would have been possible for them to keep everything above their knees dry.
“Makes sense. They would want to keep their weapons and the bonds dry.” Cord jumped to the first large rock and looked back. “Do you need help? I’ll take your pack if it will make it easier.”
“I can manage thanks.” Waiting until he jumped to the next boulder, she leaped gracefully to the one he left. At least he asked this time. She followed him from rock to rock until they reached a shallow pool between widely spaced stones. They were forced to wade for several feet and the cold water flooded into their boots. Stacey almost wished she had let him carry her. She hated wet boots.
Cord walked the fallen log and jumped to a flat stone at the edge of the opposite bank. He waited for Stacey to catch up to avoid stepping on any signs she needed to see. The stone was small enough that they touched as she joined him and leaned to study the muddy ground at the edge of the creek. When she almost lost her balance, Cord reached out and caught her waist to steady her.
As if burned, Stacey leaped quickly to the bank.
He stood and watched as she knelt to study the impressions further up the bank. Finally, he bent down to fill his canteen, put in a purifier tablet then jumped to the bank. “Does your canteen need filling?” he called to her.
“Yeah, thanks.” Stacey tossed it to him and studied the tracks while he took care of it. When he carried it to her, she pointed at deep tracks in the soft dirt of the creek bank. “The man with the limp isn’t carrying anything now. He’s having more trouble walking and he’s lagging behind. See, right here.” She pointed to a specific set of prints. “He’s dragging his foot and he’s taking smaller steps. The boys are carrying loads. They’re still taking good strides, their prints are deep, and aren’t smudged at the edges.”
Moving to a spot a few feet lower down the bank, she said, “I’d say this is the leader. He’s probably just over six feet and weighs about two-twenty. He’s carrying a lot of weight, so it’s hard to tell exactly. The third man is smaller, about five-eight or five-nine. Weighs near one-sixty. I think he’s the one who’s been concealing the trail. Sometimes he moves ahead of them too, sort of like a scout. He’s very quick and light on his feet. You should watch out for him.”
“You can tell all of that from these prints?” Cord sounded very skeptical.
“Believe what you want to,” Stacey shrugged, having faced such doubt before. “We’d better move if we hope to catch them.” She accepted her canteen, hooked it to her pack, and started along the trail.
“How far ahead are they now? Are we catching up at all?”
“I’d say about five hours. I think we’re gaining on them faster now.” The tracks were more visible due to the damp ground and conversation wasn’t possible as they hiked more quickly through the brush and trees.
Cord noticed hardwoods were beginning to be mixed throughout what had previously been all pines and firs. The low-growing vegetation thickened with briar patches and thickets became more prominent. Wildlife was abundant. They saw rabbits, foxes, and several deer scurrying to avoid contact with them.
At one point, Stacey stopped short and motioned Cord to the side of the trail.
He immediately pulled his gun from the holster in the center of his back and waited.
She silently led him under a large spruce with low-hanging branches then turned to indicate the danger.
A very large, ragged looking bear followed by two small cubs was making her way slowly down the trail they just left. The bear halted to sniff the area Stacey and Cord occupied just moments before. Growling warningly and making loud huffing grunts to her cubs, she rocked back and forth from one front paw to the other as she sought the source of the danger. Deciding finally to avoid the human smell, the mother bear led her babies off to the other side of the trail and into the brush.
“Man, she was a big one.” Awed, Cord whispered, “What now?”
Stacey took a drink from her canteen to wet her dry throat. “She’ll circle back to the trail farther along when our scent fades. We can go on.” Walking back to the deer trail the men they were after seemed to be following, Stacey was glad she heard the bear before it reached their location. A large, angry female bear with small cubs could charge in an instant. They were totally unpredictable and highly dangerous.
Following the deer trail made traveling easier and faster than if they pushed through the thickets all around them. As the criminals tired, they began to take the path of least resistance while worrying less about concealing their movements. They didn’t realize they were being tracked, yet.
At three in the afternoon, Stacey found where the fugitives and the two boys stopped at or near noon. Stacey told Cord, “We’re rapidly closing the gap.” Searching the area carefully, she pointed several things out to her companion. “It looks like the one with the injury is in trouble. He’s really slowing them down. The leader cut him a walking stick, but it doesn’t seem to be helping much. The boys are doing okay from what I see, but they’re hanging back. I don’t know if it’s to make it more difficult for the others or to give them time to forage for food. They’ve been eating plant leaves and seeds from the looks of it. I haven’t found any more blood, which is a very good sign. If we can keep going and I don’t lose their trail at dark, we should catch them after they stop for the night,” Stacey reported.
Cord straightened from looking at the signs she showed him. “Good work, Parker. Don’t forget that you stop when we’re a mile away. Then you will do just as I tell you so I can get those boys out,” he ordered firmly.
“Do I salute or will a curtsey do?” Stacey hated the precise, military tone he used to issue orders.
“Stacey, this is serious. It could mean the difference between life and death. These men are not playing games.”
“I know that, McConnell. Almost every time I come out on a search it means that kind of difference. I will do what I’m supposed to when the time comes. But, I am not one of your soldiers to be ordered around in that tone of voice. Asking gets much better results with me,” she explained patiently.
“Point taken. Now, may we please move on, Miss Parker?” Cord asked in an exaggerated, overly polite manner.
Stacey shook her head and smiled. He was infuriating, but she was getting used to him. Picking up her pack, she led the way once more.
After another hour they came to the top of a very steep slope with a fast flowing river at the bottom. It made the ones they previously crossed look small in comparison. The game trail was deeply rutted into the hillside from years of use by animals going to the water. It angled back and forth down the slope to make the descent easier.
Stacey and Cord carefully followed the trail down. About halfway to the bottom, Stacey stopped and studied the ground. “The guy with the hurt leg fell here.” She pointed for Cord’s benefit. “He tumbled down that way. See the broken branches on those bushes.” She edged carefully off the narrow trail to see where the man landed. Sliding down the steep incline to avoid falling, she safely reached the spot. “There’s some blood and a piece of torn material down here.”
Cord slid down to join her. “Are you sure it wasn’t one of the boys who fell?” An injury to one of them would definitely hamper rescue efforts.
“I’m sure. But they were here; looks like they helped the guy up. See how deep the sneaker prints are on each side of these lighter shoeprints. They supported his weight. We’ll need to be extra careful. If they decide to stop early because of this or if they’re traveling slower, we could run up on them before we know it.”
“From now on, you point the way and I go first. If I hold up my hand, stop and stay silent. If I make a fist, slip away and find cover. Got it?” he asked.
“I understand.” Stacey reached out and laid her hand on his arm. “Promise you’ll be careful, Cord.” She stared up at him, concern in her soft blue eyes.
He swallowed an uncustomary lump in his throat before he could answer. “I’ll be careful. We better go, Stacey.”
When they reached the riverbank at the foot of the slope, even Cord could see the footprints leading downstream. The light was beginning to fade and it would be dark soon, but he kept going with Stacey close behind. He held his weapon at the ready, just in case, and walked warily along the edge of the water. Suddenly at a deep bend in the river, he stopped and raised his hand.
Stacey stopped immediately and stood quietly watching. Creeping stealthily to the edge of the woods, he used the trees and brush for cover then quickly disappeared. Stacey stayed still and wished she knew what was happening.
After what seemed an hour to Stacey, but was actually only ten minutes, he came back. As soon as he was in sight he made a fist then motioned her to return the way they had come. She understood that he wanted her to find a safe place away from the bend in the river. Using a small feeder stream to cover their trail, she climbed up the slope away from the river for several hundred feet. A fallen tree provided the perfect print-concealing exit and she climbed up then walked along the trunk to get away from the stream. At the end of the tree was a large briar patch. This created good cover and she ducked down behind them.
Cord breathed heavily as he dropped down beside her.
“You found them?” Stacey wanted to know.
“Yes. You were right.” He took several deep breaths then went on, “If we had kept going as fast as we were earlier, we would have walked right into them. They’re camped less than half a mile from that deep bend. The river widens out and slows down. They must plan to cross there tomorrow. I didn’t want to get too close, but I counted five heads. They’ve even built a fire this time so they’re either not worried about being seen or they’ve stopped caring.”
Needing to know what to expect, Stacey asked, “Are you going to try to get those boys out of there tonight? What will you do?”
“I want to think about it for a while. Let them get settled in and relaxed for the night. We need some rest, too—just in case we have to move in a hurry later,” Cord kept his voice low. “It will be best if we eat and bed down without unpacking or undressing. Be as quiet as you can in case one of them gets close.”
“And I was looking forward to a hot cup of coffee, a bath in the river, and maybe a nicely grilled trout. Oh well, how does an apple, some trail mix, and dried pineapple washed down with purified water sound?”
“Beats starving, but I liked the first idea better. Why don’t you make supper while I look around up here a little? I don’t want any surprises.” Cord slipped off his pack and stood. Watching warily, he left the cover of the thicket to scout around and make sure they would be safe while they slept.
Stacey dug in her pack to find the meager supper they would share. After spreading out a single blanket to keep them off the ground, she put her arms in her flannel shirt. Using her backpack to lean against, she reclined and munched slowly on the trail mix. The sky was completely dark and the stars were shining when Cord returned.
“You look comfy,” he remarked quietly as he sat on the edge of the blanket, reaching for an apple.
“Is everything okay?”
“So far, so good. When nature calls, don’t go far. Over to the west there’s a large ditch you could easily fall into in the dark. It will be best to go southeast.” He finished the apple and reached for the trail mix bag. “Could you hand me my canteen?” He pointed to where it was hooked to his pack near hers.
“Sure, but you can move up here. I thought one blanket would be quicker to grab if we have to move fast.” She unclipped his canteen then held it out to him. “I guess I better take a walk and get some rest.” Pushing up with a low groan, she went carefully past the briars and to the southeast.
When she returned, Cord was fully on the blanket lying back against his pack with his gun on his stomach. “You really won’t need that to keep me from attacking you tonight. I’m much too tired,” she teased as she lowered herself to sit beside him.
Cord ignored her playing, but explained, “I’d rather keep it handy with them so near. Try to get some sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time.”
She wanted to ask, time for what, but decided to let it wait. Staring up at the stars, she watched a few scattered clouds float across the dark sky. There would be a quarter-moon out later tonight, after midnight. Stacey drifted off to sleep thinking she should remember to tell Cord about it.
Cord knew the exact moment she fell asleep. He relaxed a little and thought about her crack concerning the gun. If she knew how close he was to attacking her, she would demand the weapon to protect herself from him. The little minx definitely got under his skin. The mental picture he carried of her sitting in the sun by the stream wouldn’t leave him alone. He needed to think of the safest way to extract Ricky and Don, but the girl asleep beside him made it extremely difficult. All he had to do was move his left hand to touch her.
Almost as if his thoughts caused it, Stacey turned onto her side facing him and curled up tightly against the cold night air. Her elbow and her knees brushed against him. Muttering curses, Cord rolled away and got up. He flipped his side of the blanket over her and moved to lean against the trunk of a tree. With some distance between them, he hoped to concentrate on his job.
* * * * *
At midnight, Cord shook Stacey awake. “Time to wake up, Parker. I need you awake and alert.”
“Awake you got, but I don’t know about alert,” she grumbled sleepily. She sat up and pushed her wild tangle of hair back from her face. “What time is it?” It was too dark for her to see her watch.
“Midnight. I’ll need to get moving before long.”
“There’s going to be a quarter-moon in a little while. Is that going to create a problem?”
“Yes and no. If I can get the boys out, the light might help us see to get away, but it makes the rescue effort a little riskier. The wind is blowing upriver so I think it’s safe to make some coffee. Let me have your pack.”
Stacey reached behind her and lifted her pack. She passed it to him and watched as he found the tinned fuel, the tiny stove, two packets of coffee, and the metal cup.
Cord placed their packs to form an L-shape and hid the foldable stove between them and the thickest part of the briars. The tiny flame from the canned fuel was only visible if you were almost directly over it.
Moving quietly, Stacey folded the blanket she slept on and placed it near Cord to sit down on.
“This is important, Stacey. I need you to listen closely.” He spoke quietly and firmly but kept the cold, military tone that she hated out of his voice. “For a while, I think it would be best to go back the way we’ve come. I’m going to walk you back upriver to where the game trail came down to the water. Then I’m going to come back here and get the boys. If you hear shots or I haven’t reached you by dawn, you have to take off. It will mean something has gone wrong and you will have to get help in here. Don’t waste any time and don’t come to see what happened, just go. Understand?” Using his sweatshirt sleeve, Cord picked up the hot metal cup, mixed in a packet of coffee then passed it to her. He stared at her, waiting for an answer to his question.
After sipping and passing him the cup, she insisted, “I can make it to the game trail by myself. That way you’ll be less tired when you go after the boys. I think you’re right about going back the way we came. With their injured man it will be hard for them to climb back up the slope and across those ridges. We should be able to stay well ahead of them if they pursue us. What about your pack? Couldn’t you move faster and easier if I take it with me?” she suggested.
Cord broke a candy bar in half and handed her a piece along with the coffee cup as he considered what she said. “I think it would be too much weight for you. I can stash it down near the river and get it on our way out. Besides, if there’s trouble, I might need some of the supplies in it.”
“I’m stronger than I look. I can make you a small pack you can stick in your shirt in case of an emergency. I really wish you would let me wait down here by the river and be on hand if you need help or someone gets hurt,” Stacey argued.
“Tell you what. We’ll put almost everything in your pack and only leave emergency supplies in mine. That will keep it light enough so it won’t slow me down. But you have to leave as soon as we finish transferring the stuff. You need to get back to the trail without having to push too hard. I want you fresh in case we have to move fast when I get there with the boys or if you have to go for help. Okay?” Cord wasn’t used to compromise and this was the best he could offer under the circumstances.
Stacey watched as he put the lid on the tin of fuel and rinsed their single cup while she thought over his terms. “Okay, if you’re sure that’s the way you want it. I don’t want anything, not even me, to keep your mind off those boys when you start this.” Stacey smiled at him and began helping him move some of his gear into her backpack.
They divided the water equally between the canteens, but left them less than half full. They could add water after they had the boys safely out and right now every extra ounce mattered.
Cord kept his ammunition, one blanket, first aid kit, and a small coil of rope, three power bars, and a flashlight in his pack. He carefully checked his gun and secured it in the holster clipped at the small of his back.
“I hope you don’t have to use that,” Stacey whispered as the reality of how dangerous this could get sank in.
“I hope not, too,” Cord agreed. “Are you ready? There’s still time for me to go with you, if you’ve changed your mind.”
“I’m not afraid of the dark, Cord. I just hate to leave you.” Stacey got up and tied the blanket she sat on to her pack. “I should go.” Turning back to Cord she wasn’t quite sure what else to say.
“I’ll wait an hour then start working my way toward their camp. That should get you over half-way to the game trail, even with the extra weight you’re carrying.”
“Cord; will you do me a favor?” She took a step closer to him and he stood up.
“What is it, Stacey? You really need to leave.”
“Kiss me before I go, please,” she whispered, gazing deeply into his eyes.
“This isn’t a good idea,” he groaned, but he couldn’t resist pulling her into his arms and touching his lips to hers. She melted into him, winding her arms around his neck and he kissed her as if he would never let her go. Cord was extremely tempted to lay her down and make love to her before she left him. What difference would an hour make? Then he could send her away.
Stacey obviously felt the same way as she passionately returned his kisses and caressed the nape of his neck as he stroked her back and hips.
His fingers were on her shirt buttons when he came to himself enough to fight off the temptation. He had a job to do and no business taking advantage of her heightened emotions. Many times before, he had dealt with the adrenaline rush and the urge to prove you were alive through sex in dangerous situations. It was part of the survival instinct that helped species exist in hostile territories. But he couldn’t do that to Stacey. He also had a strange feeling he wouldn’t be able to send her away if he made her his right now. Finally, he withdrew with a few, soft, nibbling kisses.
Stacey moaned in protest when he lifted his head and moved her away from contact with his heated body.
“You have to go. Now,” Cord ordered hoarsely. He reached to pick up the heavily loaded pack and held it for her to slip her arms into the straps. Lifting gently, he helped settle it on her back and adjusted the straps. “If it’s too heavy...” he began.
“It’s not. I’ve carried heavier. Be careful and good luck, Cord,” she didn’t want to admit how worried she was for him and the two boys he would be going after.
“You don’t have to push hard, just steady. Stay out of sight once you get there until you’re sure it’s me,” Cord reminded her once he gathered his wits.
“Don’t worry I’ve got the easy part. I’ll be fine. See you before dawn,” Stacey stood on tiptoe to give him a quick parting kiss then she walked in the direction of the river.
Cord watched her disappear into the trees and the darkness. After checking his watch, he sat against the tree to wait out the hour before he could get moving.
Once she reached the riverbank, Stacey made better time. In an hour and a half she located the game trail they originally followed down to the river. The moon appeared on the horizon and the stars were casting a soft glow or she might have gone past it in the dark. Ducking behind a large tree set back slightly from the river’s edge, she took out a blanket and wrapped up in it. She sat down, snacked on a nutrition bar and thought about kissing Cord. The next few hours would seem like forever.
CHAPTER 7
For forty-five minutes Cord sat patiently, thinking and re-thinking what he needed to do while determined not to think of Stacey. In preparation for the coming mission, he played out different scenarios of what might happen and how he should react.
Rising to his feet at last, he felt relieved the waiting was over and it was time for action. He began a series of stretches to prepare his muscles for the quick movements that might be necessary when he entered the enemy camp. Cord inspected the weapon possibly vital to the survival of himself and the boys.
He checked the time to make sure he had given Stacey a full hour to get safely away before picking up his lightened pack and walking quietly down to the riverbank. Cord found a wet, black patch of soil, smearing it all over his face and hands for camouflage. If he had any chance of getting the boys out without shots being fired, stealth and invisibility would be the keys. Once he specialized in that field, but several years passed since his last covert ops mission. The skills he used lately leaned more toward reconnaissance, information gathering, and the occasional armed raid with backup. I’m getting too old for all this other crap he admitted silently, grimacing at the smell of the mud as it warmed on his skin.
Quietly Cord crept into the edge of the woods below the deep bend in the river. A fire was still visible in the campsite several hundred yards down river. The wind blew softly and the river splashed and gurgled as it swept rapidly by. The sounds provided excellent cover for any noise he made while he moved closer to the camp.
Removing his weapon from its holster, he slipped carefully and watchfully into the woods then circled around the campsite checking it from all angles. Hunkered down behind a large boulder, he scanned the area just outside the light from the fire. As he suspected, one of the men was on guard duty. The criminal patrolled the perimeter of the camp.
Cord watched for several minutes to learn the guard’s pattern before he crept closer. The man carried an automatic weapon, but he handled it carelessly as if he didn’t expect trouble. The sounds of the river covered Cord’s movements as he crept closer. When the guard circled to the other side of the small camp, Cord crawled forward to lay behind a fallen log near the very edge of the campsite.
The light of the fire allowed Cord to search the campsite for the boys. He could see four forms stretched out on the ground. One was very close to the fire and Cord assumed this was the injured man. Two of the figures lay close together partially covered by leaves and pine needles. The last shape lay between the edge of the woods and the two forms huddled together.
Cord jerked his head down and froze as he heard the man on patrol come close to his position. The guard walked to within a few feet of the fallen tree then turned to face the firelight. Stacey was right in her description of the smaller man, Cord saw as he peeked over the log.
Light on his feet, small but wiry, and definitely someone to watch out for, the man’s face showed cold and hard in the glow from the fire. After standing still a few minutes, while Cord held his breath, the man resumed circling the camp.
Time to go in, Cord knew. He located Ricky and Don again, deciding the man stretched out nearer the woods must be the leader. Rising quickly and silently, using undergrowth for cover, Cord worked his way to within a few feet of the leader of the criminals. Waiting once again as the guard moved past his current position, Cord stayed motionless and didn’t breathe. The man walked by and strode down to the riverbank.
Running the last few feet, Cord jammed the muzzle of his nine-millimeter behind the ear of the large man curled on the ground, asleep. “Hold your weapon out carefully or I’ll kill you right now,” Cord whispered menacingly. To make his point he pushed the gun barrel deeper into the criminal’s flesh.
Slowly, the man brought his right hand from under his body and held his gun extended with his thumb and index finger.
Cord took the gun and pushed it into his waistband. “Sit up slowly and put your hands on top of your head. Cross your feet. I don’t want the bonds and I didn’t come to take you back,” Cord explained in a whisper that didn’t disturb the others in the camp. “All I want are the boys and I’ll be on my way. Now, call in your man. If he makes one wrong move, you die first.”
Thompson didn’t like what was happening. He realized when he woke up with a gun stuck to his head he was dealing with a professional. His plans pretty well came apart with the crash. Two of his men died and instead of meeting his contact and getting rich, he was trekking through the wilderness trying to survive. The boys became his insurance in case the authorities caught up with them and they proved to be smart about camping. They helped with Smith and each carried a backpack filled with bonds. He didn’t want to lose them, but he wasn’t ready to die yet, either.
Cord gave him another nudge with the gun and the leader made his decision.
“Brooks,” Thompson called out. “Come to the fire and get warm.”
As the man called Brooks entered the outer circle of the firelight, he saw Thompson with his hands on his head and his legs stretched out crossed at the ankles. Brooks raised the automatic weapon, fell to one knee, and quickly pointed the gun at the man kneeling directly behind his boss. Brooks would have fired, but didn’t have a clear shot.
“Tell him to put it down,” Cord ordered and got ready to pull the trigger of his own weapon.
Thompson felt the tension increase in the gun against his head. “Brooks, put the gun down. Do what he says. He has a gun to my head,” the leader demanded.
“Throw the gun in the river. Then walk slowly over here with your hands on your head, fingers laced.” Cord kept his weapon shoved against the leader’s head.
Brooks tossed his weapon toward the river and put his hands on top of his head. He desperately wanted to go for the knife in his belt. But he decided he didn’t know if there were more men out there with sniper rifles and maybe night scopes trained on him. Moving slowly, he walked to where Thompson sat.
Cord motioned with the nine-millimeter and Brooks dropped to his knees.
The two boys rose and quietly watched what was going on. Ricky had heard Thompson call out to Brooks and knew something happened. He stayed still and put his hand on Don’s mouth to keep him quiet when he also sat up. They both remained silent and unmoving, trying to decide if this new situation was good or bad.
“What about the guy by the fire? Is he armed?” Cord asked the leader.
“Like I’m going to tell you,” Thompson sneered.
“Then I don’t need you, do I?” Cord said simply and pushed the gun barrel painfully into the man’s ear.
Thompson decided to answer after all. “He’s not armed. He’s out of it on pain pills from the first aid kit. He was injured in the crash.”
“Ricky, Don, I’ve come to get you out of here. Get whatever you need and let’s go. Stay out of reach of these guys,” Cord warned as the boys scrambled up and put their feet into their shoes.
“What about the bonds they stole? They’re important aren’t they?” Ricky wanted to know.
“We’ll let someone else worry about them. Right now, I just want to get you two out of here. When you’re ready to go, move over there by that big rock,” Cord instructed. He knew he should just kill the criminals, but he wasn’t an assassin. With both boys out of harm’s way, Cord shoved the leader down on his stomach then did the same to Brooks. “Lift your feet up, Brooks,” he ordered. Taking the coil of rope from his pack and using his left hand, while keeping the gun pointing at them with his right, Cord made a loop around Brook’s ankles. “Put your right hand back here. Okay, now the left.” He took a loop around each wrist in turn and pulled tight. “Now you, boss-man. Lift your feet.” Cord made a double loop around his ankles then told the criminal to put his hands behind his back. Again making a loop around each wrist, he pulled the rope tight.
The two men were now fastened together back-to-back and unable to move. Cord holstered his weapon and completed hog-tying the two men by knotting the rope securely. Reaching under Brooks he removed the small, but deadly, knife partially concealed under Brooks’ shirt.
Cord then turned his attention to the man near the fire. After checking him over, Cord decided there was no need to tie the injured criminal. A bloody bandage covered a wound on the man’s upper thigh. From the color of his skin and the dark circles under his eyes, he didn’t appear to be doing very well and wouldn’t go anywhere fast.
Walking nearer the water, Cord threw the knife out into the center. Even though he knew the automatic weapon didn’t go into the water when Brooks tossed it away, there wasn’t time to look for it. Cord moved back to the two boys who watched him with suspicious eyes. “Let’s go, boys. We’ll talk once we put some distance between us and these crooks.”
Cord led the way and the teens easily kept up with his brisk pace. After they passed the bend in the river and walked several hundred yards farther, Cord passed them each a power bar. The boys tore into them hungrily and hiked as they ate. When they traveled another half-mile, Cord asked, “How are you doing? Am I going too fast?”
“We’re doing good, considering,” Ricky answered cautiously. “You going to tell us who you are?”
“I’m Cord McConnell. Your grandfather sent me.”
“See, Ricky. I told you Pops would do something,” Don crowed at his older brother.
“Yeah, but I don’t see the National Guard, squirt,” Ricky responded. “What about those bad guys? Are you just gonna’ leave them there?”
“We’ll notify the FBI when we get to a phone. They’ll catch them once we tell them where to look,” Cord assured him.
“Do you know the way out of here or is a chopper gonna’ pick us up?” Don wanted to know.
“Neither. We’re going to meet the tracker who brought me to find you. She’ll lead us out and we’ll signal a rescue chopper if possible.”
“Man. I am so tired of walking. And you brought a girl? What kind of dumb plan is this?” Don grumbled.
“Shut-up, squirt,” Ricky snapped. “He got us away from those creeps. Nobody got shot. It’s not his fault you’re lazy,” the older brother insisted to the younger one.
“Hey guys, take it easy. I’m not crazy about hiking out of here either, but it’s the only thing we’ve got right now. How about some water?” Cord paused and took his canteen out of his pack. He passed it to the boys then drank some before hooking it on the outside of his pack. It wouldn’t matter if it clanked now. “Okay, we have to keep moving. If those guys get loose, they might be mad enough to try to come after us. We have to meet up with Stacey Parker before dawn or she’s supposed to leave without us. Can you make it?” Cord looked each boy in the eyes as he asked the question. They seemed tired and cold. He knew they were also hungry from the way they wolfed down the power bars.
“We made it this far, didn’t we, Ricky?” Don sounded offended.
“Yeah, and we can make it to wherever we have to. Let’s go,” Ricky nodded at Cord and the boys followed as he led the way.
* * * * *
Stacey decided she couldn’t tolerate the waiting. She searched in the pockets of her pack until she found her fishing line. Wound around a piece of cardboard it still had her favorite lure tied on. She amazed many of her hiking clientele with her ability to catch fish this way, but the fish didn’t care about fancy rods and reels or expensive hand-tied flies. All they wanted was something that looked like good food.
Leaving her pack propped against the tree and throwing off her blanket, she slipped quietly down to the river’s edge. Looking around carefully, she moved into the deeper shadows cast by the trees. When she unwound the line from the cardboard, she slid her hand into a loop tied to the cardboard to keep the line from cutting into her skin. With a practiced flip of her hand, the small sinker crimped onto the line a few inches above the lure carried the artificial grub-like worm several feet out into the river.
After her third cast, she pulled in a nice trout. It took a while for her to catch the four she wanted, because she released the smaller ones back into the water. Re-wrapping the line around the cardboard, she tucked it safely in her pocket. Finally, taking out her pocketknife, she cleaned the trout carefully at the river’s edge. Stacey sealed the fish in plastic bags that earlier held nuts and fruit. The night turned colder and once again there was nothing to do but wait.
Propped back against the tree, wrapped in the blanket, she dozed off and on for a few hours. Close to daybreak, Stacey raised her head. The sound came again as she listened. She heard footsteps and a voice from down river. As the sounds drew nearer, she could tell there was more than one person. Remaining still and quiet, she waited to find out if it was Cord and the boys.
“Parker. Parker, you can come out,” Cord called softly from near the water. “I’ve got Ricky and Don with me.” He stood still at the end of the game trail and waited. “Hold on, guys. I know she’s around here somewhere.”
Stacey grabbed up her pack and the blanket and hurried down the trail to meet them. “Is everybody okay? No problems? I was getting worried,” she whispered as she joined them. She wanted to run into Cord’s arms and give him a welcoming kiss, but forced herself not to.
“Everything’s okay, for now. It went well. But these two are cold and hungry. Think you can give them a blanket and find something for them to eat?” Cord was very glad to see her, but he needed to stick to business.
“Here, take this blanket and here’s another one,” Stacey gave Don the blanket she used and pulled another from her bedroll. “There’s a good place to rest out of the wind up here, McConnell. We can let the boys eat and move out when the sun comes up—unless you’re being followed?” The last thought just occurred to her.
“I need to do some scouting to be sure, but I don’t think we were followed.” Cord tried to reassure them all.
“Are you kidding, man? The way you left those creeps trussed up like turkeys. It might take them days to get loose,” Don grinned, remembering how Thompson and Brooks looked.
“Yeah squirt, but don’t forget Smith. If he wakes up, he’ll probably try to untie them,” Ricky reminded Don. Both boys pulled the blankets tightly around their shoulders as they talked. Don’s teeth were chattering now that they weren’t walking.
“Come on. Let’s go up to where Stacey was talking about. This breeze off the river is freezing me,” Cord faked a shiver and reached for the heavy pack before Stacey could get to it.
She led the way to the large tree where she spent most of the night. They all sank down behind it, out of the wind. Stacey searched in the pack for food. She handed the boys an apple each and a large baggy of trail mix to share.
Cord shook his head when she offered him food and began switching the heaviest items back into his pack. He also used the time to take inventory of the supplies they had left. There wasn’t a lot left for four and they would expend a lot of energy climbing back up the mountains. They would need to take advantage of any edibles they came across. Gunshots probably wouldn’t matter now, but a handgun wasn’t the best hunting weapon. He’d have to discuss it with Stacey away from the boys and find out their options.
“You three rest a while. I need to check our back-trail to make sure we’re not being followed,” Cord ordered when he finished with the packs. “Parker, will you fill the canteens while I’m gone so we can move out when I get back?”
“I’ll take care of it,” she smiled up at him. “I’m glad you’re back, McConnell. I missed your bossiness.”
“I missed your mouthiness, too,” Cord’s eyes smiled at her, even though it failed to reach his lips. “I should be back in an hour, maybe less.”
“Make it less. You should rest a little, too.”
“I’m okay. Be thinking about our best way out of here,” he whispered and glanced pointedly at the boys who were hunched over, dozing now that they were fed and somewhat warmer.
“We’ll make it out, Cord. This is what I do,” she smiled again.
CHAPTER 8
Cord noticed the sky lightening to the east and the birds started their early morning chatter. He stayed in the edge of the trees and watched along the riverbank while going back the way he and the boys recently came. After traveling for twenty minutes, he stopped and watched silently for another ten. Satisfied no one was close enough to catch them, he hiked back to the riverbank and jogged upriver. By the time he reached Stacey and the boys, the sun was fully up. He motioned for Stacey to join him and led her some distance away while the teens continued to sleep.
“There’s no sign of anyone following. What’s our best way out of here?”
“Do you think it’s possible those crooks will try to follow us?” The path she chose would depend on his answer.
“They may try to. They’re going to be upset when they get loose, no doubt about it. They have an injured man with them. If they think we have a quick way out or want to commandeer whatever transport they think is coming to pick us up, they would definitely consider it. Our best bet is to stay ahead of them, keep watch, and take the fastest route out.” Cord explained what he was concerned about. She could make a better decision if she knew everything. He would have to trust her judgment now.
“To slow those guys down, I think we should go out the way we came in for a while, like you suggested last night. Then if we turn southwest, we’ll eventually come to some logging roads and possibly a camp. It will take two, maybe three days, of steady hiking if there are no problems. During that time we can signal a plane or a chopper if we hear one. With the food we have and what we can forage we should be all right. I caught some trout during the night. If we’re not being followed, maybe we could build a small fire and cook them later. The boys look like they could use the protein,” Stacey finished and waited for his reaction.
“What are the other options?”
“Well, we could follow the river west. The going would be easier and we might run into a fishing party or some hunters. That way we could fish and have plenty of water, but it would be easier for the crooks, too. The other option is to go all the way back to the crash site and wait for the chopper to check on us.”
“The river’s out. I don’t want to take a chance of getting caught by those criminals. How long would it take us to reach the crash site?” Cord asked. “Four days?”
“Closer to six. We’d be climbing most of the way and the condition the boys are in, it would take a lot out of them. There’s also new snow on the mountain. It would be rough on all of us. You really think those men will come after us, don’t you?” She watched him closely as he thought about what she told him. He walked away several paces, rubbed his hand over his face, and came back.
“Stacey, I don’t know.” Cord should have known he would have to tell her all of it. “The boys can identify them. Ricky and Don know those guys have the bonds and they will tell what they know once we get them out of here. We just have to assume the crooks will be behind us, but I didn’t want to scare you or those kids. How sure are you about the logging roads?”
“Fairly sure. The whole area between the Lochsa and Moose Rivers is pretty much owned or leased by timber operations. They’ll start logging early with this milder weather we’re having.”
“Okay. That’s the plan then. I’m going down to the river and clean up a little. Then we’ll need to get going.” Cord looked at the back of his dirty hands.
“What is that on you, anyway,” Stacey wrinkled her nose at him, “since you brought it up?”
“Just black mud, I hope. It made good camouflage, but it’s beginning to itch and smell.”
“I hear women in the cities pay big bucks for mud treatments like that. Makes them beautiful,” she laughed softly.
“Maybe I should leave it on then. I need all the help I can get,” Cord chuckled and turned to go down the trail to the river.
Stacey watched him for a minute before returning to where Ricky and Don were huddled together, still sleeping. Hating to, but knowing it was necessary she reached out and touched Ricky’s shoulder. “Ricky—Don—you need to get up. Why don’t you go find Cord and wash up at the river? We’ve got to leave, soon,” she told them.
“Man, just like a woman,” Don fussed as he stretched and yawned. “Only been around a few hours and she already sounds like mom.”
“Come on, Don. What she says makes sense. You have to excuse him, Miss Parker. He’s at that age, you know,” Ricky told her as he rolled his blanket and handed it to her with a shy smile.
“I know,” she smiled back. “Both of you should call me Stacey. I hope we’ll be friends by the time we get out of here.” She picked up Don’s blanket and rolled it before tying both blankets to her pack.
Ricky and Don made their way down to the river to find Cord. All three shed their shirts to wash in the cold water.
Stacey waited for them to hike back up the hill to rejoin her. As she looked toward them, she couldn’t tear her eyes from Cord. He had not put his shirt back on yet, letting his skin dry in the morning sun. His smooth, muscular chest caught and held her attention as he came closer. The muscles rippled under the sleek, tanned skin and her hands trembled with her desire to touch him.
Moving past her to his pack, Cord tossed each of the boys a chocolate bar then tied his sweatshirt onto the top of the pack with his bedroll. “Stacey!” he said loudly to get her attention.
“What?” She jerked her eyes guiltily to his face. He saw the desire in her eyes and his deep, brown eyes reflected it for just a second before he closed it off.
“Do you want one of these?” Cord held a chocolate bar out to her.
“No thanks, maybe later,” she responded and turned away to shoulder her pack. She definitely shouldn’t watch Cord put his thermal shirt on, she decided. “We should probably get going.” Leading the way, she reached the game trail and began the climb up the slope away from the river.
Cord motioned for the boys to follow her and took time to pull on his shirt. He was pleased that she liked him without it. Shrugging into his pack, he followed several yards behind the others. This position would allow him to drop back occasionally to be sure they weren’t being pursued. It would also put him in the line of fire first if they were followed. Cord rechecked his weapon as he walked and then, satisfied that it was in good shape, he secured it in the holster at the middle of his back.
Stacey kept up a steady pace. They stopped for only a couple of breaks as the morning passed. The boys didn’t complain and seemed comfortable with her leading. At noon, she located a sheltered spot slightly off the trail and called a halt for lunch.
“Do you think it’s safe to build a small fire? I have to cook these fish or throw them away,” she told Cord when he caught up.
“Yeah, go ahead and cook them. We can sure use the hot food. I’ll get some wood,” Cord agreed.
“Can we help, Stacey?” Ricky volunteered.
“Do you know how to make a spit?”
“Sure. I’ll cut the sticks,” he offered as he patted the pockets of his jeans. “I forgot. They took my pocketknife. Do you have one?”
“Here,” she pulled hers out and handed it to him. She watched as Don got up off the ground and followed his brother in search of the right branches to cut. In the sunlight, Stacey noticed a bruised area on the left side of the younger boy’s nose. It probably explained the blood she found several days earlier where the boys tried to escape. Maybe he would talk about it eventually.
Both boys seemed to be handling the situation pretty well. No apparent signs of shock or trauma. Of course, it might not show up until the ordeal was over and they were safely at home. That happened sometimes. She located the small pack of herbs in her pack and rubbed a pinch inside each of the trout after first rinsing the fish with water from the canteen.
Ricky and Don returned and busily erected a spit over the small fire Cord started. Stacey passed the seasoned fish to Ricky one at a time and he speared them onto the spit. Don appointed himself in charge of turning the trout as they grilled. Getting out her tiny stove, Stacey set it up in the edge of the fire. She poured water into the metal cup and added a packet of instant coffee before placing it on the stove. “Sorry guys, but I’ve only got one cup. We’ll have to take turns if you want coffee.”
“Yuck, I’ll stick to water,” Don gave his opinion. “Now, if it was hot chocolate, we’d talk.” He turned the fish again by rolling the branch that extended between two upright limbs jammed in the ground. Juices began to drip and the aroma made their mouths water.
“I’d like to have some coffee, if you have enough,” Ricky told Stacey. “Oh yeah, here’s your knife back.”
“Thanks. You can have the first cup,” she used the tail of her thermal shirt to take the cup off the little stove. “Be careful, it’s hot.”
Ricky pulled his shirtsleeve down over his hand and took the cup from her. “I guess there’s not any sugar?” he asked with a grin.
“Afraid not. Hey Don, are they done yet?” Stacey asked as the younger boy turned the fish again.
“I don’t really care. I’m ready to eat one anyway. I think I could eat one raw,” Don answered enthusiastically.
Ricky glanced at Stacey with raised eyebrows, and at her nod he said, “Okay, squirt. Take them off and let them cool a minute. If you grab one now, you’ll burn your hand.”
Cord sat back and watched the friendly interchange between the female guide and the two teenagers. He could already tell Ricky was developing a huge crush on Stacey. He couldn’t blame him—he had one himself. The envy he felt for their easy relationship was new to him. He always managed to stay distant and detached before, with Stacey it wasn’t possible. She made him respond and want things he thought he had given up on a long time ago.
After heating another cup of water and adding coffee to it, she offered it to Cord. He shook his head. “You first, I’ll wait for the next one.”
Don carried the stick with the fish to each of them and waited while they slid a freshly grilled trout off. The meat was still very warm, but not enough to burn their fingers. The skin of the trout held the meat together as they began to eat. Inside it was tender and moist, delicious after power bars and trail mix. When they finished the fish and Cord was drinking his coffee, Stacey passed around a bag of honey-roasted nuts.
“I think this is the best meal I ever had.” Don licked his fingers and took another handful of nuts. “The only thing missing is the soda.”
“I saw where you two were eating plant leaves and seeds. You must have camped, a good bit,” remarked Stacey as she passed Don a canteen.
“Dad took us camping and fishing three or four times every summer. He always showed us the stuff we could eat and what to stay away from. Some of it was real nasty. Dad said we might need to know about such stuff some day. Guess he was right, huh, Ricky?”
“Yeah. Those guys wouldn’t even give us a drink of water. We took a chance on drinking out of the streams we crossed. We figured better a stomach ache than dying of thirst. Once we figured out they were hiding the trail and weren’t going to give us any food we tried to get away. That guy called Brooks caught on and busted Don’s nose. He said he would shoot him and pointed his gun at him. I couldn’t go without him. Dad always counted on me to look after him. After that we started remembering what dad taught us. Some of it did taste pretty bad, but it kept us from starving.”
“I think you and Don did a lot better than most people would under the circumstances, Ricky. Your dad and mom are going to be very proud of you when you tell them about it.” Stacey turned away to check her pack so they wouldn’t see the moisture in her eyes.
Cord rinsed the coffee cup then got to his feet, stretching and yawning. “Much as I hate to say it, we need to get going. Why don’t you three break camp and I’ll check the back-trail? I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
Stacey, Don, and Ricky buried the trash, put out the fire, and scattered the campfire ashes while Cord was gone. They left the trout skins on a rock for wandering wildlife to eat.
Ricky offered to carry Stacey’s pack for a while, but she tactfully declined. She distracted them by telling about the night she climbed the tree to get away from the bear. Both boys were laughing out loud when Cord returned.
“All clear,” he reported as he pulled on his pack.
They all fell in behind Stacey as she led the way. Keeping a steady pace, later in the afternoon they reached a large creek. They refilled the canteens, added purifier tablets, and kept hiking. Periodically Cord would drop back to make sure the criminals weren’t closing in. Walking slower now, they hiked up into the mountains.
When they reached the top of a high ridge, Stacey stopped for them all to catch up and then pointed to the southeast. The peak of Ranger Mountain loomed over them covered from half-way up to the top with snow. The late afternoon sun sparkled off the fresh white surface.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked as she breathed deeply.
“And deadly,” Cord added. “I guess it’s a good thing we don’t have to go that way.”
“That’s where the plane crashed, isn’t it?” Ricky wanted to know.
“Yes, it is.” Cord kept it brief, not quite knowing what to say.
“Are the—are the bodies still there?” He stumbled slightly over the question.
“No. They’ve been lifted out by the Idaho Search and Rescue Team,” Cord told him.
“Good,” Ricky decided after a few minutes. “Dad wouldn’t want Geoff left up there.” He put his arm on Don’s shoulders and they turned away to start down the side of the ridge.
“I didn’t think about them losing someone they knew in the crash,” Stacey whispered to Cord.
“I know. We’ve been sort of busy. But they’re okay. They seem like good kids. Are you doing alright?”
“I’m just a little tired. At the bottom of this ridge we should turn southwest. Maybe tomorrow evening or Thursday morning we’ll locate a logging road. The going will be tough in spots and it’s going to rain again,” she informed him as she indicated the clouds drifting in from the northwest.
“At least it won’t be like climbing that,” he gestured toward the peak. “Let’s go on or the boys will lose us.”
Ricky and Don had stopped farther down to wait for them. Stacey moved into the lead once more. The shadows were deepening as they reached the lower slope of the ridge where the trees and the other mountains blocked out the sunlight. Taking a well-worn game trail going in the general direction they needed to travel, she kept an eye out for bears.
There were early berries in some of the sheltered valleys and they were bear magnets. Stacey wouldn’t object to finding some of those bushes herself to supplement their supplies. Clouds drifted slowly into the area. It would definitely rain by early morning. If it turned into a storm, they would do better to settle in and wait it out. But that would add to the food problem. She had already cut down on what she normally consumed while hiking and she noticed Cord doing the same.
A short time later, she saw a thicket with small white blooms a short distance off to the side of the trail. Holding up her hand, Stacey signaled a stop and slipped away to investigate. Several berries clung to the briars and were ripe enough to eat. After searching the area for fresh bear sign and not seeing any, she returned to get the others.
“Okay guys, berry picking time.” She searched in her backpack for empty baggies and gave one to each of them. “Just pick the ripe ones. The others will give you a stomach ache. Don’t eat too many at once, either, right?”
“Yes, mommy,” Don replied as he rolled his eyes.
Ricky gave him a smack on the back of the head. “Listen up, squirt. I don’t want you moaning with the tummy ache all night. What about bears, Stacey?”
“Keep a watch, but there’s no fresh sign. We should be safe enough,” Stacey replied.
“Men, we have our assignments. Hop to!” Cord ordered. He and Stacey shed their packs near the bushes then they all began filling their bags. The ripe berries were scattered among the flowers and it became like a treasure hunt. The boys began competing to see who could find the most. Near dark they were finally satisfied they had picked all of the ripe berries.
Ricky conceded to Don in their competition and Stacey consolidated the berries into two almost full bags. She put them in a pocket on the outside of her pack.
“We have to move on for a little way. It wouldn’t be safe to camp this near the berries because of the bears. There should be a good spot not far from here,” Stacey told them as she slipped on her pack.
“Man, I’m too tired to take another step. If a bear came along, Stacey, you could always ask it to dance,” Don teased hooting with laughter.
“Just you wait and see if I ever tell you anything else,” she grabbed Don around the neck with one arm and rubbed the knuckles of her free hand on the top of his head, laughing too. “Come on, man. You can make it.” She let go after a quick hug and led the way once more.
They stayed nearer to each other in the dark to keep from getting separated. After several hundred yards, Stacey spotted the dark silhouette of a well-filled out fir against the night sky. She headed carefully toward it.
“This looks pretty good. Hold on while I check it out,” she told them. Taking a small flashlight from her pack, she kept it aimed at the ground as she pushed slowly under the lower branches of the large, old Douglas Fir tree. Ticking items off her mental list, she saw no animal signs, no poison oak, no snake holes, and an abundance of pine needles. Plus, the lower branches would support the tarp in case it rained. Double-checking to make sure they would not be in a low spot where water might gather, she decided it would do for the night.
“Unless someone has an objection, this is where we’ll camp tonight,” she rejoined Cord and the boys. Even though the statement was general, she looked at Cord.
“Looks fine to me. I think we need to cold camp, though. Just in case. Once we get settled I need to check our back-trail. Should we use the tarp or do you think the rain will hold off?” They both scanned the dark sky overhead. A few stars were out, but the clouds were getting thicker and lower.
“We should go ahead and put it up. Looks like it will rain before daylight.”
“Can we eat first? I’m starving,” Don wanted to know.
“No, squirt. You know the rules. You make camp first then you eat,” Ricky reminded him.
“Hey, it was worth a try,” Don grumbled. “Maybe they don’t know the rules.”
“What do you want us to do, Stacey?” Ricky offered and rolled his eyes at his brother.
“Once Cord and I have the tarp up, you and Don can make our beds under it. Here, Cord. I finally found it. You might know it worked all the way to the bottom.” She passed him the special rubberized sheet they used before and some clips.
He unfolded it and they managed to spread it over several of the lowest branches securing it in place. Ricky and Don crawled under and began scraping together pine needles for bedding.
“You guys want separate beds or one big one?” Ricky asked as they worked.
Cord exchanged looks with Stacey then decided, “You should make it one big one, I guess. We’ve only got one blanket each. Put it right in the middle, in case the rain blows in.”
“Yeah. We’ll stay warmer that way and I’m calling dibs on the middle,” Don agreed with the decision.
After a few more minutes, Ricky asked for the blankets. Stacey unrolled them and passed them to him. When it got colder earlier, she had given Don her flannel shirt to put on. Now, she shivered as the temperature dropped even more and the night breeze began to have a damp feel to it.
Cord surprised her when he handed her his sweatshirt. “It probably doesn’t smell very good, but it will help keep you warm.”
“Thanks.” She took the shirt slipping it on over her head. Totally lost in the size of it, she was definitely warmer. Moving closer to Cord, she whispered, “About the sleeping arrangements—I—well, I can’t sleep next to Ricky.” She was terribly embarrassed by the situation. “He’s—sort of getting this crush on me and I...”
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it,” Cord assured her, softly. “I won’t hurt his feelings, I promise. I remember how tender an ego can be at that age.”
Stacey reached up to touch his face gently, “Thank you.” She pulled her hand away as she heard one of the boys coming out.
“All done. Can we eat now?” Don crawled out from under the hastily constructed shelter.
“Sure thing. I’ll get it sorted out,” she turned to her pack and dug out their food.
“Parker, I’ll be fine with a power bar. You should get each of us one out of my pack,” Cord insisted.
Ricky crawled out and they sat in a small circle to eat.
Stacey handed each of the boys a power bar, some trail mix, and half a chocolate bar. She and Cord made do with a power bar and half a chocolate bar each. They passed the canteens back and forth as they ate.
Ricky cautioned Don a couple of times to eat slower so the food would fill him up.
Don grumbled at his brother, but did as he was told. “What about the berries, Stacey?” Don asked when he finished his portions.
“Saving the best for last.” She reached into the outer pocket of her pack and took out a bag. “Don’t eat too many, okay? They really might give you tummy troubles.”
“I’ll just take a handful. Want some, Ricky?”
“No, squirt. I think I’ll wait until breakfast. Give me something to look forward to. How about you, Cord? Want some?” Ricky asked.
Cord stretched his hand toward Don. “Just give me a good mouth-full. If they turn out to be awful, I don’t want to have to eat many.”
“Did your mother make you finish whatever you put on your plate, too?” Don asked grinning at him.
Only Stacey realized that the question was probably a difficult one for the tough ex-soldier. She was going to say something when Cord answered.
“No, but my drill sergeant sure did,” he answered casually as he popped a berry into his mouth and sampled the taste. “I hate collard greens. Always reminded me of something a cow has already chewed at least once.” Both boys laughed in agreement. Cord ate a few more berries. “My third day of Boot Camp, we had greens. The cook slopped this big spoonful on my plate before I could tell him not to. I ate everything else, but left the greens to throw away when I finished. Suddenly this big, mean drill sergeant was standing over me. He had a voice that you could hear a mile away. He leaned down and got right in my ear and yelled, ‘Something wrong with our greens, boy?’ I said, ‘No, Sir. I just don’t like greens,’ real polite like I had been taught to do. He told me, ‘But they’re on your plate, boy. We don’t waste food here.’ I was embarrassed because everybody in the mess hall was looking and acting like they weren’t.” Cord stopped to take a drink of water from a canteen.
“What did you do?” Don asked nodding as if he understood that feeling.
“I explained it was a mistake. He ordered me to drop and give him fifty push-ups. When I was finished and back in my chair, he yelled, ‘The Army don’t make mistakes, boy. Them greens are on your plate. That means you eat them. Understand?’ So I did what any new recruit that had just done fifty push-ups would do. I said, ‘Yes, Sir,’ and I started eating the greens. I really hated greens and after forcing down a few bites I had to stop. The Sarge yelled at me again, ‘So you still think this is a mistake?’ I managed to get out, ‘Yes, Sir,’ then I threw up all over his spit & polished shoes.”
“Oh, man. What did he do, Cord?” Don eyes were wide and he couldn’t wait to find out.
“Well, he looked at his shoes then he looked at me and then back to his shoes. Everybody in the place was quiet as a mouse waiting to see what would happen. Finally, instead of yelling all of the terrible things I could imagine, he said, ‘I think you might be right, Private. You eating greens was definitely a mistake.’ Then he did this smart military quarter-turn and left. We heard him in the kitchen yelling at the cook not to ever put greens on my plate again. The cook had to shine his shoes and brass for a month.”
The boys laughed out loud, relaxed and sleepy when Cord finished his story. They all sat quietly for a little while longer then Cord suggested, “It’s time to bed down for the night. We have to start as soon as we can see in the morning.” He stood and took the boys with him off into the darkness.
Stacey moved both packs under the shelter and checked their bed. The boys did a good job making the pine needles thick and cushiony. Cord had really surprised her by making a funny story out of his answer to Don. He would be good with kids, if he gave himself the chance. But she didn’t think he would believe that. When the guys returned, she took her walk. As she returned and got near the makeshift shelter, she heard Cord talking to Ricky in front of the tree. She stayed out of sight a few more minutes.
“Ricky, I think you and I should take the outside positions, just in case. I’ll be slipping out during the night to check around. If Don has to get up during the night, I think it would be a good idea for you to go with him, so I’m going to put him next to you. You know if there is any trouble, your first priority is to take care of Don, right?”
“Right. That should work okay. He’s kind of used to me being close. I should probably hit the rack before he starts hunting me. Thanks for getting us away from those crooks,” R icky shook hands with Cord before crawling under the shelter and into the nest of pine needles.
Cord pulled his weapon from his holster and was checking it when Stacey reached him. “I have to scout around. Why don’t you get some rest?” He both dreaded and looked forward to lying beside her during the night. The boys’ presence would insure nothing happened, but it wouldn’t stop him wanting her. If it became too much, he would slip out under the pretext of making sure they weren’t in danger. Then again, it might be kind of nice just to lie near her and soak up her womanly warmth and smell.
Stacey interrupted his thoughts by agreeing with him. “I think I’ll try to rest. If I’m hogging the blanket when you get back, just tug on it,” she patted his arm and slipped under the shelter.
He stayed out longer than really necessary hoping they would all be asleep when he got back. Very quietly Cord entered on the side where Stacey lay. Removing his holstered weapon, he eased down facing away from her. After placing his gun near his head within easy reach, Cord tugged gently on the blanket they needed to share. Personally, he preferred a blanket each, but the boys had spread two blankets side by side to cover the pine needles and left two for cover. It was warmer this way with the shared body heat and Stacey’s closeness definitely kept him warm.
Mentally tearing down an M-16 and reassembling it, he finally forced himself to doze. At midnight Cord crept out to make another patrol of the area. The air felt damp with the coming rain and the wind blew harder. He shivered, remembering Stacey still wore his sweatshirt, as the combination chilled him all the way through. Walking quickly and not seeing anything out of the ordinary, he hurried back to the camp.
Both boys snored softly, huddled together under their blanket. When he lay down on his share of the blanket near Stacey, he felt her moving around. A soft, warm bundle slid over his shoulder followed by a soft whisper in his ear, “I’m sorry. You should have asked for it back. You must be freezing.”
Cord hastily slid on the sweatshirt still warm from her body. Aside from the smell of his body, it now carried her scent as well. He almost groaned as his shivering stopped and other sensations came to life. Cord decided he would give the shirt back to her when she got up, but with him on the outside she should be warm enough for a while. Keeping his back turned toward her, he heard her breathing become steady and even as she went back to sleep. Letting out a sigh of relief, Cord closed his eyes and worked on his M-16 again.
Near two a.m. Cord grabbed his gun, instantly awake. Lying quietly, he waited to see what wakened him. Stacey shifted again and pressed warmly to his back. Her hand moved restlessly over his side until it finally stopped on his warm stomach. Nothing else moved and the normal night sounds continued.
Cord relaxed slightly and put his weapon back. She instinctively sought out his warmth in her sleep. The night grew colder. They didn’t really need that at this point, but would have to deal with it. Cord knew he should make another circuit around camp and tried to decide how best to disentangle Stacey without waking her. She felt so good snuggled trustingly against him. As he tried to force himself to move away, the first raindrops splattered on the tarp over his head. Deciding another patrol could wait, he lay still and enjoyed the feel and smell of her very warm body next to him. Just for a little while. He placed his hand over hers on his stomach.
CHAPTER 9
Stacey was warmer and more comfortable than at any other time on this entire trip. She fought opening her eyes for as long as possible. If this was a dream she wanted it to continue. Finally though, she groaned as reality began to force its way in. When she opened her eyes, Stacey saw a broad black form right in front of her nose and felt a warm body under her left hand. Rain was pouring down.
Drawing back carefully, she felt for the rain jacket she rolled up and used for a pillow. Then she crawled to the end of the blanket she was sharing with Cord. The boys slept peacefully as she stuffed her feet into her boots and slid on her jacket.
Cord shifted restlessly as if missing her warmth. Stacey ducked under the moving branches and out into the cold night for a quick walk. She was wet and shivering when she returned. Stopping at the end of the blankets, Stacey slipped off the rain jacket and hung it to drip. Her boots were wet and dirty. Nudging them off, she placed them under an edge of the tarp safely out of the rain.
The large ex-soldier had turned over while she was gone and lay facing the boys, wrapped in the blanket they were supposed to share. Carefully, on hands and knees, she crawled between Cord and Don as her teeth chattered from the cold. She lay down with her back to him. Gently she raised the blanket edge and tugged slowly. Cord’s body heat felt wonderful coming from under the cover, but she didn’t dare snuggle into it. With just a tiny share of the blanket and shivering uncontrollably, she was about to reconsider her decision when his arm snaked around her middle to pull her back tightly against him. His breath blew evenly across the side of her face and he didn’t move again. Thinking him asleep, Stacey finally relaxed. It felt amazing to be held and warmed by him. As she drifted off to sleep, she unconsciously snuggled into his body.
Cord was enjoying holding Stacey immensely until she moved against him with her firm, curved hips. Laying spoon-fashion with her became a type of torture that he never before endured. Since reaching maturity, holding a woman this close was for one reason only and his body reacted accordingly. He hadn’t foreseen a problem because of the nearness of the two boys. Forcing his body to ignore its natural impulses, Cord listened to the sounds of the rain and the wind then finally to the faint sounds of her breathing. Surprisingly, he found himself watching her sleep.
This woman changed him, affected him deep inside, and it scared him more than facing an armed assassin. In a few days he shared more with her about himself than he ever told men he served with for months. She made him laugh, made him mad then made him want her all in the space of a few minutes. Not sure how to deal with it and knowing he shouldn’t touch her, he smoothed back the wild tangle of strawberry-blond curls tickling his chin. She possessed a delicate shell of an ear with a simple heart shaped earring in the lobe. He wanted to take it into his mouth to see if it tasted as sweet as it looked. Instead, he stroked the curve of her cheek gently with the tip of his index finger.
“Hmmm? Is it time to get up?” She whispered sleepily.
“No, not yet. Go back to sleep,” he answered, huskily.
She turned onto her back and blinked up at him. “Is something wrong?” Then Stacey felt his physical reaction to her closeness as she lay with the right side of her thigh pressed to him. “I didn’t mean to—well—to make you uncomfortable.” She shifted away self-consciously and yawned. Quietly she asked, “Did you sleep at all?”
“Yes. Do you have a boyfriend, Stacey? Since we’ve slept together I think I should know, don’t you?” He whispered in her ear.
“Well, there’s sleeping and then there’s sleeping with,” she answered curtly. “I sleep lots of time near lots of men, but I don’t sleep ‘with’ anyone.”
“So, I take that to mean there’s no boyfriend.”
“I have a friend I go out with, not that it’s any of your business. He wants to—um—get more serious, but I don’t think I’m ready. What about you? Any girlfriends or maybe a wife waiting at home?” Once again she turned his questions back on him.
“No,” he answered briefly. He broke off with his latest a few months ago when she wanted to move into his apartment and began making possessive noises. “What’s the name of this friend?”
“Derek Watkins. He works at the Lodge,” she answered and decided it was time to change the subject. “Has it rained like this long?”
“A while now. That’s very convenient, him being around your place all the time. Or does he just work the ski season?” Cord wasn’t ready to let it drop. He knew it was needling Stacey and couldn’t help pursuing it.
“He works there year-round, is twenty-six, six foot tall, weighs one-eighty, has blond hair and blue eyes, is the recreational coordinator and ski-instructor, and we’ve dated for a year or so.” She sat up and hissed, “Anything else you want to know?”
Cord smiled and glanced over to make sure the boys were still asleep before asking, “Do you kiss him like you kiss me?”
That did it. Stacey threw back the blanket, crawled to the bottom of the pile of pine needles, and roughly pulled on her boots. He could almost hear her teeth grinding. After grabbing her rain jacket, she stomped off in the mud. Chuckling softly, Cord slid out and clipped his holstered gun inside his waistband at the center of his back. Stretching his stiff muscles, he stood up and looked over his surroundings. Just before daybreak, it was the quiet time when the night animals went home and the birds had not yet come out. In spite of the cold wind and the rain, he meant for them to start at first light.
If Stacey came back, he grinned. Cord wasn’t sure why he kept on until he made her angry. He didn’t start out with that in mind, but finding out there was a man in her life rattled him. He wanted to get a reaction from her, to make her take note of him the way he noticed her. To make
her pay because he couldn’t sleep with her? Maybe, he admitted honestly.
In the pre-dawn darkness, Cord heard her before he saw her. Stacey muttered as she came toward camp. He thought he caught the word, ‘jackass,’ and the phrase, ‘pin his ears back,’ before deciding it would be prudent to scout out the area to make sure no one followed them. Slipping away into the trees, he told himself it would be better to let her calm down and even wake the boys before he returned to camp.
Ten minutes later Stacey sat under the shelter, wrapped in a blanket, sipping coffee when she saw him walk toward her. Staring into her cup, she said quietly and solemnly, “I never felt with him what I feel when you kiss me.” Passing him the cup without meeting his eyes, she turned to shake the boys and call their names until they woke up.
Don pushed at Ricky complaining, “Get off me. I think you had your feet on me all night.” Together they crawled out of the shelter and stood, stretching and squabbling. “Would you heat another cup of water for the boys? I’ll get them some food.” She tried to sound businesslike.
“Take some food for yourself. You can’t last if you don’t eat,” Cord ordered. He wasn’t over the shock of her admission and wished she had waited to wake the boys. But what else was there to say? He kissed better than her boyfriend. Big deal. He’d probably had more practice, and he was definitely older. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t be anything to him, anyway. But she seemed sad and unhappy about it. Well, she’d have to deal with it. He couldn’t do it for her.
“I could tell you the same,” Stacey said as she tossed him a packet of coffee and laid out the food.
Realizing she was talking about him eating, he agreed, “Okay. We each take a power bar and half a bar of chocolate. If we have to, we can skip lunch better than breakfast.”
“Alright, I guess so.” Stacey was inventorying their meager food supplies. “There are two apples, four nutrition bars, one bag of trail mix, half a bag of raisins, six power bars, and the berries we picked. These are the last two chocolate bars and there are only four packets of coffee. I should have set some snares last night. We’re going to have to supplement our food supplies.”
“Give the boys a nutrition bar, half an apple, and some berries each. Save their chocolate for lunch. If you see anything edible or a stream with fish, we’ll just have to take the time to stop and take advantage of it. Okay?”
“Okay,” she agreed as the boys tumbled into the shelter. They were in fairly good spirits after a long night of rest.
“Here’s breakfast, guys. Chew slowly so it seems like more. And even though you don’t like coffee, Don, you should try a few sips to warm you up.”
“Yuck,” Don made a face, but she noticed he took several drinks when Ricky passed him the cup. They really were good boys who had been through a lot. She and Cord were going to get them out of this and back to their family. If she must miss several meals to do it, she would see that they ate. Hopefully they wouldn’t have to resort to bugs and grubs as their survival instructor forced them to do on one trip. Shuddering at the thought, she slipped her power bar into her pocket for later. She took out her toothbrush and hair pick to take care of her morning toilette.
Stacey felt what she really needed was a pressure washer and a gallon of soap. Her hair was almost beyond help. The continuous dampness made it curl even more and pine needles had become so tightly ensnared she pulled out some of her hair with each one. Doing the best she could, she finally pulled the thick jumble into a ponytail then went outside the shelter to brush her teeth. When the boys finished eating, they worked together to pack up and were ready to head out by the time the weak morning light filtered through the trees. Stacey tried to give Don her rain jacket, but all of the ‘men’ insisted she keep it.
They climbed and descended several ridges and hills before the terrain finally began to be less steep and more rounded. They entered dense pine forests with only scattered glens of undergrowth and thickets. As the morning passed, the small group endured several downpours and a constant cold wind from the northwest.
Without the sun to guide her, Stacey relied on her small compass to keep them traveling southwest. She let Don and Ricky show her what they knew about reading the compass as they hiked. They talked constantly and questioned everything. The boys shared some of what their father taught them on their camping trips. Stacey didn’t mind their chatter. It helped keep their minds off the cold and the damp and how tired they were.
Cord didn’t take part as he walked a distance behind to protect them from being unexpectedly overtaken. He often dropped back to check their back-trail.
As Stacey predicted, they crossed several streams too small for fish. She explained to the boys that these were just runoffs and would dry up as soon as the snow and wet weather were gone. But she and the boys managed to pick several edible leaves and stuff them in a bag as they walked through the woods.
At noon Cord called a halt for lunch and a much-needed rest. Instead of eating and resting with them, he hiked back even further to make sure they weren’t being followed. He didn’t really think the criminals could catch them now, but it didn’t pay to take chances. Plus this way Stacey wouldn’t insist he eat food she and the boys would need later.
Even though the terrain was getting easier, the cold and damp were draining their energy by forcing their bodies to work harder to stay warm. Not knowing how much longer they could keep hiking, he hoped Stacey was right about finding a logging camp. There had been no sign of a chopper or plane in days. They were well away from the area the chopper pilot was told to fly over and the bad weather likely grounded him, anyway. Cord would just have to trust that Stacey knew what she was doing.
At almost three that afternoon, the cold, weary bunch came to a very wide stream. Stacey showed the boys how she caught the trout they ate their first day together. These fish were smaller, but large enough to eat. After catching one for each of them, she left the boys to try for a few more while she put the others on to cook.
Cord scrounged some nearly dry wood and built a fire. Sitting down beside him, she put the fish on a spit and kept an eye on the boys.
“You surprised me again this morning,” Cord said quietly.
“Really?” Stacey refused to look at him.
“I wouldn’t have been surprised if you had lied or just not said anything.”
Stacey knew at once what he was referring to. “One thing you should have already learned about me, McConnell, is that I always try to be honest, even when it hurts. I detest lying.” She reached out to rotate the fish over the fire. “You did a good job with the fire, considering how soaked everything is.”
“I do know a few things about survival. This, however,” he gestured toward the trees and mountains with one hand, “is slightly out of my usual element.”
“What is your element?” Cord opened the door and Stacey wasn’t going to miss the chance to find out more about him.
“Most of my training was in the jungle, then in foreign embassies and large cities. Lately I’ve even spent some time in the desert. I go where the job takes me and that seems to be the Middle East or South America recently.”
“Where is home for you?” She turned the fish again while he added more wood to the fire.
“If I told you that I’d have to kill you.” He said it straight-faced, but she caught a slight twinkle in his eyes. He seemed reluctant to share any details.
Stacey laughed out loud and punched the arm nearest her. “Come on, McConnell, where do you live when you’re not on a job?”
“I have an apartment in New York and another in Dallas.”
“I see,” she spoke softly. Then Ricky and Don interrupted to show them the three trout they caught.
“If I can borrow your knife, Stacey, I’ll clean them,” Ricky offered.
Stacey dug it out of her pocket and handed it over.
He went back to the stream bank to work on the fish.
“Ricky caught two, but mine was the biggest,” Don boasted as he sat down near the fire. “Here’s your line. I wound it up carefully, just like you said. Are they done yet?” She lifted the cross stick off the spit and poked the largest trout. Putting it back over the fire, she told him, “Just a little longer unless you like sushi.”
“I’ll wait, thanks.” He got up and went to see how Ricky was doing.
“How do your clients find you if you have two apartments?” Stacey asked Cord curiously. “Do you have an office?”
“I have a special number with an answering machine at both places. I return the calls that I’m interested in. I don’t advertise and usually only take referrals. I work out of the apartments.”
“Do you enjoy what you do?”
“Sometimes. Depends on the outcome.” Uncomfortable with how much he had already revealed, Cord stood up and moved slightly away. “Those are done enough. We need to eat and get moving. There’s not much of the day left.”
Stacey lifted the stick holding the fish off the fire and let them cool a few minutes before calling the boys. She put the other three on to cook while they ate. Ricky and Don wolfed down another trout each while she and Cord divided the third one.
After breaking camp and refilling the canteens, they prepared to cross the stream. The rain slowed to a drizzle and the wind wasn’t blowing as hard, but it was still fairly cold.
The water reached Cord’s knees and came up to mid-thigh on Stacey, Ricky, and Don. Holding hands and walking carefully, they managed to get across without falling in the swiftly moving water. Their feet were soaked completely and Don shivered continuously as they hiked on.
Stacey insisted Don put on her rain jacket for a while to keep the wind off him. They warmed a little climbing up to the top of a small ridge where Stacey stopped for them to catch their breath. She scanned the valley below and stared across to the next hill. “Cord, come look. Tell me if that’s what I think I see,” she pointed across to a slope on the other side of the valley. Her eyes watered from the wind and she didn’t want to get everyone excited only to find she made a mistake.
He joined her and looked where Stacey indicated. Freshly felled trees, a large trailer partly filled with logs and some kind of hoist were visible from where he stood. “Yes, I see it. How long to reach it?”
“Not before dark, I’m afraid. From the sounds I hear, there’s a fairly large river we’ll have to cross. By the time we reach it the light will be going. I think we should find a safe place to camp near the bottom of this ridge and cross tomorrow when it’s lighter and we’re rested. What do you guys think?” Stacey turned to include Ricky and Don in their discussion.
“If it’s a logging camp, can’t we just yell and let them come get us?” Don asked through chattering teeth. He was all for getting warm and dry as soon as possible.
“I don’t think so. It’s where they’ve been logging, but they don’t usually work in the rain.” She moved to hug Don’s shoulders as his face fell. “Their camp is definitely there somewhere, but with the river and the distance I don’t think they’ll hear us no matter how loud we yell. Don’t worry, we should be able to follow their tracks and find someone tomorrow. Can you handle one more night of camping out?”
“I think so, but it sure would be nice not to need to hike anymore,” Don agreed. He was still shivering and Stacey grew more concerned about him.
“We should probably do what Stacey says,” Ricky added quietly. “Trying to cross the river while we’re tired and in the dark sounds dangerous.”
“I agree,” Cord made it unanimous. “We also don’t know how far it will be to the logging camp and we don’t need to go stumbling around and miss it. Maybe when it gets dark we can pinpoint its location by seeing their lights. Why don’t you find us a good place to camp, Stacey, and we’ll start early in the morning? We might even meet those guys as they come to work tomorrow.” Cord was trying to build their morale for the hike down the ridge. He knew they were tired, wet, and cold because he was also feeling the effects.
“Wouldn’t that be great?” Ricky poked Don. “We might scare them out of a year’s growth.”
Don laughed a little then followed as Stacey led the way down the slope. He moved closer and held her hand. “I wouldn’t mind so much if I just wasn’t so cold, Stacey,” he whispered. His hand felt like ice in hers.
“I know and I promise we’ll take care of it as soon as we find a place to camp, okay?” she whispered back.
Just over an hour later and almost halfway down the steep slope she found an outcropping of rock with a twisted white pine growing from the top. The roots of the tree and the trapped rocks and dirt created an overhang similar to a shallow cave. With huge boulders on each side it would provide more shelter than they had slept in since they started. Stacey just hoped that it wasn’t already occupied. Taking a flashlight, she carefully checked each nook before declaring it varmint free.
Even though there was a bit of daylight left, Cord agreed this was the best place to spend the night and they began to set up camp. Cord left to check the back-trail and gather dry wood for a fire.
Stacey sent Ricky in search of dry pine needles for bedding and kept Don with her to move sticks and rocks from the sleeping area while she made the fire ring. Noticing his teeth still chattering and his lips looked a little blue, she told him, “I’ll be back in just a minute, Don.” Behind one of the large rocks, Stacey stripped off her jeans and boots then peeled off her thermal underwear. They were only slightly damp in spots, having mostly dried on her while she hiked. After pulling her jeans back on and stuffing her feet into her boots, she walked quickly to where Don was flapping his arms and stomping his feet to generate some warmth.
“Go in there and undress,” she ordered. “We’ve got to get you into something dry to get you warm. I won’t look when I pass you these to put on. Hand out your wet things and we’ll dry them when we get the fire going.”
Don went into the shadows of the shallow cave and she heard the rustle of clothing. Taking a blanket from her pack, she used her pocketknife to cut a slit in the middle. “Okay, Stacey,” Don called and held out his wet clothes. Backing up, Stacey held the thermal bottoms out to him by reaching behind her. He took the thermal pants and placed his wet clothes in her hand. She held her other hand behind her to pass him the blanket. “See that hole in the middle? Put your head through there and wear it like a poncho.”
“Something wrong, Stacey?” Ricky asked when he returned with an armload of pine needles. He dumped them at the mouth of the cave to stay dry.
“Don’s freezing. We’re trying to get him a little dryer so he can get warm. Will you take my belt and fasten that blanket around his waist? He’d probably rather you do it. And would you hand him the other blankets to wrap up in?” Stacey handed the canvas belt to Ricky then moved over to the fire ring. She hastily started a small blaze. “His skin is really cold, Stacey, so I told him to stay in there where it was dry. That’s okay isn’t it?” Ricky came back to warm his hands at the small fire.
“I think that’s best for now. If he wants to help, he can arrange the bedding. I’m going to make him a cup of coffee. When Cord gets back, I’ll go down to the river and see if I can catch some fish to eat.”
“Grilled trout really sounds good. Course we would probably eat grilled hippopotamus about now.” He grinned at Stacey. “I need to go back for more needles. Now that I found them, it shouldn’t take as long this time.”
“Okay. Be careful.” Stacey soon had water heating in her tin cup. They were a bedraggled group, she couldn’t help thinking. The only reason they weren’t offensive to each other was because they all smelled. The animals left them alone because they couldn’t stand the stench, she decided with a slight smile as she stirred one of the precious packets of coffee into the water. Using her sleeve as a potholder, she carried the cup to Don. “Use the corner of the blanket so you don’t burn your hand. Are you getting warmer?”
Don accepted the cup, took a sip, and made a face. “Yeah, I’m a lot better now.” He looked around the inside of the cave before taking another sip of the warm liquid. Then he handed the cup to Stacey. “I don’t like that stuff, but it does help get you warm. You need to drink some, too. This place is kind of neat, huh?”
Don was so covered in blankets she could only see his face. “Yeah, pretty neat. I had a place sort of like this—well—me and my brother did. It was our secret place when we were about your age.”
“Where’s your brother now?”
“He died several years ago.”
“Bummer. Do you still miss him?” Don asked and accepted the cup for another drink.
“Every day.”
“That’s the way I’d be if something happened to Ricky. Don’t tell him though. He’d think it was sappy.” After a minute, Don looked down and went on, “Thanks for getting me warm and for not making a big deal out of it in front of the others. I never had that happen before, not being able to warm up, I mean. Once we get back—do you think I could write to you?”
“I don’t see why not. I might even write back,” she teased. “Or better yet, do you have e-mail? I really need to practice on the computer.
“Yeah, me too. That would be way cool.”
Ricky came in with a larger armload of pine needles. “Cord’s back with firewood. You doing okay, squirt?”
“Yeah, I’m okay. You want some of this coffee?” Don offered the cup to his big brother.
Stacey went to talk to Cord. The rain had stopped altogether while she talked with Don inside the cave. She saw that McConnell brought a load of wood back with him and was busily breaking the largest sticks to build up the fire. Gathering Don’s clothes, she placed his sneakers on their sides near the heat to dry out.
“I should go down to the river and see if I can catch some fish. Maybe find some more edible plants. Don is better, but we’re going to be a blanket short tonight,” she told him.
“We’ll manage. I’ll go for more wood while you take care of supper. We’ll need to keep the fire going most of the night if we’re going to dry out everything.”
“I’m going to rinse Don’s clothes out while he’s got them off then spread them out to dry. They feel like they could stand up by themselves if I don’t.”
Ricky brought the cup and handed it to Cord. “Do I need to get more bedding?”
“No, we’ll make do with what you’ve already brought. I have to get more wood and Stacey needs to work on supper. We need you to stay with Don and get warm yourself. Why don’t you take off your shoes and put them by the fire so they can start drying?” Cord told him.
“Okay. Is there something I can give the squirt to eat? I know he’s hungry. He can have my share if there’s not enough.”
“Get some trail mix and the raisins out of my pack for both of you to munch on. Here’s a power bar you can half until I get back with something to cook. I’ll make it as quick as I can,” Stacey handed Ricky the bar she stashed in her pocket that morning.
After Ricky turned back to the cave, Cord grabbed her arm and whispered, “Parker, you were supposed to eat that. How do you think you can keep going without eating?”
“I ate fish. Besides, I know my limitations. I’ve skipped several meals before without swooning,” Stacey answered pertly.
“One thing about you, Parker, I can’t imagine you swooning.” Cord hid a smile and let her go. “Just be sure you eat tonight.”
“Yes, Great Leader. May I go now?”
He turned his back without answering and stomped off uphill. She is definitely a handful. Cord pitied her poor father trying to keep her under control these past years. That boyfriend of hers was either a very patient guy or let her run all over him. Oh well, it wasn’t his business. Once the boys were back to safety, he probably wouldn’t see her again. Of course, if things were different she would definitely make life interesting. Shrugging, he reached the deadfall providing the dry wood. This trip should provide enough to keep them warm for the night.
Stacey took her fishing line and Don’s clothes with her to the river. The water ran high and flowed fast. Going downstream, she found a spot where the water pooled and she could fish. After catching five good-sized trout and cleaning them, she rinsed out Don’s clothes.
Desperately craving a bath, she looked around carefully then stripped. Holding her breath against the cold, she slipped into the edge of the freezing water. Using sand, she scrubbed lightly then dipped down to wash it off before hurrying out. Stacey rinsed her clothes several times and wrung them out before tugging them on. Her teeth chattered and she shivered continuously, but at least she felt cleaner. Finding some plants with edible salad-like leaves on her way back upriver, she picked enough for all of them. Then she happened upon a plant with edible roots.
She washed them carefully before climbing uphill to the camp with her arms full. The climb helped warm up a little and she expected the waiting fire to finish the job.
Cord bent over the fire putting on more wood when she arrived. Both boys sat nearby and Ricky was wrapped in a blanket. His clothes were spread out on the rock directly behind the fire drying.
“Did you fall in, Parker?” Cord stood up to take the fish and Don’s wet clothes from her.
“Not exactly. Let’s get those fish cooking. I’m out of seasoning so we’ll have to be purists tonight.” She got as close to the fire as she could without getting burned.
Ricky helped Cord put the fish on a spit.
Stacey peeled and sliced the roots she had dug and passed them to the boys along with some of the leaves. “They’re better if you eat them together,” she told them.
Cord accepted one leaf and one small slice of the root. Taking a cautious bite, he commented, “Tastes kind of like a radish and raw spinach. It wouldn’t be too bad smothered in Italian dressing.”
Ricky and Don laughed and agreed with him. “The first night back home I want some of mom’s meatloaf, a huge baked potato, and I’ll even eat her green beans,” Don told them.
“Stacey, you’re smoking,” Ricky pointed to her sleeve nearest the fire. Steam rose from her thermal shirt as moisture evaporated in the heat.
“It’s okay. I’m just drying out, but maybe I should move back a little.”
Cord reached over and turned the fish. “Here,” he handed her a cup of coffee. “We’re all sharing. That leaves two packets for morning. Are you sure you didn’t fall in and just don’t want to tell us?” He quirked an eyebrow at her.
“Yeah, how did you get so wet?” Don joined in. “We won’t give you too hard a time if you fell in.”
“If you have to know, I took a bath while I was down there and washed out my clothes,” she confessed as she sipped from the cup then passed it on.
“Man, you females really like that stuff. Wasn’t it freezing?”
“Yes, but I was already wet and cold. I was even more tired of feeling dirty. I figured a little scrubbing and rinsing definitely wouldn’t make it any worse,” she explained.
“A little dirt never hurt anyone, huh, Cord?” Don grinned as he chewed happily on a leaf.
“A little maybe, but I’m beginning to see Stacey’s point after a week’s worth,” he replied as he lifted the front of his sweatshirt and sniffed. “We’re all becoming very—odiferous.”
“In other words, we stink, squirt,” Ricky chimed in. “The loggers won’t have to hear us, they’ll be able to smell us coming.”
They all laughed as Stacey checked the fish then turned her back to the fire to warm that side for a while.
The boys took turns staring across to the other side of the river to see if they could spot lights from the logging camp. They never saw any and finally gave up. “What’s the first thing you want to eat when you get back, Cord?” Don asked.
“An inch-thick steak, fries, Texas toast, and a gallon of iced tea. Add chocolate cake for dessert. What about you Ricky?”
“I can’t decide between pizza and a cheeseburger, but I have to have a strawberry shake. Maybe I’ll have both,” he smiled and jabbed his younger brother with his elbow. With several cans of soda to wash it all down. Your turn, Stacey.”
Stacey closed her eyes and pictured the food she wanted. “A hot fudge sundae with nuts to start. Some barbecue ribs and yeast rolls dripping with honey butter. A huge helping of crab salad, crispy fried okra, and then another hot fudge sundae for dessert. Then cups and cups of gourmet roast coffee.”
“Wait, Stacey. You can’t start and end with a hot fudge sundae,” Don argued.
“Sure I can. I’m an adult. I can eat however I want to,” she retaliated.
“That sounds real adult,” Cord winked at the boys. He got up to move the fish off the spit. He held them up to let them cool before sliding them from the stick.
Rising stiffly, Stacey moved around the campfire to turn the clothes on the large boulder. When she sat back down, Cord handed her a trout and they ate hungrily, picking the meat out with their fingers. The boys halved the last fish and ate more of the greens. Even though they ate in the middle of the afternoon, keeping warm and hiking quickly depleted their resources. It would take days, possibly weeks, to replace the stores of fat they were burning. Stacey knew she dropped several pounds already and assumed the others had as well.
Once they were all finished, Stacey took a spool of cord from her pack, picked up the remains of their meal, and disappeared into the dark. She set several snares on a small rabbit trail and placed the scraps on a rock a good distance from camp.
Cord and the boys were missing when she returned to the fire. The thinner clothes on the side of the huge rock were dry, but the jeans and thick socks would take longer. She folded the dry things then sat down to remove her own boots and socks. Placing the boots on their side with the openings facing the flames, she noticed that the boys’ sneakers were gone. Stretching her cold, wet feet out to the fire, Stacey moaned as the heat began to thaw out her toes.
She felt a light breeze blow over her face and hoped it wouldn’t get colder.
When they returned, the boys were tired and ready for bed. Stacey handed them the dry clothes then they went into the shallow cave to lie down.
Don was back after a few minutes to hand her the thermal bottoms she loaned him. “You can have these. I think I can manage, now. Night, Stacey.”
“Goodnight, Don. If you wake up cold, you can have them back,” she offered.
Cord waited until Don settled back down and then told her, “You should get the other blanket and take off your wet things. I’m going down to the river to clean up a little while I have a chance. I’ll call out before I come back to the fire.”
“Be careful down there. The bank drops off steeply in several places,” she warned.
“I’ll watch it,” he said over his shoulder continuing down the hill.
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