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CHAPTER 1
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It’s hard to leave a place you have poured sweat and blood and passion into. Which explained why girlfriend Rose and I had waited too long to evacuate the cottage. Okay, actually, we’d been caught up arguing about hanging sheetrock (there is a right way and a wrong way and then my way, which according to Rose is the same as the wrong way) and not paying close attention to our environment. I know in those Hallmark movies there is the Happily Ever After but how many show the months later when that couple is trying to put up sheetrock in an old cottage that was cute when you first saw it, but then you had to try to actually live in it and you realize it’s not a weekend fixer-upper and the toilet only works part time? It had turned out to not even be a month or two fixer-upper. Tends to make people grouchy at times.

Almost too late, we’d finally come to our senses, focused on the world outside the cottage in the form of the rain pounding on the roof—as it had been for days—checked the Little Melvin River outside and realized it was well past time to get the hell out and across the river to civilization while we still could. We grabbed what we could, then jumped into the old Pathfinder.

As we tried to drive across the forest road bridge over the Little Melvin River one of the bridge’s supports, weakened by debris being washed downriver smashing against it, gave way under the weight of the SUV. I had not expected the flood to get this bad, this quickly, and been too late suggesting an ultimatum that we evacuateRose. I’d been too busy defending my wrong way.

So that was on me.

You see, I can admit I’m wrong. Really.

“Hold on,” I yelled to Rose, who was in the passenger seat. Unnecessary advice as she had a death grip on the bar over the glove box in front of her. My dog Maggs was in the back seat, paws up on the center console, claws digging in. I don’t think she was happy with me either.

The truck tilted and I hit the gas, hoping to make it across the single lane forest road bridge before it gave way completely. We almost made it, the front tires on the far bank. But I felt the rear end drop and then heard a solid thud as the undercarriage bottomed out on what remained of the bridge.

It was pouring outside, rain pelting on the roof and windows. The Little Melvin River beneath us was beyond flood stage, currently in angry river mode, like that scene in The Lord of The Rings where the Elven queen sweeps the Nazgul away for crossing the wrong river, which wasn’t a good analogy I thought with one part of my brain while the other tried to analyze my next move.

I was in four-wheel drive and gave the engine a burst, the rear wheels spinning in air, the front tires screaming futilely and tossing mud and gravel, but not close to getting enough traction to pull us up and out.

“Max?” Rose said, her voice tight.

“Don’t worry,” I said, which was pretty stupid, because I was worried. It was a worrisome situation.

Maggs barked, at what or why, I have no idea. Probably at me. She was also worried.

I looked to my left and saw a large tree tumbling in the river. It had been ripped from the shoreline somewhere upstream and was now heading at the remains of the bridge, and us, like a battering ram.

I hit the gas again, knowing it was futile, but I had to try.

There was another lurch, the rear of the truck dropped another several inches and there was the sound of metal grinding, and I knew the bridge and the truck were done for, so I shifted into making sure Rose and Maggs and I weren’t done for. The truck was angled down on Rose’s side about thirty degrees and going out her door was into the river. No go. My door would be going up and out and against gravity and these old steel doors were heavy. Nope.

“Cover your face!” I yelled at her and drew my pistol.

Maggie knew what was what when she saw the pistol and disappeared into the back seat.

Numbers from some training I’d received years ago rattled around my brain: There would be a one to five degree downward deflection firing through a windshield at a target outside, but I wasn’t aiming at a target. I just wanted to destroy the integrity of the glass; breaking windshields is a lot harder than most people realize since they’re designed not to break. I fired several rounds. Bullet holes punctured it and the glass cracked but didn’t shatter. I unbuckled and swung my feet up and kicked. The glass gave way a little bit, but not completely. As I pulled my feet back to try again, the bridge finally collapsed and we were in the water. The Pathfinder completed the roll onto the passenger side with a horrible sound of metal against rock.

For a moment we were stable. Unfortunately, we were also mostly submerged.

“Max!” Rose yelled as I tumbled on top of her since she was still seat-belted in. I lost my gun in the process, but that was the least of our problems. Water was now pouring in the windshield I’d just broken, which I’m sure the entity which controlled the simulation that had been my life before meeting Rose enjoyed very much. That Greater Power was back with a vengeance. As if I hadn’t thought of it enough recently so it was punishing me. The Gods require worship, perhaps more accurately worry, or else they vent their anger on us mere mortals.

At least we weren’t moving, jammed against the remains of the bridge support. I reached down, around Rose’s body, trying to unbuckle her. She was doing the same and both our hands were fumbling for the same button. The water was coming in more quickly. It was halfway up the passenger seat from the side. I looked Rose in the eyes as I drew my knife and cut the shoulder part of her seatbelt.

“Hold still,” I told her, and she nodded.

I didn’t want to stab her as I felt with one hand for the lap seatbelt. I cut it and she was free.

“Wait,” I said and she nodded again, surprisingly calm. Her dark curly hair was wet and tumbled about her face and despite the circumstances, for the umpteenth time I realized how beautiful she was and how lucky I was to be with her; and even more, how fortunate I was that she let me be by her side. Being right about sheetrock didn’t seem as important anymore.

I turned and jammed my back partly against her and partly against the passenger door. I kicked once more and the windshield gave way. That was the good news; the bad was a deluge of freezing water subsequently surged in.

I wrapped her in my arms and rolled below her against her seat, going underwater as I pushed her upward and out. She must have grabbed hold of something, because she was gone.

Or she’d been swept away.

There was movement brushing against me and Maggs was out, through the windshield. She’d always been smarter than me. As I moved to follow her out, the Pathfinder shifted again and then rolled top down. I was disoriented, getting tossed about, completely submerged. I wasn’t sure which way was up. The truck was moving, being swept downriver. It was banging against rocks, tilting one side to the other.

I hadn’t held my breath, so I was already lacking oxygen. I had to get out of this. I couldn’t see; the water was dark and turbulent. Working by feel, I got one hand on the headrest which oriented me to the truck but not the surface of the water. First things, first: Get out of the truck. I pulled my legs up against the passenger seat and launched myself forward. I felt a jagged sear of pain, something cutting into my right side as I went through where the windshield had been, and then I was out. Into the Little Melvin River.

Again.

I pointed my feet downstream, hoping Rose had made it ashore. I took a quick look, then angled, splashing hard, for the town shoreline.

“Max!” I heard Rose call out and from the direction and tone of her voice I knew she was safe, on the riverbank. Maggs was barking, so she was also on relatively dry ground.

I spotted Rose, running along the bank, yelling for help. I hit a rock, lost my breath, went under, came back up. Then I remembered. I looked downstream and spotted the rope bridge Reggie and Marley had built and, just in time reached up. I snared the rope with a death grip. I hung on, getting my breath. I knew the clock was ticking because the river was full of branches and uprooted trees, any of which could strike and wipe me out. I swung my legs up onto the rope, hooking my boots over the rope. Then I pulled hand over hand toward shore where Rose waited for me.

She helped me get off the rope and wrapped her arms around me and I did the same to her.

“Well, that was fun,” I said. Maggs was running in circles around us.

“Shut up,” she said, “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Ditto,” I replied. We’d done this once before, where she’d saved me from the river. It was getting old.
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“Nature’s a bitch,” I said, looking at the swollen Little Melvin River roar by, no longer contained by its banks. We’d gone to Oddities and taken a quick hot shower together, almost worth the near disaster but not quite and changed into dry clothes. Rose cleaned the gash in my side and bandaged it. I didn’t scream during the process, being a manly man, but it had hurt like crazy.

Then we’d returned to the scene of accident, but had been forced to stop short, just before River Road, since the water was too high. There was no sign of the Pathfinder. It was downstream somewhere. And there was no sign of the forest bridge. The abutments on both sides, if they were still there, were now underwater.

“Bullshit,” Rose said. “Not a bitch. It’s Tropical Storm Francis. A man. Nature is a bastard. Own it, Max.”

She was in a bad mood. I’d learned over the last several months of living together that meant she’d sometimes snap at me even when I wasn’t the cause of her irritation. Proximity damage. In this case I had to take one for my gender. She had every reason to be in a bad mood. Everyone in Rocky Start did. Because this was bad and going to get much worse.

Personally, I’d been in tougher situations but not with someone I cared about as much. Nor had I ever been as vested in a place as I was now, either small and large: Rose’s cottage which was now cut off and on the other side of the flood. On this side was Oddities, the store that her daughter Poppy now ran; and Rocky Start, the small town I called home. The first place I had ever called home.

What really concerned me was that the river was still rising. The storm’s winds had died down as it made its way from the Florida panhandle north across Georgia to the mountains, so they were not the problem. The rain, which had preceded the bulk of the storm for several days and then intensified as it passed by was.

“It’s going to get bad,” I told her.

“This isn’t bad?” Rose said, looking at me.

According to Rose I have a tendency to “lead with the headline’” and she’d pointed out that it was too abrupt for many people. I also tended to understate bad things. Apparently, there are people who prefer to get the truth and bad news slowly and in pieces rather than smack in the face. My people skills needed some work.

Francis had dumped an obscene amount of rain in the part of the Smoky Mountains in which our town was located. The Little Melvin River had belied its name, becoming this surging torrent that was on the verge of taking over the valley. Given Rocky Start was in the bottom of a steep valley on a bend in the river, this was not good.

“We have to get back to Oddities,” I told her. “Start moving everything to the second floor.”

Rose blinked. “That bad? The town?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“How deep?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but the basements will be flooded and it will probably go into the first floors.

She nodded, accepting the inevitable and we quickly walked back. The store, and the apartments above, were currently empty since Rose’s daughter Poppy and her boyfriend Marley were in New York City visiting friends.

We began to carry up the most valuable, and easily water-damaged, stuff to the second floor. Just piling it wherever there was open space. It took a while since the first floor of the shop was crowded with all the crazy stuff old Oz had gathered, plus what Poppy had accumulated in the months she’d owned the place.

I did tell Rose that we had to prioritize because there were others who needed our help. I’d already done the calculating as I carried things. When we got the most important stuff to a higher floor, we went to Jackie Quill’s medical clinic because it was a priority for the town. It used to be a funeral home called Nice Funerals, which probably wasn’t the best vibe for a medical clinic. Worse than that, it had also been home to the town’s resident serial killer. We’d taken care of the serial killer, but still, I suppose not every town has a resident serial killer. Who ran a funeral home. Although, if you think about it, the connection between those two things seems kind of obvious in retrospect. But that story is best told elsewhere.

Rocky Start was unique because a percentage of the population were retired covert operatives. Another long story for another time.

My buddy Luke, yes, retired spook, had already been helping her and since he could carry me up and down stairs in one hand without breaking a sweat, they were in good shape and she was preparing to triage, which hopefully we wouldn’t need since there was hardly anyone left in town. Luke was a large Black man who had been smiling a lot lately; I chalked that to the fact he’d moved in with Jackie.

Good women have that effect on men with a bad history.

Most of the town’s residents had evacuated a day ago and I’d noticed many of the remnants heading out while we moved stuff. Because they weren’t stubborn idiots like me and Pike and Luke and a handful of others. Mostly those with a covert operations background that made us think we were invincible, even from a massive, history making, storm. However, nature didn’t care about our backgrounds.

“You’re bleeding,” Jackie pointed out when we took a short break, indicating my shirt.

“No time for that,” I said. Remember. Manly man.

“If you don’t make time, you’re going to lose enough blood that I’ll have to put you down.”

She made it sound like I was some rabid dog. I wasn’t sure if she meant like on a stretcher or permanently. Jackie, a roving emergency room doctor, had come to town right after our troubles late last year with that serial killer after she inherited the local pharmacy from a relative she’d never met. A relative who’d been stepping on and moving major cocaine weight for the Chicago mob, aka the Outfit, but, that’s for another day. You think that might dissuade someone from staying, but we’d taken out the serial killer, with extreme prejudice, and between her daughter loving it here, our need for a doctor, and, not to be dismissed, the presence of Luke, she’d stayed. We’d also scared the Outfit off from Rocky Start. It had been a busy few months.

Fortunately, her daughter was also out of town for some reason, which I could not presently recall.

So I sat down and peeled my shirt off. She was right. Our makeshift bandage was in tatters and the wound was beyond just slapping some more bandaids on it.

“Stitches,” she announced.

“Go for it.” I know Rambo sewed himself up, but there’s dumb and then there’s stupid.

She jabbed me with a needle to numb the edges, really not necessary for a manly man but I reluctantly put up with it, not wanting to hurt Jackie’s feelings by rejecting it. She grabbed an armed suture. “It will leave a scar.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Will give me character.”

She rolled her eyes then jabbed the point in, perhaps a few moments before the painkiller was ready. She worked fast and efficiently and was done in a minute, expertly tying off the suture. Then she put a bandage over it.

“Good as new,” I said. “You mother ever tell you growing up that if you roll your eyes too many times, they’ll get stuck?”

“Give it a break, Max.”

I pulled my shirt on and got back to it.

Once Jackie was satisfied we’d done enough and the stuff that could be water damaged was out of harm’s way, Rose and I moved on to Coral’s bakery. Pike, an old retired covert operative who’d helped found Rocky Start along with the late great Oz who’d been Rose’s boss at Oddities, was helping her, but they were both in their seventies, so they were limited. Marley’s younger brother Reggie was doing most of the heavy lifting. Both Reggie and Marley had been adopted by Pike when they’d wandered into town after walking here from Central America after being orphaned by bad guys; just because we’d done bad things in our past didn’t mean we couldn’t do good things in our present. I assumed Pike had had some sort of dealings with their parents while he was working covert ops.

There was only so much we could transplant upstairs. Her heavy ovens, booths, and the beautiful glass display cases were going to have to ride it out. I considered, then discarded the idea of sandbags. I knew the power of moving water. I’d gone to Danish Combat Swim School when I was in Special Forces, and the sadistic Danish instructors had made us try to swim into the mouth of a river that was outflowing twice as fast as we could fin. So even though we did our best, we went in the wrong direction until they finally had mercy on us and picked us up. It had been humbling and instructive and extremely disorienting. Besides, we didn’t have sandbags.

“Velocity squared,” I said as Rose and I took a break on the rooftop of the bakery, next door to Oddities. The rain had slackened but it didn’t matter. What was coming down the river had already been dropped in the surrounding mountains and gravity ruled. Already there was water flowing in the lower areas of the town, along River Road and in some dips on the main thoroughfare, State Street, which was also the border between North Carolina and Tennessee. A thin blue line down the middle of the road marked the artificial boundary drawn up by men a long time ago.

I spotted our dueling postmaster couple, the Ferrells, one from each state, boarding up the front of the Tennessee office. I figure they’d flipped a coin for which one they’d do first, much like they did every day to decide who would deliver the mail. At this point there was pretty much no one else left in town.

“What is square?” Rose asked. Her hair was plastered on her head, she was exhausted, and she was beautiful.

“The power of water,” I said. “Water weighs a smidge over eight pounds a gallon. If you double the velocity at which it’s moving, then it’s four times as powerful.”

“No shit, Max,” Rose said. “I was in the Pathfinder with you.”

“These buildings will hold,” I said, looking for something positive to say. “It’s a question of how high⁠—”

Then we heard Coral scream. We ran for the rooftop hatch, opened it, and rapidly climbed down the ladder. She was on the first floor. She was kneeling next to Pike, who was trying to get to his feet.

“Stop!” I yelled at him; because all of us could see the unnatural bend in his left thigh. A broken femur and if it moved the wrong way the bone could cut the femoral artery, and he’d be dead within a minute or two.

Of course, being the stubborn old coot that he was, Pike ignored me and continued struggling. So I hit him on the side of his head. I didn’t knock him out, that would be hard given how thick-headed he was, but it did daze him enough to make him collapse prone. Then I pinned him down. “Get Jackie,” I yelled at Rose.

She nodded and raced out the door.

“You hit him,” Coral said.

“Yep.”

“Thank you,” she said, because she was a realist. Her history as a Honey Pot in Berlin when the Wall was still had made her hard and practical. She was also a great baker. Her Franzbrotchen was to die for. Which reminded me. I took a quick glance over, but the display case was empty. Damn. I couldn’t catch a break.

Jackie rushed in, her old leather doctor’s bag in one hand, Luke at her side.

“Broken femur,” I said, hitting the limits of my medical expertise. “He kept trying to get up. I had to hit him.”

“Crude, but effective,” Jackie said. She rummaged through her bag, retrieved a syringe, expertly filled it from a small vial, then jabbed it into Pike’s other thigh. “This will dull the pain and his stubbornness.” She looked at me. “Can we evacuate him? I don’t want to take a chance trying to set it under these circumstances. He needs a surgeon. Hell, we all need to get the hell out of here.”

Bearton, the closest larger town, had lost its medical clinic due to the cuts in the federal budget for such necessary things as tax breaks for the rich; I didn’t think we could get a billionaire in here to help with their extra money. Asheville had the closest hospital but was a two-hour drive in good weather. There were plenty of places along the way where the two-lane highway brushed up against the overflowing river.

Iffy at best. And the Pathfinder was gone.

While I was thinking, the lights flickered and then went out.

Great.

Jackie was checking her cell phone. “Service is down.”

I nodded. “The local towers don’t have power.”

Cell phones were out. Power was out. The town was effectively dead at this moment. Jackie was right. We needed to get the hell out.

I looked at Coral. “Do you have Pike’s satellite phone?”

Mine had gone into the river along with the rest of my essential gear.

“I think it’s in his sock drawer,” Coral said. “He hasn’t used it in years.”

I ran upstairs and began rifling through drawers. The Satphone was indeed buried in his sock drawer. I was a little surprised to see it was inside a Faraday bag. A dark padded pouch with a silvery interior lining. Sealed, it was a dead zone, invisible to satellites or any electronic tracking. Pike had been careful, which made sense given his background.

I took it downstairs. Jackie pulled a battery pack out of her black bag without my having to ask and handed it to me. I took the satphone out of the pouch. Pike had put black electrical tape over the on/off button. Probably to prevent accidently turning it on. A bit of overkill given the Faraday bag. I peeled that off and plugged in the satphone. It was frustrating waiting for it to recharge enough to turn on.

While I waited, Jackie stabilized Pike’s leg so he couldn’t move it.

I got a live screen, so I ran up to the roof, leaving it plugged in to the power bank. I turned it on. I ignored the rain since the human body is waterproof (wisdom imparted by a Ranger School instructor some years ago while we clawed up the side of a mountain) and held it up to acquire a signal.

Not for the first time since we’d gotten rid of Herc, our former boss who’d led Pike and Oz to Rocky Start to found the town as a haven for our type, I realized what had also disappeared when he died. That all-powerful hand in DC that could get things moving. Of course, the tradeoff was he’d manipulated the hell out of us and also tried to kill most of us.

I did what normal people do. I called emergency services. And quickly found out it sucked being normal. FEMA was a waste of time. They were so gutted, that the one human I managed to get through to, could only direct me to state resources. North Carolina was a bust. I couldn’t even get through to their EMS. At Tennessee EMS I finally got hold of a human and relayed our need for a medevac. The young fellow on the other end was nice enough but couldn’t promise much. It seemed there were a lot of people needing helicopter medevac in the mountains.

While I was talking to him, Jackie joined me. I was impressed when she cupped her hands and fired up a cigarette using a match despite the wind and rain. Mad skills.

“Why didn’t you evacuate?” the guy on the other end asked. Of course.

“Because we’re idiots,” I said.

“It’ll be at least twenty-four hours,” he said. “Should have evacuated.”

“Listen you bozo, you⁠—”

The line went dead.

“Your people skills need some work,” Jackie noted.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” I said. “Mind if I keep charging?”

“I’ve got another battery pack.”

“Thanks.” I put the Satphone, still connected to the battery pack in my coat pocket.

“Pike needed that chopper,” Jackie said. She tossed the cigarette aside. “Old habit. Just the act of lighting up when things get stressful helps.”

“Right.”

“You punched Pike?” she asked, making it sound like a bad thing.

“He was⁠—”

“You could have just restrained him,” Jackie said. She shrugged that off. “Pike doesn’t have twenty-four hours. The town doesn’t have twenty-four hours. Ask Marley for his car. And Luke’s van can make it.”

“That old BMW? We need four-wheel drive and high clearance at the least. And there’s a good chance the road is washed out between here and Bearton.”

“Reggie helped him modify it,” Jackie said. “You haven’t noticed? Big tires? A lift? Hard to miss.”

“I’ve been busy with the cottage,” I said, wondering why I was having to defend myself. But if he’d done that to the Beemer, it was possible we might be able to make it out. The engine certainly had enough power, and Reggie was a genius with cars. Luke’s van was electric, all-wheel drive, and had high clearance. “All right. Let’s get him loaded.”

As we headed for the trap door to go down, the satphone vibrated. Figuring it was emergency services, I pulled it out as Jackie disappeared down the ladder. There was no identifier for whoever was calling.

I answered anyway. “Hello?”

“Pike?” A woman’s voice asked. She had an accent; one I couldn’t place.

“Who is this?”

“You are not Pike?” the woman asked.

“Who the hell is this?” I demanded.

“Where are you?”

“Who is this?”

There was a long silence, just the crackle of the transmission. Then the connection was severed.

Great, I thought. But there were more immediate concerns right now.
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“We can’t go back to Rocky Start,” I said to Rose.

We were in a cheap motel room, not far from the Asheville hospital where Pike had undergone successful surgery on his leg. It was the only lodging available at the moment as the town was full of refugees from the flooding in the mountains.

For four hours yesterday, I’d led a small convoy out of town, picking our way along the two-lane hardtop. It had sometimes narrowed to one lane as the Little Melvin tore away at the edges, but we’d made it to Bearton just in time before the road was completely washed away. The going had been easier after that, no longer next to the river. We’d made it to Asheville and Pike had been rushed into surgery.

The Ferrels had followed us, unveiling a brand-new high clearance four-wheel drive electric mail truck we’d never seen before. It seemed they’d been saving it for rainy day. Fortunately for them, they’d kept it charged up. Luke had brought Jackie in his electric van after they made sure no one was left in town.

“We have to go back,” Rose said.

I pointed at the muted TV which was showing signs of destruction throughout the Smokies. “The road’s gone, Rose. Rocky Start is going to be a ghost town until they open it back up.”

“The cottage?” she asked.

“We won’t know.”

We’d worked on it all winter and now it was probably worse than when we’d started renovating the abandoned place. A single tear appeared in Rose’s left eye. Why the left, I wondered, which was a stupid thing to think at the moment. I took her in my arms and told her that everything was all right, but, really, it wasn’t.

“It was in bad shape before,” I said. “So we start over. Make it even better.”

Rose shook her head and pulled away to look at me. “Not for a while. The town comes first.”

“Nothing can be done with anything until the roads are repaired and we can bring in heavy equipment,” I told Rose.

I didn’t add that without Herc acting like God in DC protecting Rocky Start, we were at the mercy of civilian governments in two states that for years had been held at arm’s reach. Wrapped in every victory is the bitterness of the price paid. And Rocky Start was very low on both Tennessee and North Carolina’s priority list for help.

“How long before we can go back?” she asked.

“Months,” I said.

I’d been deployed overseas in various disaster areas. It was always worse than it looked on the screen and right now what we were seeing on the screen was pretty damn bad.

“Oh hell,” Rose said, summing it all up.
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Sitting in a hotel room made me twitchy. It reminded me of weeks and months spent in safe houses and surveillance posts around the globe. And the down time between missions which had never been a good interlude for me. Rose spent a lot of time with Coral, who spent a lot of time in the hospital visiting Pike. So I spent a lot of time alone.

We’d upgraded to a nice hotel. A wad of cash to the concierge can work wonders. But as far as going with them to the hospital, I only made short trips there.

I hate hospitals. It’s where people go when they’re sick or dying. Yes, I know. Duh. But my sixth sense, which had saved me from several ambushes, picked up the vibe of pain and suffering and, more than anything, despair. So I skipped out on most of that. Pike would be okay as long as he didn’t screw up the rehab. He was a tough old coot and was sort of embarrassed to be confined to a bed so my goal was to lessen his embarrassment.

This afternoon I wandered around, walking the streets. I paused outside a bar and then it struck me. I was in a bad place. Not Asheville. Not even the hospital which I was avoiding. I was without purpose. I felt like a shark; I had to keep moving or else. For me, the bad or else had been drinking. When I’d initially retired and moved into the mountains of Colorado to my ‘dream’ cabin, it had taken less than two weeks before I was drinking every day. You can only stare at the trees so long.

I’d had problems with it before, usually when I was in stand-down between missions. But on missions I’d always had something more important that had kept me in check. I can prioritize. It had gotten so bad in the cabin that even Herc had intervened and sent me on my Appalachian Trail trek to get sober. That he had ulterior motives became clear with subsequent events, but I’d found Rose, so it was worth being deceived. And then we’d had the trouble in Rocky Start to deal with. We’d cleared out the psychotic female ex-operative wanting her Russian microfiche, the town’s resident serial killer and finally Herc (yes, a lot happened and I was busy).

Then Rose and I had moved across the river and busted our ass renovating the old cottage all winter. Rescuing it from the encroaching wilderness and time. Arguing about how to put up sheetrock. Until the storm.

Now?

I turned away and walked back to the hotel. Rose, Coral and Jackie were in the lobby bar, sharing a drink. They must have just gotten back from the hospital. As soon as she saw me coming Rose started to get up, but I waved her to sit back down and joined them.

“How’s Pike?” I asked.

“Much better,” Coral said. “He’ll be out of critical care tomorrow. It is going to be difficult to keep him from hurting himself before he’s healed.”

I nodded. “We’re like that, Coral. You know that.”

She frowned. “I know. But he’s old. He will heal slower than he desires. I will have to be hard on him.”

“You’d better be,” Jackie said. “People have to understand their limitations. He was very lucky with the break, but it was spiral and those are really slow to heal. If he screws it up, he might never walk again.”

I ordered a coke from the waitress. The women had glasses of wine in front of them. I didn’t feel that desire I’d had outside the bar, but I did feel the restlessness. I also had enough awareness to realize Rose was troubled. I wondered if she was picking up my negative vibe and reflecting it. I’d read about that somewhere, probably one of those books Rose had.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her.

“Poppy called while we were at the hospital,” Rose told me.

“How’s she doing?”

Rose shook her head. “She loves visiting the city, but she’s really upset that she wasn’t there to help move stuff in Oddities and that it’s flooded.”

“We got as much moved as possible,” I said.

“She wants to go check on the place,” Rose said. “I explained to her that wasn’t going to be possible for at least a month.”

“More than that,” I said which earned me a sharp glance from Jackie.

“You should go to her,” Coral suggested. “And visit New York City. Everyone needs to go there at least once. So many museums. And the art. You’ll love it. You need a vacation, Rose. As long as I’ve known you it has always been work, work, work. Oz was a task master. You never left Rocky Start. Take a break. There will be plenty of work to do once the roads are opened. We will have a very busy summer.”

Unsaid was the fact Rose hadn’t been able to leave Rocky Start due to a warrant for her arrest. That had been taken care of, but that reminded me of something.

Jackie seconded that. “I love the city. I did a rotation there. Really, Rose, you’d have a great time.”

Rose glanced at me. “I also talked to Lian. She says there’s plenty of room for you and me to stay at Rowan’s place.”

Rowan. The investigative reporter who’d come to Rocky Start on the trail of our serial killer. Good-looking, rich, suave and debonair, I think that’s the word, and now with Rose’s best friend Lian. I’d rather get staked out on an ant-pile. And there was a bigger problem I’d remembered when thinking about Rose’s warrant. A practical one.

“I’m wanted in New York,” I said.

“’Wanted’?” Rose repeated. “For what? Like criminal wanted?”

Jackie and Coral were both staring at me. Coral with a knowing look, Jackie more an evaluating one, which I’d noticed she tended to do. It was the doctor in her.

“It’s complicated,” I said. “Years ago, I did a job for Herc that required, well, extreme measures. Stopped a terrorist attack, but not exactly in a legal way and then I had to extract a foreign asset who helped me that the cops wanted. And in doing so, I stepped on some toes in the NYPD counter-terrorism unit. Stole their glory. Broke a few laws while doing so, but it was necessary to save lives. And save the asset. So I’m on their watch list. Bureaucratic bullshit, but very legal. The way things are now with facial recognition and CCTV surveillance, it’s not a good place for me to show up. Without Herc providing cover . . .” I shook my head.

Rose understood, given she’d had a warrant for her arrest for many years. “Then we’ll just stay here and⁠—”

“No,” I said, cutting her off. “You go. Be with Poppy. You do need a break.”

“What will you do?” Rose asked.

I answered before I’d thought it through. “Finish the trail.”

Rose smiled. “Mad Max. Always finishing what he starts. Your last two attempts got sidetracked.”

“Third time’s the charm,” I said.

“I don’t know,” Rose said. “I can stay here with you. Wait it out. Then go back to Rocky Start.”

“We’ll drive each other crazy,” I said. I noticed the look Jackie gave me and I amended my statement. “I’ll drive you crazy, Rose. I’m crawling out of my skin here doing nothing.”

Rose was about to say something when her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen. “Poppy,” she said and got up and walked away, taking the call.

“Restless and irritable and discontent,” Jackie said to me.

“What?”

“You said you’re crawling out of your skin,” Jackie said.

“And?”

Coral spoke up. “Pike had a drinking problem for years when I first met him. He used to go on benders. I wish he would have stopped earlier.” She indicated her wine. “I probably imbibe too much, but I’m European. We get special dispensation.”

“What does this have to do with drinking?” I asked, which, of course, showed my irritation.

“It’s a symptom of our old life,” Coral said. “I’ve noticed that you never drink. Such absolutism often stems from something.”

“I just don’t like it.”

“Bullshit,” Jackie said. “Hell, a lot of doctors are the same, except for us, it’s usually pills. Since we have easy access to them. I had a bad year after my divorce. Then I just threw myself into my work harder to try to get straight.”

“Did it work?”

“For a little while,” Jackie said. “But ultimately, I had to face it.”

“And?”

“I had to find someone outside of me I cared more about. Actually, more than one someone. I had Hester who I love more than anything, but I had to expand that. Care about people. The world beyond my small space.”

“I care about people,” I said, which caused Coral to chuckle.

“Max, you’re like Pike,” Coral said. “You’d die trying to save someone, but you’d prefer not to have a conversation doing it. You don’t even need to know their name. I literally had to kick Pike out the door every day to be the law in Rocky Start. Everyone knew he was the enforcer, but he had to go out there and show it. Talk to people. He hated it for a long time. But, then, eventually, he started to enjoy it. Talk to people. Get to know them. And when he did, his drinking receded too because he had something bigger than just sitting around. And it kept the peace better than reacting. Being proactive.”

“I don’t—” I began, but Jackie cut me off.

“When you walked the Trail before, did you do it alone?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Did you talk to other hikers?” Jackie pressed. “The trail angels?”

Trail angels were people who for some reason, waited at spots along the trail, usually trailheads where they could park, and helped hikers, usually with food and drink or transportation into town. Irritating people who wanted to, like, have conversations while helping.

I fidgeted. “Not really. That’s not the point. The goal is to cover⁠—”

“To get to the end,” Jackie said. She shook her head. “I get it. You’re a goal person. But if you don’t have one, then what?”

That was exactly the problem, and I didn’t feel like answering. I didn’t want to tell her I’d shadow walked the trail, going out of my way to avoid others. Never camping at one of the many shelters. I used to get off the trail if Maggs alerted me that someone was coming. I’d also avoided the trail angels since they didn’t have anything I needed. I hiked self-sufficient.

“And when you accomplish the goal,” Jackie continued, “what then? Another goal? What happens when you and Rose finish the cottage?”

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Plus, we were going to have to start over again on the cottage.

“What you should—” Jackie started but she was interrupted by Rose coming back.

“Poppy got really excited about the possibility of me coming to New York,” Rose said and I could tell she was a much happier person than the woman she’d been five minutes ago. She looked around the table. “What’s wrong?”

Jackie answered. “We were just discussing how nice it would be for Max to finish his through hike while you’re in New York.”

Rose brightened up. “Oh. That would be great. You’ve talked about the Trail a lot,” she said to me. “And you always finish what you start.” She nodded. “I’d feel a lot better if you were doing something you enjoyed while I was with Poppy.”

I had a feeling there was more to it than that. I had a feeling that the women had been talking about me. Yeah, I had feelings contrary to what they might think.
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I went to the bar to settle the tab since the waitress was busy. I was surprised when Jackie came with me.

“I texted Luke,” she said. “He said he’ll drive you to Springer Mountain after Rose leaves for New York.”

“You seem in a rush to get rid of me,” I said.

“No,” Jackie said. “In fact, I don’t think it’s a good idea if you walk the trail like you did before. Nothing will change.”

“Why does anything have to change?”

“You’re literally vibrating, Max. I can feel it come off you in waves.”

“I said I was crawling out of my skin,” I said, getting even more irritated. “I don’t need everyone piling on.”

“I know you love Rose,” Jackie said. “As Coral said. You’d do anything for her. You’ve put your life on the line for her. But can you love her when you’re not in crisis or working your ass off? Can you love her in peace and quiet?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I peeled off some cash and put it down on the bar. I hadn’t used a credit card or anything that could be electronically traced in decades.

“Pike’s done as the law in Rocky Start,” Jackie said. “We need you to take his place.”

“I’m already doing that,” I said.

“You passed it off to Marley and had him walk the town in your place,” Jackie said. “He’s too young. He doesn’t have the respect you’ve earned.”

I turned and faced her. “And? What?”

“Do the Trail, Max. But do it different.”

“Different how?”

“Make it about people. Every day talk to someone new.”

I was shaking my head before the second sentence was done. “That’s not⁠—”

“It will change you, Max. For the better. For the better for Rose. You love her, but can you love her in the way she needs? She needs a peaceful Max. Who isn’t vibrating in place.”

“What does talking to people have to do with that?”

“You’ll see.”

I hated when people said that. “Are you a shrink now, too?” I asked.

“I have a degree in social work,” Jackie said. “And you need work on social.”

She had a point. I’d never been a people person. I’d killed a lot more people than those I could count as friends. In fact, the only friends I had were the people I’d met in Rocky Start. My old life hadn’t exactly encouraged getting all buddy-buddy when your buddy likely had a pretty short life expectancy. Luke was my friend now and we’d done jobs together in the past, but between the last op we’d done together and running into him in Rocky Start, we hadn’t been in contact. It was the way that life was.

“Promise me, Max,” Jackie. She smiled to take some of the bite out of this. “Hell, with Maggs at your side, you’ll have no problem meeting people. They’ll talk to her if they won’t talk to you.”

What the hell did I owe her? “Sure. One person a day.” What the hell? I could feel the tension in my jaw and I forced myself to relax.
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Luke drove us in his electric minivan to the airport. I’d made fun of his van once but subsequent events had forced me to the see the error of my ways. It was a wonderful van, very useful, good for the environment and had the plus of a locker full of weapons in the rear behind the last row of seats.

Plus, it was Luke’s. Making fun of anything of Luke’s was never a good idea.

We wouldn’t need the weapons. We were dropping Rose off for her flight to New York City. I actually wished I was going with her, but I couldn’t take the chance. I suppose I could drive there, paying cash for gas, avoiding toll roads, staying off the grid, but that would be a major pain in the ass. Plus, once I was there, I’d have to avoid all the CCTVs. Most people have no idea how pervasive the technology has gotten and in places like New York City, which had suffered several terrorist attacks, facial recognition was used extensively, constantly scanning, identifying, cataloguing. Every bridge and tunnel had it. An invasion of privacy but a necessary one for a target-rich environment such as the Big Apple. For someone like me, staying off the cameras would be a nightmare. I’d have to swim the Hudson.

“Are you going to be all right?” Rose asked for the third time since we’d left the hotel.

I was sitting with her in the row behind Luke. Jackie was in the front passenger seat. Both of them acting like they couldn’t hear us. We’d left Maggs back at the hotel.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

“’Fine’,” Rose repeated. “You always say that.”

I didn’t want to get in a fight. We’d had a discussion, more a one way talk from Rose to me, about what Jackie had suggested. Talking to someone new every day. Expanding my social horizon. Honestly, I’d kind of deep-sixed the idea once we’d bought Rose’s plane tickets.

Rose had not. She had a memory like an elephant. A female elephant. I’m sure male elephants forgot where they put things in the fridge too.

“Maybe text me when you can about who you meet, Max,” Rose said.

It was not a question nor a ‘maybe’.

“This is sounding more and more like a punishment,” I said.

Rose shook her head. “No, Max. The fact you think that is exactly why you have to do it.”

Luke and Jackie were no longer pretending they didn’t hear. Jackie was half turned in her seat toward us. Luke was glancing in the rear-view mirror. I felt cornered. And out numbered.

“Sure,” I said. “Okay. But there’s a lot of places along the trail that don’t have cell service and⁠—”

Luke cut me off. “You have Pike’s satphone.”

Whose side was he on?

I noticed the sign for the airport exit. Thank God. I looked out the window, trying to figure out why this upset me so much. Trying not to focus on the fact Rose was leaving, and I wouldn’t see her for a while.

“How long will it take you to get to where you left off?” Rose asked.

I’d stopped my last attempt after leaving Rocky Start when I was attacked by two mercenaries trying to kill me. As good a reason as any.

“It’s around 196 from Springer Mountain to what used to be Clingman’s Dome,” I said. “It’s called Kuwohi now. I got ambushed just past the mountaintop along the trail.”

Luke chuckled. “That’s pretty specific, Max. Sounds like you’ve done your homework.”

“Let’s make a deal,” Rose said. “You keep walking, and meeting people, until you get there. I’ll come and get you.”

I didn’t see how that was a deal. “Sure.”

Rose sighed. “Max.”

“Yes?”

“I’m excited about going to New York and seeing Poppy. Are you excited about the trail? Walking it. Not about finishing it.”

“Of course.”

She met Jackie’s eyes and they both shook their head.

Luke laughed. “Mad Max. Don’t kill anyone.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

We pulled up to departures. “This is it,” Luke announced.

I got out and went around, helping Rose grab her bag. She didn’t have much, since we’d had to evacuate. Pretty much the stuff she’d bought in Asheville. And a bunch of cash from Oz’s stash he’d left for her.

Luke and Jackie remained in the minivan.

I faced Rose. “I’m going to miss you.”

Rose smiled. “I’m going to miss you too, Max.”

We hugged and she whispered in my ear. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I said.

As we stepped apart, her parting words were, “You’re good at reading situations, Max. Try reading the people.”

I watched her walk through the doors into the airport and wondered if this was going to be the opposite of one of those Hallmark movies. In this case a small-town gal goes to the big city and falls in love with some slick Wall Street guy in a fancy suit leaving behind poorly dressed, ex-covert-operative in the wilderness talking to trees.

She must have sensed something because she turned and blew me kiss.
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Luke was late. We’d agreed to hit the road for Georgia at 5:30 so we could make it to the start of the Trail late in the morning and I could get a good start on the trail for my first day.

It was 0600 and no sign of him. I didn’t call his cell or his room. I just sat with Maggs, waiting. My ruck was packed. And repacked. And repacked again. It had reminded me of going on an op. We always packed our rucks multiple times, getting rid of anything deemed extraneous. The priorities were usually ammunition, grenades and other munitions. I had none of that for this trip, other than two pistols I’d borrowed from Luke’s stash and a couple of mags. Still, I’d pared my gear down to the basics. I’d learned a lot on my previous Trail iterations about what was needed. I remembered how on deployments we’d lighten meal packets, getting rid of extra weight such as a plastic spoon. You only needed one.

Of course, when you only packed one, that meant you were sure to lose it by day 2.

Since I’d lost all my gear with the Pathfinder, I’d had to go to REI and buy new stuff, which bothered me. It was like going into a war zone with a brand-new clean combat vest, unsoiled by dust and sweat and usually blood; suggesting you were a newbie.

At 7:42 there was a knock on the door. I opened it and Luke stood there. He looked happy and well-rested.

“You’re late,” I said.

“I’m doing you a favor,” Luke calmly replied as Maggs ran over to him and rubbed up against his leg. He reached down and rubbed behind her ears. “Who’s a good girl, huh Maggs?”

“Traitor,” I muttered as I grabbed my ruck.

“Jackie wanted me to stay in bed,” Luke said. “So, I stayed in bed.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

Luke looked at me. “First lesson, Grasshopper. You’re not on the clock. There’s nowhere you need to be at any certain time. A radical concept, I know. But the more you accept it, the better it will get.”

“I don’t think—” I started but Luke held up his hand.

“Max, how much training did you go through in the Army and after? Ranger School. Special Forces Q-Course. At the Farm with the Agency. All those other schools like mountain climbing, scout swim, scuba, jumpmaster, sniper. Did they change you?”

“Well, yeah.”

“So why do you doubt that doing this will change you?”

I hadn’t thought of it that way. A training exercise.

Luke wasn’t done. “You’re a lucky man, Max. Act like it. Best thing that ever happened to you was walking into Rocky Start and meeting Rose. You know how many of our contemporaries, the one who’ve survived as long as we have, end up all alone, eating their own gun?”

“Well, you’re just a bundle of joy.”

“That’s exactly what Jackie told me this morning.” Luke smiled. “Come on.”

We trooped downstairs and loaded the minivan. I tossed my ruck in the rear. Maggs had the back row to herself and settled down. I took the passenger seat up front.

Then Luke started talking as we drove off, which was unusual.

“You know what helped me?” Luke asked and didn’t wait for an answer. “My son, of course. Darius was young and needed taking care of. It isn’t the same with you and Poppy. She’s older. Hell, Poppy is more mature than you on most things, Max. But what also really changed me was helping out and coaching the Bearton football team.”

Then it hit me. “Hold on. You all have been talking about me, haven’t you? Has this been some sort of group intervention?”

“We talk about you because we give a shit about you, Max.”

“Right.” I looked away and watched the countryside as we headed southeast. Luckily, Luke fell silent and the late winter, early spring countryside passed by.

To get to the southern start point of the Appalachian Trail from Asheville, you drive through the mountains of western North Carolina and into northern Georgia. That side of the Smokies hadn’t been hit anywhere near as hard as Rocky Start, so we were able to take that route.

“Remember Mountain Phase?” Luke asked me as we passed into Georgia. He was referring to the second phase of Ranger School, based out of Dahlonega, not far from Springer Mountain. In fact, Camp Merrill was only a couple of miles from the start point. And Ranger patrols occasionally crossed the Trail, but usually in the dead of night, stumbling around in the dark.

“Not something it’s easy to forget,” I said. Ranger school was two months of suck but a rite of passage for those officers going into the Infantry in the Army. It seemed forever ago.

“The good old days,” Luke said, “when we were young and manly. You know, Max, that the life we led wasn’t normal right?”

“Duh,” I said.

“The problem is that a normal life is abnormal for us,” he continued.

I bit back another ‘duh’.

“In fact, we are socially stunted,” Luke said. “Look at this as your unstunting.”

“That’s not even a word.”

“Destunting.”

“Still not a real word.”

“Growth, Max. You’re gonna grow.”

“Right.”

“You’re going to blossom as a person, Max. I can feel it.”

“Right.”

Maggs was in the back seat, sleeping. Probably storing up energy for the trek ahead. Or ignoring us.

My Satphone buzzed with a text message. I pulled it out. Rose had arrived safely in New York and had a restful night. I texted her back that we were on the road and wrote that all was fine. Poppy had tried to show me those little symbol things that young people used, but it was too complicated. We had words for a reason.

Eventually, we pulled into the parking area at Amicalola Falls. I was surprised, and chagrined, to see that there were a bunch of other cars here—early season thru-hikers, with shiny new gear and optimism. I had the shiny new gear.

Luke killed the engine and we get out. I shouldered my pack. What we would call a ‘nerf’ ruck. Not overloaded with ammo or munitions. Just the things I’d need for the Trail. It settled onto my back like a familiar weight. Shouldering a ruck is a movement that had been ingrained in me, and I realized that Luke might have something with his training analogy.

“Watch your six out there, Max,” Luke said.

“Always do."

I could tell he wanted to say something more. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. I clipped Maggs’ leash on, since there were other people in the parking lot and some people get nervous around her. She could roam free once I got going.

“What?” I finally asked him.

“For men like us,” Luke said, “having a woman like Rose around us is priceless. But here’s the dangerous thing, Max. What I want you to keep in mind. Even if you don’t change, Rose will hang with you. That’s who she is. But it will be hard on her instead of what it could be. Something good. After all, she hung with Oz and he was a miserable old coot, even if he did take care of her and Poppy. He certainly didn’t bring much joy into her life. So make this worthwhile, buddy. If not for you, for her.”
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After Luke drove off, leaving me with a load of guilt heavier than my ruck, I looked around. The stone arch at Amicalola Falls State Park was crowded with hikers, all taking their ‘start of the Trail’ photos. Families posing. Solo hikers asking strangers to capture the moment. Couples with arms around each other, grinning at cameras. As if starting mattered. It was making it to the end that counted.

I headed around, keeping to the edge of the parking area, Maggs walking beside me on her best behavior.

“Excuse me!” A woman in her thirties approached, holding out her phone. “Would you mind taking our picture? Under the arch?”

“Sure.” I took the phone.

She and her husband/partner/friend/whoever posed, arms raised in triumph, as if they were finishing, not starting. I took several shots, then handed the phone back.

“Thank you,” she said. “Would you like us to get one of you and your dog? You should have a memory of your start.” Hell no, I thought. AI was scouring the internet constantly for pictures of people like me.

I had one already. In my head. “I’m good. Thanks though.”

“Are you sure? It’s such a great spot. Everyone gets their photo here.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

She looked like she wanted to push, but something in my expression stopped her. Rose had told me my face doesn’t invite conversation. She backed off. “Okay. Well, good luck out there!”

I nodded and moved farther away, toward the trailhead, away from the crowd. Luck had nothing to do with it. One foot in front of the other was the key.

One guy—maybe mid-twenties, long hair, gaunt—was filming everything on his cell phone, narrating his journey for what I assumed was YouTube or social media or the Tok thing. At this rate, I might as well have gone to New York City given the effort I had to go to avoid becoming a backdrop in his film.

“Hey man!” He approached with the confidence of someone who'd never met a stranger trying to kill him. I kept my head turned until he was too close to catch my face. “I’m Charlie. I’m documenting my journey. The big rehab walk. Like that movie Wild. Can I get you in my shot? Just for a second? I’m documenting everyone who’s starting today. Like a time capsule thing. And your dog looks really cool. People love dogs.”

“No.” He didn’t look too healthy. His skin was pale and his gear second-hand. He wore an old denim jacket with a lot of patches sewn on it. That wasn’t going to work out too well the first time it got wet. I wondered how far into his rehab he was.

“Come on, just a quick⁠—"

“No. Sorry.” There I’d thrown in a little politeness.

“Dude, it's for⁠—”

“I said no.” My voice was flat, final. I hated people calling me ‘dude’, too.

He backed off, hands up. “Okay, okay. Chill. It’s all good. No problem.”

I watched him film other hikers instead, all of them happy to wave at his camera, share their names, talk about their goals. Normal people with normal lives who could afford to have their faces on the internet. Primarily, I was avoiding being caught in everyone’s background shot so it was causing me to hang around longer than I wanted to.

I noticed a woman also with a dog avoiding the arch and the others. She was maybe fifty, weathered in the way that came from sun and time rather than neglect, with gray threading through auburn hair that had mostly escaped its bun. The dog was old, a yellow lab whose snout was almost pure white. They were both moving slow. She walked around the group, paying no attention to the people and disappeared up the trail. For some reason, no one approached her.

I remembered my sort of promise to talk to someone but not here in this cluster. There were probably ten or fifteen through hikers getting ready to go. I thought about various military courses I’d gone through where at the start the cadre would come out and tell you ‘look to the left, look to the right, one of you won’t be here in a week’. I realized it had never once occurred to me that the one who wouldn’t be there could be me. But looking over the people here, I could almost pick out who’d be quitting within the first week.

Then I forced myself to stop judging. Rose had told me people can surprise you. So I was going to let myself be surprised. I tried making myself think they would all make it to Katahdin.

There. I was changing already.

But it was lie. Some of them wouldn’t.

I walked around the arch, not through. There was a wood sign: 8.8 miles to Springer Mountain. 2,190 miles to Mount Katahdin.

Maggs looked up expectantly. She knew the deal.

I scratched behind her ears. “You ready for this?”

She wagged her tail.

“That’s what I thought.”

I felt a vibration in my rucksack. I slid it off and opened an outer pocket. The Satphone was ringing. I had it, and my cell phone, in a Faraday bag, but I hadn’t sealed it this morning when packing, so I could get the text from Rose.

I pulled the Satphone out, overwhelmed with a wave of fear that something had happened to Rose.

I hit the on. “Hello?”

There was silence, but someone was on the other end.

“Rose?” I asked.

Nothing.

“Who is this?” I demanded.

“Pike? Where is Pike?”

“Who is this?”

“You are not Pike.”

Then there was a click as the line went dead.

A mystery. I hated those. Someone had Pike’s satellite number from the past. Someone who had the capability to be alerted when it became active. Since Herc was dead, I had no idea who that might be. Pike had been retired for a long time, so I didn’t think it was a problem. Probably someone just noticing a blip from the past and wanting to figure out what was going on. Some pencil pushing geek in a cubicle.

I put the satphone back in the Faraday bag, sealed it, and then in the ruck.

“Excuse me?”

I turned. An elderly woman with a kind face and no ruck smiled at me. A trail angel already?

“I couldn't help but notice you helped someone with their photo but won’t let anyone take yours.” She tilted her head. “Are you camera shy?”

I’m getting-killed-by-someone-from-my-past shy, I thought. “Something like that.”

“Well, that’s a shame. You should have at least one photo from your start. Even if you never share it with anyone." She pulled out an old-style disposable camera. “Remember these? No digital footprint. I use them for my personal memories.”

I looked at the camera. At her gentle expression. At Maggs, who was wagging her tail at this nice old lady.

“Why do you think it’s important?” I asked.

“Because moments matter. And twenty years from now, when you’re old like me, you'll want to remember what you looked like when you were brave enough to start walking two thousand miles.” She smiled. “I won’t share it. I won’t even develop it if you don’t want me to. But you should have the option.” She reached into a pocket and produced a card with just a phone number on it. “If you have second thoughts, you can call me and I’ll develop it and mail it to wherever you live.”

“I appreciate that, but⁠—"

“Let me guess. Witness protection? Bad divorce? Just really value your privacy?”

“Complicated past.”

“Ah. Those are always the most interesting people.”

I reconsidered. Rose might want a picture eventually. “All right.” Maggs and I stood still and she snapped a couple of shots of us, manually forwarding the film in the cheap disposable camera.

“Thank you. Just text me and let me know where you want the pictures sent.” She tucked the camera away. “Well, young man, I hope you find what you're looking for out there. You and your lovely dog.”

“Thank you.”

She started to walk away, then turned back. “One more thing?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever you're running from or hiding from—and I know you are, I can see it in your eyes—remember that it’s awfully hard to move forward when you’re constantly looking backward.”

Hell, I wasn’t running from anything right now. One of the few times I wasn’t, but I didn’t say anything about that. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Plus you have to look back to cover your six. That’s where your six is.

“Good. Safe travels.”

I watched her go, this stranger who’d somehow seen right through me in thirty seconds. Then I brightened. I’d talked to someone I could text Rose about when I got around to it. A woman who took old style photos at the start of the Trail. Today was covered.

She went and talked to someone else.

Maggs nudged my hand.

I started walking.

No digital trail. No evidence I'd ever been here except if I asked for it. Pretty much like my entire adult life before Rocky Start and Rose.

Photos were just proof you'd been somewhere.

Walking was the actual being there.

I let Maggs off the leash once we were out of sight. She trotted ahead, tail wagging, completely unconcerned with documentation or evidence or digital footprints.

Since it was late March, the trees were still leafless, even this far south. In fact, there was a chance there might be snow at the higher elevations ahead if the weather turned bad. One of the reasons I’d initially done north to south was to hit the fall here in the Smokies where they were at peak foliage. Now it was just gray and dreary.

Those starting today were among the first to head north; although I imagined there were dozens already on the trail. I had no idea how many people attempted to through hike the trail every year. Or how many finished.

What did it matter what others did?

I actually doubted I’d go all the way to Katahdin. Making it to where I’d been ambushed late last year would mean I’d done the entire Trail, albeit in three parts. I figured the road to Rocky Start would be open in about a month and we could get to work cleaning the town up and rebuilding.

“Let’s go,” I said to Maggs.
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In the middle of the afternoon, Maggs alerted, which meant someone was ahead. During my previous two trips on the Trail, I would respond to that by getting off the trail and bypassing whoever it was. Sometimes that had meant some harsh bushwhacking. Once in a while, in tight spots, I’d be forced to stay on the trail. In those cases, I’d just lower my head, pick up my pace, and push on through with a grunt of greeting.

Maggs looked at me, wanting to know which way we were going.

I nodded my head for her to keep moving on the trail. We’d just passed Springer Mountain after covering that 8.8 miles to the start point in a leisurely three and a half hours. Now we were on the official Appalachian Trail and had just notched 1.7 miles.

I was probably going to have to stop counting the miles so obsessively.

Maggs’ ears perked forward as she trotted beside me, the long black fur of her shoulders rippling with each step, her nose up. The trail opened into a small clearing where the woman with the Lab sat on a fallen log, her pack propped against a tree. The dog lay at her feet.

The old dog's head lifted at our approach, and his tail gave a single, polite thump. Maggs stopped immediately at my side without command, her training evident in the way she held position, alert but calm.

The woman was giving the dog water from a small collapsible rubber bowl. She forced a pill down the dog’s throat. Then it lapped up more water.

“Afternoon,” I said, slowing my pace, then stopping.

The woman glanced up, her eyes a pale blue that seemed simultaneously sharp and distant. They moved from me to Maggs and back again. “Afternoon.” Her voice was hoarse, like she hadn't used it in a while. “Beautiful shepherd.”

“Thanks.” I watched as Maggs' tail began a slow wag, reading the other dog. My instinct was to pass on by. I fought that back. “Mind if Maggs says hello? She's got better manners than most people I know.” Better than me at least.

The woman’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “Boone would like that. He’s friendly, just . . . slow.”

I gave the release command with a small hand signal, and Maggs moved forward with careful dignity, approaching the old Lab with her head slightly lowered, respectful. Boone struggled to his feet with visible effort, and the two dogs touched noses, Maggs keeping perfectly still while the older dog sniffed her with wheezy interest.

“How’s he doing?” I asked, gesturing to Boone's stiff movements.

“Fine. Just old. I have to make sure he stays hydrated and takes his pills. Your girl’s well trained.”

“Working dog background.” Military working dog, but I didn’t see the need to share that.

Boone lay back down and the woman moved the water bowl so he could reach it easily.

I knew I should keep moving. That was the plan—hike my miles, sleep, repeat and I’d already talked to someone today so that box was checked. Even gotten some life advice. And my picture taken which was a real break of protocol. Yay me. But Rose's voice echoed in my head, and there was something about the way the woman's shoulders curved inward, protective, that made me stop. I unslung my pack, slower than necessary, buying time.

“Mind if I take a short break here?”

“Free country.” She didn't look up, dismissing me without rudeness, focused on her dog. “Though technically we might be on National Forest land, so there's probably some bureaucrat who’d disagree. Rules and regulations and all that.”

I settled onto a rock a respectful distance away and pulled out my water bottle. Maggs returned to my side and lay down with her head on her paws, dark eyes tracking between me and the other two. The silence stretched between us, not quite comfortable but not hostile either. Boone's breathing was audible, a slight wheeze on the exhale.

I forced myself to speak. “I’m Max. This is Maggs.”

“Claire. And that's Boone." She finally looked up, and there was something challenging in her gaze, daring me to judge. “He's twelve. The vet said I was crazy to bring him.” She paused. “Actually, the vet used significantly more technical language, but crazy was definitely implied.”

“What do vets know?” I said, though privately I agreed with the vet. Maggs was four and in her prime—watching the old Lab labor to stand had been hard even for me.

Claire pulled a treat out of her pack and fed it to Boone. “You thru-hiking?”

“That's the plan.” I wasn’t going to get into my previous two attempts on the Trail. Maine to Rocky Start and Rose. Rocky Start to two mercenaries trying to kill me and back to Rocky Start. And Rose. “You?”

She shook her head. “Boone would never make that. Trying to get to Fontana Dam. That would complete what Boone and my son—” She abruptly broke off, as if she were about to divulge some secret. “What we want to get done.”

Boone struggled to his feet again, and I caught the way Claire’s hand hovered near his hindquarters, ready to help but not helping yet. Preserving dignity.

The Lab looked over at us, and I could see the cloudiness in his eyes, the gray around his muzzle. Twelve was old for a Lab, especially one hauling himself up and down mountains. I found myself wondering if Claire could see the same calculation I was making—how much time the old dog realistically had left. If she’d talked to a vet she knew what was going on. So something was off here.

Boone began sniffing all around; something dogs loved. New smells. Definitely in the right place for that. The dog seemed happy despite the stiffness. Better than lying in a cage, I thought. I could see myself in old age wandering the trail, sniffing things, taking in the sights, probably falling off a cliff. There were worse places.

Claire stood, brushing dirt from her pants. “We should get moving. Afternoon when it’s warm is the best time for him.”

I rose too, recognizing dismissal. Maggs stood immediately, shaking out her coat. But something made me pause—maybe Rose's voice, maybe the way Boone's tail had wagged when Maggs approached. “Probably see you around, Claire.”

“Probably.” She shouldered her pack with practiced efficiency, then clipped a leash to Boone's harness. “Your dog has good manners.”

“Yours too.”

Something flickered across her face. “He was my son’s dog, actually. But he’s mine now.” She said it quickly, like ripping off a bandaid, then turned away before I could respond.

Before I could think of what to say, she was moving up the trail, the words hanging in the air like smoke, slowly fading away. Her pace was deliberately slow, matching herself to the dog’s stiff gait. Boone’s tail wagged slightly as he walked, and her hand drifted down occasionally to touch his head, as if reassuring herself he was still there.

I stood in the clearing for a long moment after they disappeared around the bend, Maggs pressed against my leg. In my old life, I would have already catalogued everything: the past tense when she spoke of her son, the wedding ring she still wore, the old dog. I should have left before her, then I could leave her behind, never see her again.

I looked down at Maggs, who gazed back with those intelligent dark eyes, waiting.

I gave Claire and Boone fifteen minutes.

“Come on, girl,” I said quietly, shouldering my pack.

I took the trail, but moving slow.
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I stopped early, well before dark. There was a shelter not far past Springer Mountain where most through-hikers spent their first night. I didn’t want to spend my first night in one. Hell, I didn’t want to spend any nights in them, but I’d save that agony for another day.

I figured I’d done enough talking for one day. I’d actually had conversations with two people in one day which might be a record without violence being involved. Everyone had survived. I moved off the trail where I couldn’t be seen and found a level spot. Rolled out my pad and sleeping bag. The weather didn’t indicate rain, so I didn’t deploy my tent. Then I fed Maggs from her food bag, the heaviest thing I carried. I boiled some water and ate half of one of my rations.

By the time we were done, the sun was low on the horizon.

I pulled out the Faraday bag and opened it. Tried my cell phone but didn’t get a signal. I reluctantly turned on the Satphone. It took a little while to gain contact since it was an old device. I guess Pike had never seen the need to upgrade.

While I waited, I typed a brief message in.

Met an older lady

She said photos are memories

I dont have any photos

I thought about it for a moment, then realized it was too negative.

So I added

But Im making them now with you

love

Then I hit send.
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It was before dawn. BMNT as we called it in my old world. Begin Morning Nautical Twilight. I don’t know why us landlubbers were using something nautical, but I assumed it had something to do with being able to see ships’ sails in the distance or something like that. It was also the time, according to Rogers Rules of Rangering, when attack was most likely, so you were supposed to ‘stand to’ and be prepared.

While I waited for the water in my canteen cup to boil, I turned on the satphone. I fed Maggs some food. Just coffee for me to start my day. A power bar mid-morning would be something to look forward to. I considered my guns. I had a semi-automatic Glock-17 and a .22 caliber S&W Victory. The first was for protection against humans. The second for hunting along the trail. I’d kept my pack light on my previous trips by plinking small game and then cooking it and sharing it with Maggs. Since I was sticking to the trail on this one, I didn’t think I’d have much opportunity for hunting. So I stowed that one deep in my ruck. I considered the Glock, then put it back in the holster in my belt, hidden under my over-sized shirt.

One can only change so much.

The Satphone beeped as it finally made contact. An incoming message. I brought it up. No random calls. The message was from Rose.

Poppy is great

Lian says hi

U have memories

Making new ones

What does it look like?

Love

I frowned. I should have asked about Poppy.

What does it look like? Not much different than the land around Rocky Start. The trees were leafless; it would be another couple of weeks before the green started budding. Forest. Mountain. Streams in between. And yeah, I had memories, but few good ones.

I’d have to think more before I sent her my next message.

I stuffed the Satphone in the Faraday bag, sealed it, then stowed it in the ruck. Shouldered it.

“Ready?” I asked Maggs.

She was born ready.

We headed out.
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My first encounter of the day came after about four miles. Maggs alerted and then I heard someone cursing, slowly and steadily. Pretty good cuss words too. Someone with experience in the profane, who would do an old school drill sergeant proud.

We were climbing uphill and whoever was cursing was above us. We soon came upon the source sitting off to the side of the trail on a log. He was mid-to-late thirties, barrel chested, and in good shape. What was left of him at least. He had the left leg of his pants trimmed off and the leg ended above his knee. A prosthetic was in his hands and he was examining the socket with the intense focus of someone trying to fix a problem through sheer force of will. A look I was familiar with.

“You all right?” I asked, though clearly he was not.

He looked up, and I caught the flash of embarrassment before he shuttered it away with practiced ease. “Yeah, man. Just making some adjustments.” He had the look—short hair, steady gaze, the way he sized me up in about two seconds. Military, no question. If I had to guess, a Marine.

Maggs moved forward, tail wagging, because she had apparently decided that all humans needed her supervision now that we were going to be speaking to them. The guy's face softened immediately.

“She's beautiful. German Shepherd?”

Occasionally, someone mistook Maggs for a wolf, since she was all black and fierce looking.

“Yeah. Long-haired.” I unslung my pack, taking my time. “Mind if I take a break? My knees are filing a formal complaint.”

He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. “Whatever.”

I realized, belatedly that complaining about my knees probably wasn’t what someone would consider appropriate for the situation, but it was too late for that. I sat down on my ruck across the trail, pulling out my water bottle. I gave Maggs the signal to rest, and she settled beside me, though her attention stayed on the stranger. “I’m Max.”

“Tom.” He returned his attention to the prosthetic, twisting something, then trying to reattach it. His jaw was tight with concentration.

“Marines?” I asked.

“Always,” he said. He gave me the once over and frowned. “Army?”

“For a while.”

“Go to the sandbox?”

“A few times.”

He nodded at his leg. “Helmand Province.” He said it matter-of-factly, the way you'd give someone directions. “IED. Could've been worse.”

Could've been worse. The universal military understatement for ‘I almost died and only lost a leg in the process.’ And the leg was the obvious thing. Who know what else had happened to his body. And his brain. I knew guys who’d seemed completely untouched by IEDs who’d gone downhill years later from the brain trauma. But Tom seemed all there.

He finally got the prosthetic attached and stood up, testing his weight. He winced, adjusted, tried again. “You thru-hiking?”

“That’s the plan. You?”

“Trying to.” He grabbed his trekking poles—heavily modified, I noticed, with extra grip tape and what looked like custom handles. “Haven’t gotten very far yet.”

“Far enough,” I said.

He laughed, a bit bitterly. “Let’s just say I'm not breaking any speed records.”

“However far you’ve done is far enough so far.”

He frowned at that and I also tried to make sense of what I’d just said. This talking shit was hard.

“Yeah, well, tell that to my stump.” He started to test his leg, and I could see immediately that something was wrong.

“How long has the socket been rubbing?” I asked.

“Was fine when I started,” he said. “And I did several multiple day hikes before coming here. Checking it. Was always fine. I prepared. But these hills.” He shook his head. He leaned heavily on his poles. “It’s fine. Just needs to break in. Get used to the up and down.”

It was not fine. I’d seen enough injuries to recognize when someone was pushing through serious pain.

“You get it checked before you started the trail?”

He laughed. “The VA? Might as well ask a psychic. But yeah. The local VA has a room full of prosthetics. Imagine that. I think they all do. The price of freedom, right?”

“You have backup socks? Liners?”

“Yeah, I’ve got extras.” He was getting irritated at my questions. “Look, I appreciate the concern, but I’ve got this. I didn’t come out here for people to tell me what I can’t do. Had enough of that at the VA and at home.”

Maggs looked over her shoulder at me and I put my hand on her head. Everything in me wanted to push, to point out that he was clearly in trouble, that pride wasn’t going to carry him up the next mountain. But I recognized that look—the one that said he’d rather crawl the rest of the trail than admit he might need help. Plus, he was a Marine.

“Fair enough,” I said, standing and shouldering my pack. “Where you headed today?”

“There’s a shelter about three miles from here. Gooch Mountain. Figured I'd make it there by dark.” He tried to sound confident.

I nodded. “Good luck.”

“Yeah. You too.”

I could tell he wanted me gone. To take his pain alone. I waved to Maggs and we headed up hill.
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I paused as Maggs and I crested another of the many ridgelines crossing north Georgia. One positive of the trees being leafless was that the views were more open than when leafed out. I looked northeast, in the direction the trail headed overall. However, for most of the day, we’d been heading due east. The Trail went east in Georgia before turning northeast and sliding between North Carolina and Tennessee. Frankly, one of the more frustrating things about the Appalachian Trail is that as the crow flies it’s only 1,300 miles from Springer Mountain to Katahdin in Maine. But the AT is 2,200 miles. Lots of meandering and even doubling back, especially here on the southern end.

As we moved on, downhill, Maggs ears alerted to something on a trail that cut across the Appalachian. It was somewhat overgrown and there was no sign indicating a name for it, no mark blazed on a tree, like the single white mark that lined the AT. It ran north-south. I stopped and slowly scanned the area. I spotted the first camouflaged soldier about fifty meters off the trail—prone in the underbrush, rifle at the ready, so still he almost disappeared into the terrain. Almost.

The camo was good. The position was decent. But I'd been trained to see what other people missed. Maggs noticed too, her ears perking forward. I put my hand on her head, keeping her quiet. Two more Ranger students were twenty meters apart, forming the front end of an L-shaped ambush that ended farther up the overgrown trail. I could mentally position where the rest were and the heavy weapons, the machineguns They had that exhausted intensity that came from weeks of sleep deprivation, lack of food and constant evaluation. I’d seen a Ranger student trying to put pretend coins into a tree once thinking it was a vending machine and hallucinating. The ones who saw me studiously avoided making eye contact. I was a civilian. I didn’t exist in their training scenario.

I checked my map. This was the training area for the mountain phase of Ranger School. There was a very faint line indicating this little used north-south trail. I nodded. We were due north of Camp Merrill. If they were setting an ambush, there’d be a ‘enemy’ patrol coming through probably after dark. Right now there was an RI—Ranger Instructor—somewhere close by watching everything. I should keep moving but I didn’t. I stayed in place, looking up the trail where the ambush was set.

The RI finally came out of the woods, perhaps wondering why I was stopped. Ready to tell me to move on, nothing to see here. He was an older guy, maybe late thirties. I realize that calling someone in their later thirties an older guy is odd, but military life, especially in Special Operations ages the body and the mind. Hard living. He had a combat patch on his right shoulder; the scroll of a Ranger Battalion. I’d always thought an interesting aspect of the Army was how much you could learn about someone just from looking at what they wore. There was a subdued Combat Infantry Badge on his chest and master parachutist wings.

He saw me see him. His expression didn't change, but he gave the smallest nod. Acknowledged. Then he walked over, probably bored with running an exercise he’d overseen a dozen times and also wanting me to keep moving.

“You made my guys,” he said. Not a question.

“Yep.”

“The dog alert?” he asked.

I nodded.

He shook his head. “Most hikers walk right past this spot. Don’t see a thing.”

He glanced at Maggs. “Military working dog?”

“Was. She’s retired.”

“You retired?”

I nodded. “Sort of.”

He held out his hand.

“Chris Martinez.”

“Max. She’s Maggs.”

“Ranger?”

“Just the school,” I said. “Long time ago. Never in the battalion.”

That was an important distinction and one Martinez appreciated. Ranger School was two months of suck. The Ranger Battalion was actually being a Ranger on missions; the most elite light infantry in the world. I’d worked with them on a couple of occasions, but I couldn’t bring that up.

He looked back toward where his patrol was hidden. "They’re on day nineteen. About ready to fall over. Had to medevac a foreign student last night. But they’ll give him his tab anyway. Politics. We’re the host country. Can’t piss off the foreigners.”

“War is politics by other means,” I said.

He frowned.

“I didn’t make that up,” I said. “Some Prussian general named Clausewitz.”

He laughed. “Figures. A fucking general. What were you? Infantry?”

“For a while,” I said. I didn’t want to get into my past.

“’For a while’,” he repeated. He didn't push. Professional courtesy. “You thru-hiking?”

“That's the plan.”

He looked back up the trail where the ambush was set up. “Mostly second lieutenants, straight out of their basic courses. Trying to teach them how to keep their troops alive.”

“And what they’re made of,” I added. “To figure out they can do more than they thought they could.”

“True that,” he said.

“There’s a former jarhead coming up behind me,” I told him. “Lost a leg in Afghanistan. You have a medic attached to you?”

He nodded. “Got one within radio range.”

“Could you call him and have him take a look at this Marine? His prosthetic is fucked up and he’s going to hurt himself if it doesn’t get fixed.”

“Sure,” Martinez said. “I can give him a ride out if he needs it.”

“He’s a Marine.”

Martinez laughed. “He’ll crawl his way to the end.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said. We shook again. “Good hunting,” I said.

“Safe travels, Max.”
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I was only 15.7 miles from Springer Mountain when I arrived at the Gooch Mountain Shelter. Sixteen miles in two days was a joke. I’d done the 12-mile forced ruck in the Q-Course in under two hours. I reminded myself to tell Luke how slow I was moving. He’d be thrilled.

And there were already a half-dozen hikers stopped at the shelter as I came up, despite having an hour of daylight left.

Slackers.

The shelter was basically a wood lean-to, open in the front, with a second deck where people could also sleep. There were also open, flat cleared spaces all around for tents. I grabbed one of those, farthest from the shelter, dumping my ruck. There was a picnic table in front of the shelter and a couple of the hikers had their stoves out and were making dinner. The others were inside. I caught snippets of conversation.

I’d already had my conversations for the day and had no doubt more hikers would arrive before dark. I considered moving on for another mile or two. I didn’t see Claire and Boone and hadn’t passed them. Which meant I’d really been moving slow, unless she’d gotten off the trail before here. I recognized a couple of people from the parking lot yesterday.

No one came over to shoot the shit, which I appreciated.

That is until another hiker came in. I heard him before I saw him. The jingling was unmistakable—metal on metal, carabiners clinking, something that sounded like pots and pans having an argument. Maggs' ears perked up, and she gave me a look that clearly said, “What fresh hell is this?”

I wondered if Sergeant Martinez and his patrol had heard this guy? He was a walking example of a failure of noise discipline. I remember being patrol leader in Ranger School and having my men jump up and down to make sure they didn’t make a noise. Black electrical tape was a Ranger’s friend. As was ‘dummy cords’; tying off anything that could be lost, but especially your weapon and your map, to you with 550 cord.

This guy was maybe mid-twenties and built like he lifted weights. Solid and broad. But despite his size, his pack towered over him. He had dark hair, but a fair complexion. I wasn’t the only one who watched him march into camp. He was hard to miss. He stomped up, then slowly looked around as if evaluating all of us. Whether we were worthy of his presence.

I avoided eye contact, but too late.

He headed in my direction.

He stopped a few feet away at the small level tent spot closest to me and dropped his backpack with a heavy thud. Just great. I’d fulfilled my talking quota for the day and this guy spelled trouble.

His pack had to be at least seventy pounds. Not counting all the stuff strapped on the outside. If he moved off trail, he’d be hung up on branches and vines within two feet. There was a camp shovel, a folding axe, a bright red first aid kit, and a coil of climbing rope and a plastic case that looked like it held a flare gun because there was a small label on the outside that read flare gun.

“You’re bringing a dog on the trail?” he asked, by way of saying hello.

I looked at Maggs, then at him, then back at Maggs. “Yeah.”

“Does she have her rabies vaccination?”

I blinked. “Yep.”

“Current?”

“Yes.” I answered in a tone that Rose wouldn’t have allowed, trying to end this.

He was not deterred. “What about Lyme disease prevention? Tick collar? Flea treatment?” He pulled out a small notebook, flipping through pages covered in dense handwriting. I noted that his shirt was soaked with sweat. Carrying that ruck took a toll. He was still a little out of breath, but he wasn’t letting that deter him.

“She’s got everything she needs,” I said with forced patience. “We’re good.”

“Snakebite kit?”

“I’ve got basic first aid.”

His eyes widened. “Basic first aid? What if she gets bitten by a copperhead? Rattlesnake? What's your protocol?”

I didn’t want to tell him Maggs killed snakes for fun. And then we’d cook them and eat them. Tastes like chicken. Seriously. And we had a much higher chance of being hit by lightning than being bitten by a snake. Really, snake bite is an extremely low probability event. Lightning from the entity that controlled my simulation, was always a possibility.

“I have a comprehensive guide.” He was already digging into a side pocket of his pack, which seemed to contain more compartments than a Swiss Army knife. “Organized by threat level. Reptiles, insects, mammals, poisonous plants⁠—”

“Thanks, but we’re good.” He seemed completely unaware he was bothering the most dangerous creature on the Trail.

He stopped and looked at my gear. “Hmm,” he said. “New to hiking,” he said, not a question.

“Not really,” I said. I glanced at the shelter and could see this was entertaining the other hikers. They were all relieved he’d chosen me. I wonder why he hadn’t gone in there. There was still plenty of room, even for his pack.

“How many days of food are you carrying?” he asked, which I felt was kind of personal.

“Enough.”

He shook his head, looking at my ruck, which was a third the size of his. “What if there’s a storm? Trail closure? Long range forecast is some bad weather coming.”

“Then I’ll figure it out.” Kill you and eat you, I thought.

“’Figure it out’.” He shook his head slowly, genuinely distressed. "You have a dog dependent on you, and your survival strategy is ‘figure it out’?"

This was why I avoided people. I was already thinking about what I would text Rose. A couple of the other hikers were edging closer so they could hear. Maggs stood up and moved closer to me, pressing against my leg. Even she could sense this conversation was going nowhere good.

“Look, I appreciate the concern⁠—”

“Do you have water purification?” he asked.

“Yes.” I settled back. Now, I wanted to see how far he was going to go with this.

“Backup water purification?”

“I have a filter and tablets.”

“What if the filter breaks and you lose the tablets?”

“I'll boil water.”

“What if your stove breaks?”

“I'll build a fire.”

“What if it’s raining and you can’t start a fire?"

I forced myself to smile. “I can start a fire in the rain.”

He shook his head sadly. “Over-confidence is a sin.”

I took a deep breath. This wasn’t as bad as doing a stream crossing in Ranger School in freezing temperatures. “I’m Max.” I nodded. “And that’s Maggs.”

He blinked, surprised to be interrupted in his questioning. “Louis.”

“You know, Louis,” I said, “you can’t plan for everything.”

His face fell. “You can plan for everything. That's the whole point. Let me show you my system.”

Before I could say no, not that he going to listen, he began opening up his ruck. He started to lay out the contents like he was defusing a bomb. More of the other hikers came closer to see. This was trail entertainment.

Louis pointed. “Food: twenty-seven freeze-dried meals, organized by caloric density and type.”

“You’re not going to do resupplies?” I asked, thinking how food had been the last priority when we’d loaded our rucks for an infiltration. It’s better to lose weight than get killed.

“Sure,” he said. “But twenty-seven is the minimum for worst-case scenarios. What if I get injured and have to hole up? What if there’s a freak blizzard?” He looked up. “The weather this next week isn’t looking good.” He continued pulling items out. “First aid: trauma supplies, medications for every common ailment, snakebite kit, bee sting kit, comprehensive suture supplies, antibiotics⁠—”

“You have antibiotics?”

“Ordered them online. You can't be too careful.”

I agreed with that, but this guy was bonkers. But for the briefest of moments I wondered if my own version of worst-case scenario thinking bothered Rose at times. Maggs had laid down, her head on her paws, looking like she might die of boredom.

Louis went on. “Water purification: filter, backup filter, tablets and a kettle for boiling.” He gestured to each item. “Fire starting: waterproof matches, two lighters, magnesium fire starter, fire paste, dry tinder in waterproof container, and emergency fire starters.”

“That’s a lot of fire.”

“Fire is survival." He said it like a mantra, obviously not processing sarcasm. “Shelter: tent, backup tarp, emergency bivy, space blanket, and materials for building a debris shelter if needed.”

“When would you need a debris shelter if you have a tent?”

“What if the tent fails?”

What could I say to that?

He looked at me like I was a child who didn't understand basic mathematics. “It’s about probability management. Every piece of gear has a failure rate. You need redundancy.” I watched as he continued unpacking: rope, more rope, carabiners, duct tape (okay, that’s always useful, we’d called it hundred mile an hour tape in the Army), paracord, a camp saw, the axe I’d seen earlier, multiple knives, a fishing kit, a sewing kit, zip ties including a set of zip cuffs which was weird, and an emergency radio.

“How much does your pack weigh?” I asked.

“Seventy-three pounds." He said it with pride, and I nodded since my initial guess was close. “But that’s my insurance policy. I can handle any situation.”

I saw a couple of through hikers whispering to each other, snickering. I remembered a reserve Special Forces team in Afghanistan that had been given a mission to occupy a blocking position on a mountain top at a high altitude. They’d loaded several kit bags full of machine gun rounds to the point where besides their own rucks and gear they had guys pairing up to carry the kit bags onto the chopper. The weight had been a problem for the chopper in the thin air and⁠—

Maggs cut into my memory as she chose that moment to stand up, walk over to his pile of gear, and sniff interestedly at a bag of trail mix he'd left sitting open while he demonstrated his bear canister system—which involved three different locking mechanisms and what appeared to be a combination lock.

“Maggs!” I said in my best warning voice, which never really worked when she didn’t want it to.

Too late. She'd grabbed the bag of trail mix, looking absurdly pleased with herself.

“Hey!” Louis Prepper Guy lunged for her, but Maggs easily dodged, taking her prize to the far side of the trail.

“Maggs, drop it,” I said.

She looked at me, calculating. Then, because she's a good dog when she feels like it, she dropped the bag.

Prepper Guy scrambled to retrieve it, checking it for damage like it contained the nuclear codes. “Your dog just compromised my food supply.”

“She didn’t eat any. She just borrowed it.” I didn’t want to tell him we’d occasionally ended up on the same piece of meat, teeth locked down, staring deep into each other’s eyes. In those cases, I usually let her win the tug of war.

“’Borrowed it'?” He was repacking the trail mix into his pack, which seemed to require reorganizing his entire food system. “Dogs don't borrow things. They’re opportunistic scavengers. You need better training protocols.”

Now he’d crossed a line. I think I’d been almost saint-like with my patience to this point.

I felt my jaw tighten. “Maggs is a trained working dog. She’s got better discipline than most people I know.”

“Then why did she steal my food?”

“Because your ‘bear-proof’ system was wide open while you were showing me your seventeenth backup fire starter.”

He paused mid-reorganization. “That’s... that’s a valid point.” He looked at Maggs with new respect. “She identified a vulnerability in my security protocol.”

“Yeah. She's good at that.”

“How much does she weigh?”

Obtuse as I am, I knew you didn’t ask a woman how much she weighed.

“Enough.”

“What’s your backup if you run out of dog food?"

I kill things, I thought. “I won’t run out.”

“But what if⁠—”

“Look,” I interrupted, trying to keep my voice level. “I appreciate your thoroughness. Really. But I’ve been taking care of Maggs for a while, and we've been in situations a lot more serious than a hiking trail in Georgia. We’re good.”

He looked genuinely distressed. “But you don’t have contingencies.”

“I have training, experience, and the ability to adapt. That’s my contingency.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“Plans don't survive contact with reality.” I almost said enemy.

He stared at me like I’d just denied the existence of gravity. “That’s . . . that’s the most dangerous attitude I’ve ever heard.”

“I’ve got to get some water,” I said, standing and needing to end this.

I walked off, Maggs trailing, leaving him in a pile of gear.
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Louis was hidden away in his over-sized tent when I came back with my filtered water. I decided on the coward’s approach, grabbing my ruck which I hadn’t unpacked and moving down the trail about a quarter mile in the gathering darkness. The thought of waking up next to prepper man was more than I could take. Also, the group in the shelter was making noise, chatting, laughing and it promised to go on for a while. So far, Tom hadn’t shown up and I hoped that maybe Martinez had convinced him to take a medevac.

I just wanted to sleep. Because although I am a manly man and had moved slowly, I wasn’t in hiking shape. Hanging sheetrock is not the same as rucking. Especially when you did it wrong, as I apparently did.

I pulled out the Satphone and quickly texted a message.

Met a prepper

His ruck weighed 73 lbs

Thought I wasnt prepared

Humor. Har

Love
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Dawn came with frost and a bright horizon to the east. The air was crisp and I was looking forward to getting on the move. I decided to wait before checking for Rose’s text until I got the blood flowing and it warmed up a bit. I was also going to wait on brewing my canteen cup of coffee until the great heat tab in the sky was higher.

I had my sleeping pad and bag packed in less than thirty seconds. One of the first things I’d learned in the military was to be ready to move out as fast as possible. No scattering things about like Louis did. If you weren’t using it, you kept it packed. You put everything in the same place so you can find it in the dark and pack it back up in the dark. I put on my jacket to fight against the chill until I got the blood flowing.

I shouldered my ruck and Maggs and I headed out.

After thirty minutes, I was warm enough to take the jacket off. Another lesson learned was to avoid sweating when it was cold out. This wasn’t close to the winter environments I’d been in where sweat could freeze and lead to hypothermia, but there was no point in pushing it. I went a little farther, then found a nice level spot on the side of the trail, with a decent view of the surrounding countryside.

Before making breakfast, I spent fifteen minutes doing kata, the ritualized movements of martial arts. Reinforcing muscle memory. Every skill is perishable contrary to what people saw in the movies where some operative who’s been ‘retired’ for over a decade suddenly springs into action at the top of their game. I wasn’t at the top of my game, and I knew I never would be again. Age takes a toll. But I could be better prepared.

I hated to admit it, but the most important thing all my martial arts training had taught me over the years was how to fall properly and avoid getting hurt. So far that had come into play a couple of times on the trail during my previous excursions, even with the ruck on my back.

Done, I set up my small stove; got it going and put the canteen cup on. Fed Maggs. Then I pulled out the Faraday bag, opened it, and put the Satphone on top of my ruck to get a signal.

Rose’s response wasn’t what I expected.

Your prepper is scared Max

Did you reassure him

All is good here

New York is big

So many people

Poppy great

Love

Scared? That hadn’t even occurred to me. Stupid and naïve and he talked too much, sure. But scared?

I shook my head and put the Satphone away in the bag and sealed it.

I took the time to sip my coffee and enjoy the morning. While the trees were leafless, the terrain was beautiful. Folds of land stretching as far as I could see. No signs of civilization. No hiker coming through. No sign of Sasquatch. When I was done, I packed up, shouldered my ruck and headed out.

We went down into a valley. I could hear water rushing over stones ahead. A good place to break out the filter and top off my canteen. Maggs alerted before I heard another noise.

It is a maxim of soldiers to head toward the sound of the guns. It’s trained into us and I’d done so in the past. But I’d received no training to head toward the sound of someone weeping. My instinct was to turn the other way. I was halfway in the other direction when I heard an echo of Rose’s voice in my head.

“Shit,” I muttered, looking down at Maggs who was poised, one front paw frozen up in the air, waiting on me.

“Come on,” I reluctantly said and headed downslope.

The woman was sitting on the side of the trail with her pack beside her, crying quietly into her hands. Not the exhausted crying of a hard day hiking, it was still morning. The broken kind. The kind that came from somewhere deeper. The stream cutting across the trail was another twenty feet ahead. Not very big. The rocks were covered with moss. It was a nice spot; not a place to cry about.

I slowed my approach and got out of stealth mode, making some noise, giving her space to hear me coming.

“Good morning,” I called out. “You okay?” I asked from a respectful distance. Which was a stupid question. You don’t sit on the side of the trail crying if everything is all right.

She looked up, wiping quickly at her face. Mid-twenties, athletic build, expensive gear that still had that fresh-from-the-store look. Like mine. Her eyes were red and swollen.

“Fine. I’m fine.” She tried to smile. “Just taking a break.”

Fine. Ha.

I nodded, started to move past. None of my business. People had bad days on the trail. Sometimes they needed to cry it out alone. At least I hadn’t walked away. I’d asked. I could put that in tonight’s text. I’d asked.

But Maggs went up to her, pushing her big furry head against the woman’s leg. Well, this was awkward. I paid more attention to her body language. The way she was hunched in on herself. The way her hands were shaking. The way she kept glancing down the trail like she was expecting something—or someone—to appear. Someone she didn’t want to see.

“Mind if I sit for a minute?” I asked. “My dog could use some water.”

She hesitated, then shrugged. “Sure.”

I dropped my pack. Maggs saw that and quickly ran down to the stream and began drinking. Which meant she didn’t sense any danger. Done, Maggs idled back to the woman, sitting close to her. Sometimes I wondered where Maggs’ loyalty lay; on my last go around on the trail, I’d left her with Rose and Poppy and she hadn’t objected when I walked off.

“She’s beautiful,” the woman said, reaching out tentatively to pet her.

“She knows it,” I said. “She’s safe,” I added, which wasn’t necessarily true. Maggs could a be a terror if needed.

The woman glanced at me. “Is it that obvious that even a dog can sense it?” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “That I’m a mess?”

“Everyone’s a mess out here.” I sat across from her, on the other side of the trail, keeping distance. “I’m Max.”

“Jenna.” She kept petting Maggs, and I could see her hands stop shaking.

Maggs had that effect on people.

Jenna spoke without any prompting. “I started three days ago.” She looked at her pack. “And I’m quitting. Heading to the road at the next opportunity. Calling for a ride.”

“Okay.”

She looked at me sharply. “You’re not going to try to talk me out of it? Tell me I can do it. I just need to push through?”

“Nope. It’s your hike. Your decision.”

“Everyone at the shelter last night tried. Said I’d regret it. Said the first few days are always the hardest. Said I’d feel differently tomorrow.” Her voice got harder. “But I don’t feel differently and they don’t know.”

“Know what?”

She was quiet for a long moment, her hand still on Maggs’ head. “My husband told me I couldn’t do this. That I wasn’t strong enough. That I’d fail and come crawling back within a day.” She laughed bitterly. “Guess he was right.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Someone who’d tell you a thing like that wasn’t worth crawling or walking or coming back to at all, but it wasn’t my place to judge.

“The whole reason I came out here was to prove I could do something he said I couldn’t.” She wiped at her face again. “He told me I was weak. That I needed him. That I’d never make it on my own. And I wanted so badly to prove him wrong.”

I waited, letting her talk.

“But he was right. I can’t do it. The hiking is too hard, everything hurts, and all I can think about is how happy he’ll be. How he’ll say ‘I told you so’. How he’ll remind me for the rest of my life that I’m a failure.”

“The first week is hard on everyone’s body,” I said. “No matter how good shape you’re in.” I didn’t think her problem was her conditioning. At least not her physical conditioning.

She didn’t seem to hear me. “But I have to go back. Where else am I going to go?”

I had a feeling there was a lot more depth to this than she was letting on.

“Home isn’t safe?” I asked quietly.

She gave me a sharp look. “He didn’t think I’d even get out of the car when he dropped me off. Like he was calling my bluff letting me buy this stuff and driving me there. I could see the surprise. He’s not often surprised. And then⁠—”

She hesitated.

“And then?”

“I saw a familiar look when I put the pack on my back. He became furious. But there were people around, so he pretended. He’s real good at pretending to the outside world.” She looked at me, and I saw the fear behind the tears. “He doesn’t hit me. He’s never hit me. But he . . .” She trailed off. “He makes me feel small. Like I’m worthless. Like I can’t do anything right. And when I said I wanted to hike the AT, he laughed. Said I’d never make it past the parking lot.”

“So you came out here to prove him wrong. Which you’ve already done.”

“I came out here to get away from him.” The words tumbled out now, like she’d been holding them in. “He won’t let me go back to my job, which I had before we got married. He has cameras all over the house so he can watch me. Tracks my car. My cell phone.”

I understood the issue with being tracked, but this was of a different magnitude.

She went on. “I wanted to get away from being watched. And, honestly, I read a book about the Trail. I thought maybe if I could do this—this big, hard thing—I’d find the courage to leave him. Really leave him. Not just for a hike, but for good. That I’d have a chance to really think without anyone, him, his family, telling me what to think.” She looked down. “But I can’t even do this. How am I supposed to leave my marriage if I can’t even walk up a mountain?”

Maggs pressed closer against her, and Jenna buried her face in her fur.

I didn’t say anything for a bit, trying to think. Finally, I thought: what would Rose say?

“You want my honest opinion?” I asked.

She looked up. “I guess.” She gave a short laugh. “I just dumped all this on you and I have no idea who you are. But you’ve got a good dog, so I guess you’re a good person.”

That sort of stung, because many would not consider me a good person given my past. I’d done some terrible things. I fumbled for the right words. “The trail isn't going to give you courage. And finishing or not finishing doesn't prove anything about whether you can leave him.” I leaned forward. “You already showed you have the courage. You got out of the car with him watching. Furious as you say. Walked away. That took strength. That was brave.”

“But I’m quitting.”

I shook my head. “This is my third time.”

“You quit?” she was surprised.

“Twice,” I lied. Getting caught up with killers in Rocky Start the first time and then mercenaries the second wasn’t exactly quitting but I didn’t think this was the appropriate time for picky details.

“But that’s not the issue,” I said. “I was walking for the wrong reason. To try and put distance between me and my problem.”

“Did it?”

I shook my head. “No. It was ignoring my problem. Which works short term but is just temporary.”

She looked up at me, confused. “But everyone says⁠—”

“Everyone says a lot of things. But nobody else is living your life. Nobody else knows what you’re facing.” I paused. “Have you spoken to him since you’ve been on the trail? Called?”

A spasm of fear crossed her face. “He’s called. A bunch of times. Left messages. The cell coverage is spotty. Told me to stop this nonsense. I haven’t answered. Probably driving him nuts. That was dumb, not answering.”

“Do you have kids?”

She shook her head.

“Are you afraid of him?”

She nodded. “The messages have been getting angrier. I’m afraid he’ll come after me and bring me home. And he can track me on my phone.”

“Why not turn it off?”

“He’ll know.”

That didn’t make sense, but it did. A form of Stockholm Syndrome. “Jenna, do you have somewhere safe you can go? Besides back to him?”

“My sister lives in Florida. She’s been telling me to leave him for two years. But she doesn’t understand—it’s not that simple. There’s money, the house, his parents . . .” She shook her head. “It’s all tangled up.”

“And he knows where your sister lives,” I added.

She nodded.

“If you could disappear. Start a new life. Would you?”

She blinked. “No one can do that.”

“I know an entire town where many of the people have done exactly that. It’s where I ended up.”

She was staring at me.

“I’m going to give you a piece of information. What you do with it is your choice.”

She watched warily.

“The town flooded in the last storm. It’s on the Tennessee-North Carolina border. So we all had to evacuate, most to Asheville. But we’ll be going back once the road is opened. There’s a woman named Coral. She’s older. Tough.” A former East German honeypot, I didn’t add. “Runs the bakery in town. And, once we can go back, we’re going to need all the help we can get to get the town running again. You’d be more than welcome.” I pulled out my small notepad and pencil. I wrote Coral’s cell number on it. “She’s good people. Doesn't ask questions. Just helps. She’s in Asheville right now.”

“I don't have money for⁠—"

“Don’t worry about that money. It will keep you from acting. I know it’s pretty dramatic. Walking away from your old life. You’re the only one who knows your situation. But Coral is there and she has a couple of other people from our town with her. Luke and Jackie. Luke can handle any trouble,” I understated as I handed her the piece of paper.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked, suspicious. “You don’t even know me.”

I gave her a bit of truth. “In my old life I did some hostage rescue missions.”

Her eyes flashed. “You think I’m a hostage?”

“You aren’t right now,” I said, fearing I’d misspoke. “I just think you need an option you didn’t know existed.” I stood, shouldering my pack. "Look, I’m not telling you what to do. Go back to him, go to your sister’s, call Coral, don’t call anyone. Your choice. But you have one more option than you had.”

She looked at the paper in her hand. “He’d be insanely angry.”

“Probably.”

“He’d try to find me.”

“People don’t get found in our town.”

“He’ll tell everyone I’m crazy. That I ruined our marriage. That I was the problem.”

“You won’t be there to know.”

Jenna was quiet for a long time, staring at the paper. Maggs stayed pressed against her, a warm, solid presence.

“What if I can’t do it?” she whispered.

“Can’t do what? Leave him?”

“Any of it. What if I’m just . . . broken?”

“You’re not broken. You’re hurt. There’s a difference.” I crouched down to her level, my knees aching a bit with the weight of the pack. Shit, I was getting old. “Jenna, three days ago you got out of that car with him expecting you not to. That’s not broken. That’s someone fighting to survive. That was taking an action.”

“If I call this Coral. What do I even say?”

“You say ‘Max told me to call. I need help’. That’s it. She’ll take it from there.”

Jenna folded the paper carefully, put it in her pocket. “Thank you.”

I adjusted my pack straps. “Be safe. Whatever you decide.”

“Wait.” She stood up and pulled something from her pack. A protein bar. “Take this. You gave me something valuable. It’s only fair.”

I took it, recognizing the gesture for what it was. An exchange. Making this a transaction instead of charity. Preserving her dignity.

“Thank you.”

She nodded, and I started up the trail with Maggs. Didn’t look back. Didn’t watch to see what she’d do next. That was her choice, her life, her escape to plan or not plan. If I had to put odds on it, I’d say she’d go back to him. We’d rather have the hell we’re comfortable with than the fearful unknown.
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During my next break, I prepared a text message to Coral.

Woman named Jenna

Needs a safe place

Maybe a new life

Gave her your number

Max

I didn’t add that I doubted she’d call.

I moved on. Two young guys, moving fast, came up from behind and passed me with just a brief nod and they were gone. I was surprised to feel a bit put off by that. Rude. Except that was the way I’d passed people before. If I’d even bothered to stay on the trail.

I checked my app and looked up what was ahead in terms of shelters, something I’d only done before to avoid them. I was going to have to bite the bullet sooner or later. I decided to skip the next one, Woods Hole, and go on to Blood Mountain. Mainly because I liked the name.

Since it was just a smidge under fourteen miles from where I’d spent the previous night, I got to Blood Mountain well before dark. The last stretch was a scramble, with the trail right next to some pretty steep drops. When I got there, I immediately regretted my decision. There was no one else around, but the shelter, a stone, two room, building with a fireplace in it, smelled of too many unwashed bodies passing through with little ventilation. Also, since it was near the top of a peak, there was no water source. And no privy, which didn’t bother me, there was all this nature around me. Plus, I suspected the shelter would be overrun with mice and other small critters due to poor food discipline.

I scouted around and found a relatively level spot among a pile of large boulders to spend the night. I was tempted to push on, but I figured this might be a good place to be in the vicinity of a shelter. I’d be outside and most normal people would go inside. Plus, I couldn’t be seen from the shelter where I was at.

I settled down and took the time to make a proper meal. I realized I’d always cooked in a rush before. As if there was a clock on it. Maggs lay down, her muzzle on her paws, her dark eyes watching me. She was probably wondering what had happened to me, what with all the talking to people.

A young couple arrived and disappeared into the shelter. When my dinner was ready, I took it with me along with my canteen and climbed up on top of the rocks. The view from here was spectacular and I settled down to eat, Maggs next to me.

As I finished, Maggs ears perked up and I heard someone climbing up. I was surprised when Boone appeared, carefully making his way along the rocks. Then Claire. She seemed as surprised to see us. Maggs tail began wagging.

Claire nodded at me and sat on the edge of the rock, feet dangling. Boone settled down next to Maggs, a kindred spirit. Claire and the dog looked exhausted.

“We meet again,” I said.

Claire gave a wan smile and something that might have been relief crossed her face before she shuttered it away. “Max. And Maggs. Although those aren’t your trail names.”

“We have trail names already?” I asked.

Trail names were a tradition. Of course, on my previous excursions I doubted I’d been baptized with one since I avoided people. And if I had had a name, I’d never talked to anyone to learn what it was.

Claire nodded. “Oh yeah. The Spook and the Shadow.”

I wasn’t thrilled with that. Too close to the truth.

“What about you?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t want to know, and no one has told me. But I have a feeling I won’t like whatever someone comes up with. You get to reject a name, you know.”

I shrugged. “I haven’t heard anyone mention it so I’m not going to worry about it.

She managed a tired smile. “You’re making better time than we are.”

“About two hours ahead of you,” I said. “I stopped early today.”

Claire was pulling off one of her boots. She put it to the side, then peeled off the sock. “That’s not good,” she said.

“Blister?”

She nodded. “Nothing serious. Just hasn’t had time to heal.” She prodded at it, wincing. “Turns out bandaids and wishful thinking aren’t a comprehensive medical strategy.”

“You draining it or letting it be?”

She looked at me with those pale blue eyes, assessing. “You a medic?”

“I’ve done a lot of walking in boots,” I said. I thought back to my time in the Infantry before I went into Special Forces. In both taking care of your feet had been a very high priority. “Drain and dress works better than hoping they’ll heal on their own. And you want to use mole skin over it, not a bandaid. Prevents the rubbing that caused it in the first place.”

“Where do I get some mole skin?”

“You want me to take care of it?”

Claire hesitated, then nodded. “You’re probably right. And if you’re wrong, at least I'll have someone to blame.”

“Wait one,” I said. I got up and scrambled back to my small camp site. Pulled my first aid kit out. I noticed Maggs hadn’t followed me. I got back up there. Maggs was next to Boone. Relaxing.

I moved closer, bringing my kit with me. She extended her foot without comment, and I worked in silence for a moment, draining the blister with practiced efficiency. Her feet were a mess—not just the fresh blisters but old calluses, the kind that came from years of standing. Garden work, maybe. Or restaurant kitchens.

“A lot of time in boots,” she said. “You were military?”

“Army. Long time ago.” Not quite a lie, though my actual role had been considerably more complicated than that. “Back when my knees worked fine and I thought sleeping on the ground was normal.”

“My husband was Navy.” The words came out flat, automatic. Then she caught herself, and I watched the correction form on her lips. “Is Navy. He...” She stopped, closed her eyes briefly. “He was Navy.” She let out a bitter laugh. “You’d think after ten months I’d get the tense right.”

I kept my hands steady, applying the bandage with careful pressure. “I’m sorry.”

“It was a fire.” Her voice had gone distant, and I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or to the void surrounding the mountaintop. “Ten months ago. I was at the grocery store. Arguing with myself over olive oil, of all stupid things. Like the universe really cared whether I bought the twelve-dollar bottle or the eight-dollar one.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Spoiler alert: the universe did not care.”

I finished with the bandage and sat back, giving her space. Maggs had settled next to Boone, her head resting gently against his shoulder. The old Lab's breathing was steady, almost peaceful. “You have clean socks?” I asked.

“I’ve gone through all—” she stopped as I pulled a fresh pair out of my coat pocket. Clean socks are almost as important as having a firearm.

“I’ve got plenty. The one thing I pack a lot of.”

She nodded her thanks and put one on. Then gingerly slid her foot back into the boot. “Oh. That feels so much better. Can I keep the other sock to change out?”

“Good idea.” I’d interrupted her and I didn’t know whether she was going to continue her story. Maybe she’d made a mistake in the first place, letting something so personal slip.

But she went on.

“Ken—my husband—he was home with our son. Danny. Our daughter was visiting, she'd just gotten engaged . . .” Claire continued, staring at the dogs. “Danny was twenty-five. He had just finished his master's degree. Engineering. He was so smart, Max. So damn smart he could explain quantum physics.” She gave a short, bitter laugh. “Of course, he still couldn't figure out how to load a dishwasher properly.” Her hands were trembling now, fingers twisting the wedding ring she still wore. “And Mary—our daughter—she taught elementary school. Second grade. She had this way with kids, made everything into an adventure. Storytelling.”

She fell silent and we both sat there, looking outward, not at each other.

When she spoke again, her voice was harder. “Boone was Danny’s dog. He got him as a puppy when he went into high school. Boone was on the back porch when it happened. The firefighters found him there, howling.” She looked at me. “Sometimes I think he’s the only one who really understands. That we’re both just still howling.”

I felt a surge in my chest, surprising me with the visceral strength of the reaction. I’d been around and seen so much death. But this tragedy recited on a mountaintop in Georgia, slipped past the wall of detachment I’d built. I didn't say anything. This was just a woman bleeding grief into the mountain air, and the only thing I could do was bear witness. I didn’t want to hear it, but she needed to say it. Maybe for the first time. To a complete stranger.

“The things people say to you after something like that.” She shook her head. “I was never religious so all the people telling me they were in a better place? Well, screw those people for projecting their beliefs on my tragedy. My family is dead. Gone. The best thing I heard spoken was by a firefighter. He just said it was fucked up. Just that. Fucked up.”

I didn’t say anything, although I agreed with his assessment.

“People kept telling me it would get better," she said. “That time heals. That I needed to start living again. Because apparently there’s a fucking timeline for grief, and I’m behind schedule.” She looked at me then, and her eyes were fierce. “But I don’t want to live again. I want my family back.” She trailed off, her gaze returning to Boone.

“Claire—”

“I should let you get back to your camp site.” She put the spare sock in her pocket. “Or back on the trail if you plan to move on. You’ve got miles to make, I’m sure. Mountains to conquer, inspirational moments to have, all that trail magic stuff.”

She was giving me an out.

I could push. I could ask direct questions; leverage the opening she’d just given me. But Rose’s voice echoed in my head again: Try reading people for once.

Before I could say anything else a woman, late-thirties or early-forties appeared, dressed in relatively new gear, wearing aviator sunglasses. Her ruck was small, perhaps a section hiker. She was lean, her dark face pockmarked from childhood illness and a nasty scar on the left side from the side of the eye down to the edge of her mouth. I pegged her as South or Central American. The Trail attracted a number of foreigners to try its challenges. She glanced at me, Maggs and then seemed surprised to see Claire and Boone with us. She had some sort of big tattoo on the back of one hand, but I couldn’t make it out. She paused, seemed uncertain, then turned and headed back the way she’d come without saying anything or even acknowledging us.

Weird.

I turned to Claire. “I’m stopping here for the night. My knees are complaining more than I expected.”

She looked at me with those sharp eyes, and I could see her calculating, weighing whether to call me on it. Finally, she just nodded. “It’s a good place. Peaceful.”

“There’s a level spot not far from where my pack is. Not many of those around here. You need to grab it now. Unless you plan on going in the shelter.”

She shook her head. “I’m not doing shelters. Too many questions. I see the way they look at Boone.” She got to her feet. “Lead on.”

We made our way back off the rocks. I moved slowly, pacing it for Boone.

I pointed out the spot, and she simply nodded and dropped her ruck there.

I unpacked the gear I’d need for the night, moving slowly, deliberately. Maggs settled near Boone, and the two dogs dozed in a patch of late afternoon sunlight. Once her tent was set up, Claire sat with her back against a big rock, her eyes closed, but I could tell from her breathing she wasn't asleep.

It felt comfortable, though. Other hikers were drifting into the shelter, but we were far enough away that there was no interaction. We could hear their voices, echoing out of the open door and empty windows of the stone building, but not make out the words.

When the sun started to set, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose, she spoke again. “You’re wondering why I’m doing this.”

“It’s your business.”

“But you’re wondering.”

I met her gaze. “Yeah. I’m wondering.”

She looked at Boone, sleeping peacefully beside Maggs. “He’s all I have left of Danny. Boone and Danny were section walking the Trail. He couldn’t take enough time off for a through hike, so he took it as he could. Started in Maine. Last section he did ended at Fontana Dam. He really wanted to do Fontana to Springer. I’m taking Boone to finish the through hike for Danny. And Boone.” She pointed at her ruck. “South to north because I want to end at the dam. I’ve got some of Danny’s ashes. I want to spread them in the water there.”

I just nodded.

She shrugged. “It’s a stupid thing, I guess. I don’t know. I have to do it.”

“Makes sense to me,” I said. I wanted to ask ‘and then’ but it wasn’t my place. Plus, last year I wouldn’t have been able to answer ‘and then’ during my fist through hike attempt.

So I didn’t. I just sat there as darkness fell, listening to two dogs breathe.

The sun disappeared. Claire’s voice came low, out of the darkness.

“You’re still here,” Claire said quietly into the darkness.

“Yeah.”

“Most people would have run by now. Made it a big deal.”

“I’m not most people.”

“You’re weird, Max.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Good night.”

“Good night, Claire.”
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Ialerted to Claire moving about early in the morning, around 4 am. At first, I thought she might be heading out to go to the bathroom, but then I heard her taking down her tent. Packing her ruck in the dark. Then cajoling Boone to his feet. Her headlamp came on and she moved out.

I didn’t interrupt. I sat there in the dark and took out the Satphone. By the glow of my screen, I did a quick summary of my talk with Claire. Sent it.

I turned on my head lamp and checked the wound in my side. I’d pretty much ignored it the last couple of days. The bandage over Jackie’s stitches was stained red. Great. I peeled back the bandage. The edges of the wound weren’t red, so there wasn’t an infection. But it looked nasty. I applied some 3 in 1 antibiotic and rebandaged.

Then I lay back, turning my head to look at Maggs. Who was looking at me.

“What?” I asked.
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I broke down my tent and packed it. Tightened down the ruck, then hoisted it on my back. As I stepped out from the rocks, I almost bumped into that same woman who’d interrupted Claire and I late yesterday up top. She stepped back. Weirdly, she was wearing her sunglasses even though dawn was just breaking. She was probably heading to the top of the rocks for the view to watch the sun come up.

“Excuse me,” I said.

I could hear voices coming from the shelter as other hikers got their day started.

The woman turned her head toward me. Then Maggs. Then me. All a moment too long. Then she nodded, not quite a greeting, but something else, and climbed past, up to the top. This time I checked and the tattoo on her hand was a version of the infamous Punisher skull. Then she was gone.

“What the hell,” I muttered to Maggs.

Of course, I was off kilter from Claire’s revelation yesterday. Probably just some person interested in seeing the mysterious Spook and his lovely Shadow. I was getting jittery which was never good.

I walked out of the rocks and several hikers eating an early breakfast turned to look at me. A few nodded greetings and I nodded back. There. Sort of normal.

Then I moved on down the trail, out of sight.
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I reached the spot where the trail cut across Route 129. There were a few cars parked in the trailhead lot. A handful of hikers. I didn’t see Jenna waiting for a ride; either from her husband or Luke. The smell of bacon hit me before I saw the source—rich and impossibly good after even just a few days of dehydrated food and protein bars.

Maggs’ nose went up immediately, and she picked up her pace toward the old pickup truck near the trailhead, tailgate down. Behind it was a full camp kitchen setup: propane griddle, folding table covered with food, coolers, and an elderly man in a faded ‘Appalachian Trail Class of '97’ t-shirt flipping pancakes with practiced ease.

A hand-painted sign on the table read: Trail Magic - Hot Breakfast - Free - God Bless

Three hikers were nearby, sitting on the curb with plates piled high, eating like they'd never seen food before. The old man saw me approaching and grinned.

“Morning! You look hungry. Please tell me you’re hungry.” His voice was gravelly but warm, with a thick Southern accent.

“Starving,” I said.

“Good answer. I’m Harold. Been doing trail magic here for, oh, fifteen years now. Can’t seem to stop.” He gestured at his spread. “Got pancakes, bacon, eggs, sausage, biscuits, coffee, orange juice. Whatever you want, as much as you want.”

I conjured up some Rose. “That’s incredibly generous.”

“Nah, it’s selfish. I get to live vicariously through you youngsters. I’m too old to hike anymore, so I feed the ones who can.” He pointed at Maggs. “And I got something for your pup too. What’s her name?”

“Maggs.”

“Beautiful dog.” He pulled out a Tupperware container. “Made some plain scrambled eggs, no seasoning, and mixed in some bacon. Dogs love it. She can have as much as she wants.”

I filled a paper plate—pancakes, bacon, eggs, a biscuit—and Harold poured me coffee strong enough to strip paint. Maggs got her eggs in a disposable bowl. She looked up at me and I gave her the hand gesture indicating permission to eat something from a stranger. She attacked the bowl with enthusiasm that made Harold laugh.

“She's got good manners but she’s hungry. I like that. Honest appetite.” He flipped more pancakes. He studied me. “You look like you've done some hiking before. Military maybe?”

That was an odd assessment given my gear was new, but he’d noted my boots which were well worn. “Something like that.”

“Thought so. Got that bearing.” He didn't push. “Where you headed? Katahdin? Or just sectioning?”

“Depends,” I said. “Last year I did Katahdin to North Carolina. Then life intervened. Working my way back.”

“Life can do that,” he agreed. “Been a good crop of hikers this year. Met some interesting folks already. Every year, there’s always something new.”

“Such as?”

“Just yesterday, had a young woman come through. Pretty young thing but awfully nervous. Ate some. Then stood around a long time as if trying to decide whether to go on.” He shrugged. “Over the years I’ve had hundreds ask me to call them a ride. Just calling it quits. No shame in it. The Trail’s not for everyone.”

My attention sharpened. “Young woman? Mid-twenties maybe? Dark hair?”

“That’s her. You know her?”

“Met her on the trail yesterday. Jenna.”

Harold nodded slowly. “She wouldn’t eat much.”

“Did she get picked up?” I doubted there was time for her to have called Luke and for him making it down this quick. But plenty of time for her husband to be waiting for her if he’d been tracking her phone.

But Harold shook his head. “Nope. She finally just hoisted her pack and headed on her way.”

I felt a surge of relief. For someone I didn’t even really knew. Well, I knew her name. Coral would call that progress.

Harold looked at me. “She gonna be okay?”

“I hope so. She’s in a bad situation at home.”

“Figured as much. The Trail brings all kinds. Some running toward something, some running from. You’d be amazed at the stories you get if you just listen. It’s like being a damn priest in confessional. People are tired, on edge. Some happy. Some sad. Almost all kind of worn out. Some hot food and coffee and they tend to relax. And they figure they ain’t ever going to see you again. So they confide. Sometimes too much. You won’t believe some of the stories I’ve heard. But if they got to say something, they got to say it.” He poured more batter on the griddle. “I gave her my number. Told her if she ever needed anything—a place to stay, help, a ride to civilization, whatever—she could call. Even if it’s three years from now.”

“That was kind of you.”

“Ain’t kindness. It’s just being human. I’ve had to pick some people up from this section of trail who were in some hurt.” He flipped the pancakes. “You know what I’ve learned doing this for fifteen years? Sometimes people don’t need advice or solutions. They just need to know someone gives a damn.”

“That’s basically what I told her.”

“Then you did good.” He slid the fresh pancakes onto a serving plate. “Speaking of doing good, you seen that woman with the old yellow Lab?”

I went still. “Yeah. I’ve met her.”

“Thought you might’ve. She came through here real early, just as I was setting up. That dog of hers . . ." Harold shook his head. “That dog probably should not be on this trail. Could barely walk. But she was carrying his stuff, helping him up every step, talking to him the whole time like he was her child. So.”

“He was her son’s dog.”

“Was?”

“Her son died. Her whole family died. House fire. The dog is all she has left.”

Harold’s face fell. “Oh, Lord. That poor woman. I figured it was something dark. There was a cloud over her.” He was quiet for a moment. “She wouldn’t stop here. I called out, offered her coffee, told her to hang around until I got the stove going. She just smiled—saddest smile I ever saw—and said they had to keep moving while they still could.”

“How did she look?”

“Exhausted. Determined. Heartbroken.” He met my eyes. “That dog’s not going to make it much farther.”

“I know. And she knows.”

Harold studied me. “You gonna do something about it?”

“I can’t force her to accept help.”

“No. That’s true. You can’t. And some people don’t want help.” He sighed. “All you can do is be there if she's ready. Plant the seeds, water ‘em, hope they grow.” He frowned. “You know, there’s another angle to it. Sometimes we don’t want to heal because pain is the strongest connection we have to what we lost.”

I blinked, trying to unravel that one.

He refilled my coffee, then his expression shifted. “Listen, there’s something you should know. I recognized you when I saw you come into the trailhead.”

I became so still, Maggs lifted her head up from her eggs.

“How?”

“Woman came through, north to south, yesterday. Had a picture. Of you. Asking if I’d seen you come through.”

“What kind of picture?”

“You and the dog. Looked like it was taken at Amicalola.”

How in the hell, and then I realized. The trail angel. Who was she working for? Or had she been threatened or paid off for the pic?

“What did this woman look like?”

He described the woman from yesterday and this morning who’d acted unusually.

Harold went on. “She didn’t sit right with me.”

“Didn't sit right how?”

Harold frowned. “Hard to put my finger on it exactly. She was dressed like someone pretending to dress like a hiker. I’ve seen thousands and she was just, well, off. Like she was trying to be that which she isn’t. Wearing sunglasses even though it was cloudy. Bad scar on her face. She was cold. That’s what I felt from her. Cold. Foreigner too. She had an accent. Mexico? Some place south.” He held up his hand. “She had a tattoo on the back of her hand. A skull.”

“Who do you think she is?”

“Trouble,” Harold said.

“She say anything other than asking if you’d seen us?”

“Nope. Didn’t eat any of my food either.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said.

“Probably nothing. But better safe than sorry.”

I put the paper plate in the big black trash bag along with Maggs’ empty bowl.

“Anyway,” Harold continued, his tone lightening, “enough about that. You got miles to make. That woman, Claire? Whatever happens with her, with that dog, you be there for her if you can. Don’t try to fix it. Don’t try to save her. Just be there. That’s what she’ll need.”

“I will. If I see her again.”

“You will,” he said.

“You think so?”

“The Trail has a strange way of making people’s paths cross.” He started wrapping up extra food in foil. “Here. Take some for later. Biscuits and bacon. You’ll want real food tonight after eating trail food all day.”

“Harold, you don't have to⁠—"

“I know I don't have to. I want to.” He pressed the package into my hands. “Now get out of here before I make you eat more pancakes. You got people ahead of you to worry about.”

And someone behind me, I thought. I’d have to figure this strange woman out. Someone was way too interested in me. Or too interested in Pike’s Satphone.

Before I left, I tried to give Harold money. He refused.

“No sir. This is free. Always free.”

“Then let me donate to your propane fund or something.”

“Tell you what. Just pass it forward.”

“Pass what forward?”

“Being a trail angel.”

“That’s a deal,” I said, before I could stop myself. I hated making promises.

He squeezed my shoulder once more. “Now git. Tell everyone you see coming this way that Harold’s got hot food here for the next three days.”
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Once I was across the road, I continued on for several miles until I found a good spot.

For an ambush. I figured that woman was following me. I wanted to know why. I settled into a concealed spot where I could see anyone coming up the trail from the west. Maggs lay down next to me.

I tried connecting the dots and they led right back to Pike’s satphone. Someone was still monitoring its signal after all these years. As I waited, I took it out. It had been dead, buried in that drawer for who knew how long? Inside a Faraday bag. I didn’t even know if Pike had used it to talk to Herc from Rocky Start. He’d had a cell phone. The satphone was an old model, one of the first to be used by covert ops. With the rise of AI and living in a world with constant monitoring it would be easy to set up an automatic alert if the satphone became active.

And someone had jumped on that alert pretty damn quick, calling back within minutes of the first time I’d used it. And they’d asked for Pike. And they’d be able to pinpoint where I was every time I turned it on. According to Harold the woman had my picture from the Amicalola trail angel, but she’d been coming from the north. Which meant she’d gotten the photo, then leapfrogged by vehicle well ahead of my route and was coming back to find me. She’d been caught off guard by Claire’s presence at Blood Mountain. Then there were too many campers at the shelter to try something this morning.

Try what?

Damn, I just wanted to complete the Trail. Which meant getting to the spot where I’d been ambushed once before. The entity that controlled the simulation that was my life was probably very amused by all this.

I checked my Satphone and there was a text from Rose.

Jackie says Claire is asking for help since she told you

So help

Love

And Jackie went to school for that? I thought.

I settled down to wait. Hikers came by, alone or in groups. I recognized some. I heard Louis coming long before he hove into view, huffing and puffing under the weight of his ruck. He didn’t look very happy as he went past, unaware I was watching.

Then something occurred to me. I stood up and called out, “Louis.”

He stumbled, surprised, almost over-reacted as he spun about, surprisingly fast for having that big pack on his back. Then he recognized me as I stood up. “You scared the shit out of me.” He dumped his ruck, glad for the excuse to get it off his back. I walked to the trail with Maggs, leaving my ruck back in the hide site.

“What were you doing?” he asked. “Taking a dump?”

I ignored that. “Have you seen the one-legged guy?”

Louis shook his head. “One leg?”

“He’s got a prosthesis, but it’s not working quite right.”

“Nope. Maybe he quit?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But if he hasn’t, can I borrow some of your meds? He might be getting an infection?”

Louis brightened up. Someone was asking for his help, proving his excessive preparation was actually normal. He started digging through his ruck. “I’ve got extra, of course. Redundancy. For situations just like this.” He frowned as he searched. “I’ll have to remember to re-order for my next resupply, so I’m topped off.”

“Certainly,” I said.

He took out a small green case and unzipped it. There were six pill bottles in it. “How many?”

“Enough for a full dose,” I said. “Seven days.”

He squinted, reading the instruction on the side of one bottle, shook his head and put it back. Then another. “This one.” He opened the top and carefully counted out a number. Then found a Ziplok bag from some other place on that massive backpack and put them in it.

He hesitated and I could tell he was loath to part with any part of his backup supply. But the fact I was asking for help implicitly proving him right overrode that and he handed it over.

“Much appreciated,” I said. “I’ll let Tom know you gave them to me.”

“Tom?”

“The Marine veteran with one leg.”

“Oh. Yeah. Good.”

He was replacing the green case in his pack as two more hikers came up the trail and said hello.

Louis looked a little irritated as they tried to chat. I suppose they were crapping on his good deed somehow. He sealed up his pack.

I could tell he was reluctant to put it back on, but he grunted as he lifted and was ready to move out again. I thought about the times I’d had a deployment ruck so heavy I couldn’t stand on my own and needed two guys to get me to my feet. The good old days when men were men and the sheep ran scared.

“So you were waiting for me?” He asked.

“For him,” I lied. “But then I saw you and knew you had what he needed.”

Louis smiled. “Yeah. Always ready. That’s me.”

“I’ll see you on the Trail,” I said.

He nodded. “See you.”

And then he trudged off, the other two hikers with him.

I went back to my hide site and lay down. Maggs settled down next to me, her chin on her paws, wondering what we were up to. Wondering so hard she fell asleep. She was gently snoring when I heard someone coming. Maggs’ eyes snapped open.

Limping along, leaning heavily on his walking poles, came Tom. The pain was etched on his face, but he was pushing onward. I didn’t make my presence known, just watched as he made his way by, every step a jolt of agony.

He had heart. Brains? I don’t know. He was a Marine. We made jokes about them all the time, but damn, he was still doing it. I knew I could catch up to him relatively quickly. Right now, I wanted to figure out who this woman was.

He continued on, unaware I had watched him.

There was an occasional day hiker with a small pack or waist pack. But no sign of the woman with my picture. Was she leaping ahead again?

I lay on my back, staring up at the blue sky while counting on Maggs to alert me to trail traffic. Why did the past always come back to haunt? In this case, though, it was Pike’s past. She had to know I wasn’t Pike. Not the right age. I decided she wanted to ask me where Pike was. There was no reason to wish harm on someone who just carried a man’s Satphone. I certainly hadn’t recognized her.

Finally, an hour before dark. I got up and hit the trail. I didn’t go far, then got off trail and found a level spot, out of view and settled in for the night. I figured Tom was not far ahead. I’d get to him in the morning.

I did not turn the Satphone on or remove it from the Faraday bag.
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After packing up my camp in less than a minute, instead of hitting the trail, I took the time to stretch out a bit. Hiking uses certain muscles but not others. Then I spent fifteen minutes doing katas.

My stop yesterday had put a number of people who I’d already met ahead of me on the trail. So, as expected, it was early morning when I came upon Tom, sitting on his rucksack, his prosthetic off, staring at his stump. He had not made it far past the shelter where he’d probably spent the night.

There was a new bandage on it, red from fresh blood. His face was pale, jaw clenched so tight I was worried about his dental work.

“Don’t,” he said when he saw me approach. “Just don’t.”

Maggs trotted over anyway, because she had no respect for human boundaries when she sensed someone was hurting. She sat down right in front of Tom and put her head on his knee—the real one, not the prosthetic side. Smart dog.

Tom’s hand automatically went to her head, scratching behind her ears. “Your dog’s a pain in the ass.”

“She tried to join the Marines, but they said she was too smart.”

“Funny guy,” he said.

I dropped my pack and sat down without asking permission. “You rebandaged?”

He shook his head. “Some woman. Said she’d been a nurse. Had this old dog with her, a yellow lab.”

“Claire?”

He nodded. “Yeah. That was her name.”

That was strange. She’d acted like she didn’t know how to take care of her blister. Had she played me? Was looking for someone to talk to? Or could take care of others but not herself? People are odd.

“Doesn’t look like any bandage is going to work,” I noted.

He was unwrapping it. What he revealed wasn’t pretty. The skin on his stump was angry red, with the beginning of an open sore.

“That looks bad,” I said.

“Yeah. She told me the bandage wouldn’t hold. Told me it was getting infected and to get off the trail and get help.”

More irony; Claire telling someone to get help.

Time to push things. “That’s going to get infected, if it isn’t already.” I opened my ruck and pulled out my first aid kit. “Let me at least clean it.”

“I don’t need⁠—"

“Yeah, you do. Unless you want to explain to some ER doc in two days why you let a perfectly preventable infection turn septic because you were too stubborn to accept basic first aid from a fellow vet. And unless you want to lose the rest of that leg, if not your life.”

He glared at me, but there was exhaustion behind it now. The kind that came from fighting your own body for too long. “You always this pushy?”

“My girlfriend says I’m ‘aggressively helpful’. I think she meant it as a compliment.” I moved closer with the kit. “Let me look.”

Tom hesitated, then nodded. Up close, it was worse than I'd thought. The socket had been rubbing the same spot for days, creating a pressure sore that was now raw and weeping. There was red all around which meant an infection. No red streaks up the thigh so it was somewhat localized.

“Okay, this is no bullshit bad.”

He gave a slight nod. “I know.”

I pulled out the Ziploc bag of antibiotics. “You need to start taking this now. And finish the whole regime. A week.”

He nodded and popped one in his mouth and downed it with a swig of water.

“Those are courtesy of Louis, by the way?”

“’Louis’?”

“The guy hauling that huge ruck,” I clarified.

Tom nodded. “They call him the Mountain. For the size of the backpack. He’s big too.”

“Well, he had these in his mountain.”

“He’s a weird dude,” Tom said.

Then I cleaned it as gently as I could, but he still hissed through his teeth. Maggs pressed closer, and his hand tightened in her fur.

“Your prosthesis isn’t working at all,” I said. “In fact, it’s hurting you.”

“I know. Fucking VA.”

“You need to get to a doctor.”

“I’m not stopping.” His voice was quiet but firm. “I didn’t come out here to quit after a week.”

“Okay.” I finished bandaging the wound as best I could and sat back. “So what’s the plan? Push through until you literally can’t walk anymore? Damage the tissue so badly you can’t wear any prosthetic at all for months? Wear it down to the bone, exposing it? Hope the antibiotics work, even though it might be too late? Maybe have the infection spread, go septic, and really make it interesting? Have it give out some place where we’d have to call a chopper in to medevac you?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“Tom, I’m not trying to tell you what to do⁠—"

“Yeah, you are. Everyone is.” His voice cracked slightly. “Physical therapist said I should wait another year before attempting this. VA doc said I shouldn’t attempt it at all. My ex-wife said I was running away from my problems.” He gestured at the mountain. “So yeah, maybe I am. But this is the first thing I’ve actually wanted to do since I lost my leg. The first thing that felt like it mattered. And if I stop now . . .”

“You’ll think you failed.”

“I’ll know I failed.” He looked away. “I survived an IED. Survived the surgeries, the rehab, the phantom pain, the whole nightmare. And I thought, if I can survive that, I can do anything. I can walk the AT. I can prove that I’m still . . .” He trailed off.

“Still whole?” I offered quietly.

“Still worth something.”

Maggs whined and pushed her head harder against his leg. Tom’s eyes were bright, but he blinked hard, refusing to let anything fall.

I sat there for a moment, trying to figure out how to say what needed to be said without sounding like every other person who’d told this guy what he couldn’t do. “How many did you lose to the IED?”

His head snapped up and he looked at me. “Three. I was the only one who survived.”

“Survivor’s guilt,” I said.

“Fuck you.”

“I once went through a door we blew open. Shoulder to shoulder with a buddy. He got shot in the face, died instantly. I think about him all the time. Think how easily it could have been me. But I can’t change what happened.”

“So it’s just fate?”

I shrugged. “Sometimes I think there’s a superior being, not exactly God, but something, I call it the entity, looking over my life and it likes to fuck with me every so often. But it didn’t that day.”

I could tell this wasn’t getting through to him.

“Can I tell you something?” I asked. "And feel free to tell me to fuck off after but just hear me out.”

Tom shrugged. “Why not. Already having a great day.”

“I knew a guy. Tier One. One of the best operators I ever worked with—smart, fast, tactical genius. He was the guy you wanted covering you in any situation.” I paused. “Until he wasn’t. Got injured during rehearsal for a mission—nothing as serious as yours, but bad enough. Refused to let someone replace him. Got on the chopper with us even though he wasn’t 100 percent. Hell, he wasn’t 50 percent.”

“And?”

“And he got two people killed because he couldn’t perform the way he used to, but he couldn’t admit it. He thought pushing through pain, refusing to acknowledge limitations, that was what made him strong.” I met Tom's eyes. “Turns out, the brave thing would’ve been to say ‘I’m not ready’ and step back.”

Tom’s jaw worked. “That’s a hell of a story. Not sure I believe you.”

“Unfortunately, it’s a true one.” I gestured to his leg. “You want to finish this trail? I get that. But not like this. Right now, you’re not hiking—you’re destroying your body inch by inch and calling it perseverance.”

“So you think I should quit.”

“I think you should stop.” I emphasized the word. “Not quit. Stop. Heal. Do the trail next year when you’re really ready. Even though you’re a Marine, understand the difference between a tactical retreat and a surrender. Sort of like the Chosin Reservoir.”

A hint of a smile. “Fuck you. Advancing by retreating.”

“That’s the spirit.” I pointed ahead. “About a mile or so that way is a hardball road. Russell Scenic Highway. I’m pretty sure there will be a trail angel there or at least a shuttle to take you into the closest town. Get that looked at by a doc at the very least.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You’re going that way anyway,” I pointed out. “And if I’m not next to you, I’m going to follow you at a distance like a creepy stalker until you collapse. Then I’m going to have to carry you, and honestly, neither of us wants that. It’ll be weird for everyone involved.”

He actually laughed—short and bitter, but real. “You’re kind of an asshole.”

Tom sat there for what felt like forever, his hand still buried in Maggs’ fur. Finally, he let out a long breath. “Fuck.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“Not next year,” he said, putting his prosthesis back on. “One month. I get this sorted, heal up properly, and I come back in a month.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I extended my hand. “Deal?”

He took it. His grip was strong, steady. “Deal.”

I helped him to his feet.

Foot.

Damn.

But just before we moved out, Maggs alerted, looking back the way we’d come. I looked that way, but no one appeared. I had the sense someone was watching, but not approaching.

Shit. But I had to help Tom. So we moved out.
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It was a Catch-22 walking with Tom. I didn’t want to see him in pain, but the worse it got, the more likely he was to quit. He had to stop more times than he wanted to. Get my help several times where the trail was tough.

We finally staggered out to the road. There were a couple of vehicles parked there. A shuttle, which we knew was one because the pickup’s driver had a cardboard sign advertising himself as such. He already had a dispirited hiker sitting on the road next to the pickup. There was no trail angel passing out food or drink. We went over to the shuttle driver, who saw us approaching and opened the door to the back seat and helped me wrestle the pack off Tom’s back and toss it in the bed.

“You need a doctor,” the driver said.

“No shit,” Tom replied, finally giving in all the way. He reached in his pocket and pulled out Louis’s antibiotics, the six that were left, and gave them to me. “You can return these.”

I felt bad that I hadn’t caught up to him yesterday with the antibiotics, but frankly, as far progressed as this was, I very much doubted that would have made a difference. He should have thrown in the towel much earlier.

I didn’t say any of that. The driver told the other hiker to get in, they were leaving now. I barely had time to wish Tom well and then they were gone, heading toward civilization.

I took a moment to untense. I realized I’d been worried I was going to have to carry Tom out. And the way my knees were feeling, that would not have been easy. Or, just maybe, it was from being worried about him?

Did it matter?

I looked around. There was a red BMW SUV, engine idling parked about thirty yards from where the AT crossed the two-lane highway, backed off the road and mostly hidden from view. The windshield was tinted so I couldn’t see who was inside. That, and the way it was parked with the engine running, made my spider sense go all tingly.

There were a couple of hikers taking in the great view from a picnic table in a little spot just off the road. Two other empty cars, probably day hikers doing a loop.

No sign of Jenna or Claire.

I was getting ready to move on when another pickup truck rumbled up, several hikers in the back. Probably returning from spending the night in a nearby hotel or hostel in Helen, Georgia. As they unloaded, thanking the driver, I spotted Jenna among them.

She was still in the game.

Good for her.

She saw me and waved and headed over, after saying goodbye to the others who started up the trail. The shuttle took off, heading back to town. As she arrived, that left only her, me and whoever was in the BMW.

I didn’t like the situation.

“Good to see you still on the Trail,” I said, walking to her. I nodded toward the Trail. “Let’s get going.”

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“The SUV over there,” I said.

She looked over her shoulder. She literally staggered upon seeing it. “It’s him. Jeremy.”

Which was confirmed when the driver’s door opened and a man got. He was young, in shape, wearing khaki pants and a black windbreaker, half zipped. He walked toward us like he owned the ground under his feet.

I didn’t like him simply because his name was Jeremy. I mean, seriously? That’s what his wife called him? Not Jerry?

He called out. “Get in the car, Jenna.”

Jenna and Jeremy, I thought. That had probably been cute for a little while.

She shook her head. “No. I’m finishing what I started.”

“You are not,” he said, stopping about five feet away. But he was looking me over, trying to figure out what my role was in this. I was doing the same. I mean, seriously. I’d just talked to a few people and look what was happening? Medevacking a Marine. And now a nuts spouse? So much for growing socially.

Jenna took a step back and sort of behind me, because, of course, I’m the human shit magnet.

“Who the fuck are you?” Jeremy asked me.

I tried smiling, which I’ve been told I shouldn’t do as it comes off somewhat differently then I desired. “Just another hiker.”

He frowned. “You fucking my wife?”

I blinked. That was a hell of a jump. “I don’t want any trouble,” I said and I really meant it. Because I had other trouble looming in the form of some woman tracking me.

“Get in the beemer, Jenna,” he ordered.

Seriously, he called his own car a beemer? I was starting to dislike this guy.

“No.”

He shook his head and came forward. I didn’t move until he reached around me and grabbed her arm hard, jerking her forward. That, in combination with her backpack, caused her to fall to her knees.

I hit the quick releases on my ruck straps—I’d done the same when ambushed once or twice—and before it hit the ground, I had the arm which was grabbing her and twisted it, causing him to let go. I then pushed him back, giving us separation using the pain in his wrist to control him.

“Get the hell out of my way,” he said to me.

“She doesn’t want to go with you,” I said. I helped Jenna to her feet.

“It’s none of your damn business,” he snarled. “You are fucking her, aren’t you?”

I looked up and down the road. No vehicle moving. No one on the trail.

Jeremy’s hand started to slide inside his jacket. Maggs, who’d been hanging back, came forward to my right side and let out a low growl.

“You pull a gun out,” I said, “you’re going to be eating it.” I felt stupid as soon as I said it, because really, you shouldn’t threaten, you should just do. But Jenna was here and I felt like I had to give it a chance to defuse. Some might question my choice of defusing words, but I tend to have a limited vocabulary in these kinds of situation. I think Maggs’ growl was more to the point.

Jeremy seemed to at least be considering the possibilities. He looked at me, at Jenna, and then at Maggs. He settled back on Jenna.

“You walk away now, you have no home. No place to come crawling back to. I’ll be done with you. Everyone will be done with you. You get nothing.”

Jenna took a step forward on my left, perhaps inspired by Maggs. “Is that a promise?”

I saw it in his eyes a moment before he moved. The snap of insane anger. Seeing that gave me the moment I needed as his hand shot inside his jacket. I grabbed hold of the gun hand as he brought a pistol out and I twisted it, bending so that the pain forced him to follow the torque to his knees. I twitched some additional pressure and he dropped the gun.

“A little more,” I said, “and your wrist is broken.” I looked over at Jenna. “Should I break it?”

A slight moan of pain escaped Jeremy’s mouth. I sensed movement in my peripheral vision and glanced that way. Louis and his big backpack came off the trail. He paused, took in what was happening, then dropped his ruck with a loud thump and jogged over to us.

“Need some help?” he asked me. Then to Jenna. “You all right?”

She nodded.

“Could you pick up that gun,” I asked Louis.

He did so, gingerly as if expecting it to explode.

I relaxed the pressure on Jeremy’s wrist slightly.

Two more hikers appeared, a couple. They hurried over.

“What’s going on?” the woman asked.

“Crazy husband,” I said. “His wife,” I nodded at Jenna, “is trying to get away from him. Pulled a gun on her.”

I let go of Jeremy and took the pistol from Louis, checking it. The safety was on, but there was a round in the chamber. I dropped the magazine and ejected the round.

The female half of the couple had her cell phone out. She paused, looking at Jenna. “Do you want me to call the police?”

“Please don’t,” Jenna said.

But even as she said that an old pickup truck loaded with firewood in the bed pulled up and two guys with big beards and long hair got out. “Everything okay?”

They were looking at me, since I had the gun. Before I could say anything, Jenna succinctly explained.

A hostile circle was gathering around Jeremy, who was rubbing his wrist, and looking decidedly more nervous by the second.

“There’s a mine shaft not far away,” one of the pickup guys said. “No one will ever find him.”

He was bluffing, too many witnesses, although it was a good idea. But it helped push Jeremy even more off kilter.

“Fuck you,” he managed to sputter, then he turned and hurried toward his SUV. He got in, then spit dirt and gravel as he drove out of the spot onto the road and headed south.

Everyone watched, then turned to Jenna, offering various kinds of support. The truck guys suggested driving her into town. The other hikers were offering to accompany her on the trail. Louis was suggesting various survival items. Maggs did the best, pressing up against her left leg and Jenna was absently running through Maggs’ thick hair, always a comfort.

I could tell Jenna was overwhelmed.

“She’ll be all right,” I told the others. “Just needs a moment, then we’ll be back on the trail.”

When the hell did I become part of a ‘we’?

The couple gave Jenna their cell phone numbers. As did the guys from the pickup. Louis grunted as he picked up his backpack and then he staggered off on his way. Finally, we were alone.

Which is when the dam burst. Jenna started sobbing, taking deep, heaving breaths.

Shit. What now?

“You’re okay,” I said.

She was shaking her head and still sobbing. I put her husband’s gun in my pack, then reluctantly put my arms around her, her head buried against my shoulder. “You’ll be okay.” I tried to dredge up my experience dealing with someone who was wounded. No matter how bad the wound, even if you knew it was mortal, you reassured them. You gave them physical contact, so they knew they weren’t alone in what could be their last moments. In the worst situations even someone holding a hand could make all the difference in the world.

We stood like that for what seemed an eternity but was probably less than a minute. Finally, the sobbing stopped. She moved slightly and I let go.

“No one’s ever really helped me before,” she said, wiping away tears. She was amazed. “All these people standing up for me. There really is trail magic, isn’t there?”

“Sure,” I said.

“What do I do now?” she asked.

“Your phone,” I said, prioritizing as always.

“What about it?”

“Did you call the number I gave you?”

She shook her head.

“Do you want to?” I asked.

“Get a new life?” she said, but it was a question to herself, one she had to answer.

I waited.

Finally, she nodded. “Yes. There’s nothing in my old life I want any more. I want to be around people who give a damn about others.”

“I don’t think you should continue much farther on the Trail. He could still get ahead and wait somewhere. There won’t always be others around. Best to make the call now.”

“Can I wait until⁠—”

“Because we need to destroy your cell phone after you call.”

“Can’t we just turn it off?”

I think for so many people their cell phone is such an integral part of their lives, they can’t even process the thought of being without it.

I shook my head. “Even when your cell is turned off, what is called a soft power off, it just goes into a low power mode with some of the features still running in the background. That’s why you can use ‘find my phone’ successfully even if the phone is off. Bluetooth low energy is also active.” I was remembering the briefing I’d received from a tech geek years ago. I figured things were even worse now. “True off is removing the battery or the sim card, but—” I gestured at her phone—“you can’t do that with new phones unless you break them open. And your last known location is on record with the last cell tower ping. Jeremy knows you’re here. So making a call now isn’t an issue. But later? Yeah. He could find you.”

Jenna pulled the piece of paper out of her shirt pocket. “Coral?”

I nodded. “Here. I’ll do it.” I punched in the number.

I was a little surprised Coral answered. I’d expected to leave a message.

“Hello?”

“Coral, it’s Max.”

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” I said. “How’s Pike?”

“Grumpy, but healing. He’s listening to common sense. For now.”

I then explained Jenna’s situation. We made arrangements for her to be picked up at the next spot where a paved road crossed the trail. Coral asked no questions outside of locking down the specifics of picking her up. Then I held up a finger to Jenna, to indicate I needed to discuss something else and walked a short distance away, out of earshot.

“When was the last time Pike used his satphone?” I asked her.

“I have no idea,” Coral said. “I’ve never seen him use it. He kept it up at his cabin until he moved in with me. He brought it with him and stuck it in that drawer. Why?”

“Someone’s been monitoring for it all these years. Alerted the moment I turned it on. I think they’re tracking me.”

There were a few seconds of silence. “Any idea who?”

“There’s a woman I spotted. In her thirties or forties. Looks Central or South American. I haven’t had a chance for a face-to-face.”

“Could be connected to Reggie and Marley,” she said.

“What do you know of their background?”

“Just that Pike worked with their parents years ago,” Coral said. “And just before they were disappeared, they gave the boys’ grandfather Pike’s address in Rocky Start. I don’t know the exact story, but the grandfather walked away from them while they were sleeping in the desert right after he got them across the border. I suspect there wasn’t enough water, so he sacrificed himself. And he was ill. Then they made their way to Rocky Start. But nothing more than that. I don’t think either of them remember much either. And it’s not something we bring up.”

“Could you get the Ferrells to research what a Punisher skull type tattoo on the back of the hand represents?”

“You know they no longer have access to the NSA database, Max.”

“They can do an AI search.”

“I will ask them.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

“It is no trouble,” Coral said.

I hung up. Then I went back to Jenna and handed her the phone. “Do you want to do the honors?”

We walked to the Trail on the side of the road. She found a rock and used it to destroy the phone. She got into it even though her first smash dd the job. She kept pounding until there was just a pile of broken metal and glass left. We cleaned it up and tossed it in the trash bin by the picnic table.

Then we headed onward.
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I didn’t want to stay in the shelter where Jenna and I stopped that evening. But Louis was there, as well as the couple who’d offered to call for help. They welcomed us and I figured it would be rude to set up and hide.

But that didn’t mean I had to join in. Especially as more hikers showed up. Soon there were well over a dozen, a veritable throng in my opinion. I could tell that the story of Jenna’s confrontation was already becoming part of trail legend. It would be interesting to see what it evolved into in a month. Probably Big Foot and aliens would be thrown in the mix.

Just before dark, I followed the wooden signs to the nearest water source to filter and top off. I paused just before I got there when I heard people talking. Not about Jenna. About someone else I knew.

I gave Maggs the signal to be still and we stood, listening. There were three hikers, maybe in their twenties, sitting on rocks about twenty feet away, waiting on a hanging filter to make their water safe. They hadn't noticed me yet—I was partially hidden by the trees, and years of training had made me naturally quiet. Not that I was trying to eavesdrop. Okay. I was.

“I'm telling you, it’s animal abuse,” one of them said. A guy with a scraggly beard and a pack covered in patches. “That dog can barely walk.”

“I saw them yesterday,” a woman chimed in. She had her hair in two braids and wore colorful gear. “The Lab, right? He could hardly get up. Just laid there wheezing.”

“Boone,” the third hiker said. A younger guy, college-aged maybe. “Sweet dog. But yeah, he looked rough.”

I was trying to figure out if this meant Claire was ahead of me or behind.

“Sweet or not, he shouldn't be out here.” Scraggly beard again. “That woman, she’s basically torturing him. Making him hike when he can barely move. It’s selfish.”

I walked forward, nodded hello to them and knelt next to the stream, taking out my filter. They nodded hello, but they stayed on their topic. Maggs was beside me, and she looked up, sensing my tension.

“She seems nice though,” college kid offered weakly. “Claire is her name.”

“Nice doesn't matter if you’re hurting your dog,” the woman said with certainty. “I wanted to say something, but Travis stopped me.” She nodded at scraggly beard—Travis, apparently. “Said it wasn't our business.”

“It’s not,” Travis agreed. “But it should be. Like, there should be rules about this kind of thing. Dogs have to be fit enough for the trail, same as people.”

Rules, I thought. Always for someone else. It was a rare day someone proposed a rule to keep them from doing something they were doing. Always to stop someone else.

“Did you see how slowly they were moving?” The woman again.

My throat felt tight. I thought about Claire’s face that first morning I’d met her. The way her hand had hovered over Boone’s hindquarters, ready to help but letting him keep his dignity as long as possible. And the painkillers. The way Boone had enjoyed sniffing all the new smells he found on the trail. Better to burn out and fade away. That was something we’d often said in covert ops.

“I don't know,” college kid said. “Maybe she has her reasons.”

“What reason is good enough to make a dying dog climb mountains?” Travis’s voice had an edge now, self-righteous. “If she loves him so much, she should be at home making him comfortable, not dragging him through the wilderness.”

Not if she doesn’t have a home, I thought, but did not say.

“Exactly,” the woman agreed. “It’s like those people who force their dogs to run marathons or whatever. Just because you want to do something doesn’t mean your dog should suffer for it.”

I could walk over. Could tell them they didn't know a damn thing about Claire or Boone or what that dog meant to her. Could explain that Boone was all she had left of her son, that she’d lost everything in a fire, that the dog was the only thing keeping her alive. That the dog had lost the person most important to him.

But I didn’t.

Because it wasn’t my story to tell. And because part of me—a small, judgmental part—had thought the same thing when I first saw them. Had wondered if Claire was being selfish, if love could justify watching a dog struggle.

Until I’d understood. Until I’d seen that Boone wasn't suffering because Claire was bringing him along. He was struggling because he was choosing to walk, the same way she was choosing to keep breathing. They were keeping each other alive, one painful step at a time. The same way Tom had kept walking until his stump was bleeding and his body was infected.

“Should we report it to a ranger or something?” the woman asked.

I tensed.

“Report what?” College kid sounded uncomfortable now. “That someone’s hiking with an old dog? That’s not illegal.”

“Maybe it should be,” Travis muttered.

I finished filtering my water and stood. All three of them looked over. I didn't say anything. Just nodded once more, the way you do when you pass other hikers, and called Maggs to me.

We walked away with Maggs trotting beside me. My chest felt tight, anger mixing with something else. Grief, maybe. Or just the weight of knowing things these hikers didn’t, couldn’t, understand. They weren’t bad people. They saw an old dog struggling and they felt compassion—wanted to protect him. That was human. That was decent.

They just didn’t see the whole picture. Didn’t see that sometimes love looks like letting someone walk until they can’t anymore. That sometimes the cruelest thing you can do is take away someone’s last reason to keep going. I’d debated that with Tom, but he was finally able to see his reality, and he didn’t want to die. He just wanted to finish something. And I knew he would. If not in a month, then next year. Or maybe his attitude would change, and he’d realize he didn’t need to walk over two thousand miles to prove something.

I thought about how the people earlier had banded together to help Jenna even without knowing the entire story. And how these people were looking at something else differently, without knowing the full story.

As I got closer to the shelter, I glanced down at Maggs. “You’d tell me, right? If I was being selfish? If this wasn't what you wanted?”

She wagged her tail and pressed against my leg.

“Yeah. That's what I thought.”
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Luke was waiting in his van, his very nice electric van of which I would never say anything negative, at Unicoi Gap. The Trail had been particularly hard getting here, with steep climbs and hazardous descents. I thought it was fitting for Jenna’s last day on the AT.

We hadn’t talked much on the way. A lot of that was due to being out of breath, me more so than her. I think she was lost in thought and worry. But mainly, I think she was in a slight state of shock over the change that she was in the midst of. There is the concept of change and then the reality of change. Right now, reality was hitting her.

I introduced the two and Jenna put her ruck in the back of the van and got in the passenger seat. Then Luke and I excused ourselves to talk privately. We walked away to a nice spot, with a great view of the mountains ahead of me. Nature. Got to love it.

“Having fun, Max?” he asked.

“Loads.”

“Rescuing lost souls again,” Luke said with a smile.

“Is everyone happy now that I’m talking to people?” I asked.

“Rose is wondering if you fell off the face of the earth,” Luke said.

I shook my head. “I want to use my cell and the satphone as little as possible because of what I told Coral. Let Rose know please.”

“Sure,” Luke said. “And I’ll tell her you love her and miss her, right?”

“Of course, asshole.”

“She’s doing good,” Luke said. “I think she’d needed some time to decompress. All of us do. It’s been a hell of a year and this storm didn’t help. We need to regather our strength because once the road opens up and we go back . . .” He trailed off, then nodded at the van. “Think she’ll be a good addition to the town?”

“I’ve got no idea. She’s escaping something bad. What lies ahead?” I shrugged.

Luke didn’t press it.

“Did you talk to Pike about his phone?” I asked.

Luke nodded. “He says he hasn’t used it in over ten years. Never even turned it on. But he did use it to talk to Reggie and Marley’s parents. They were working joint drug task force in Colombia, which somehow Pike was involved in via a mission tasking from Herc. The last time he talked to them, they called him, afraid and asking Pike if he’d take care of their boys. He said he would, told them where he was, and that was the last he heard. Until the boys showed up in Rocky Start. They’d been given the address by their grandfather, who’d disappeared on the trek north. Pike assumes both parents and the grandfather are dead.”

“So Pike was working for Herc even after settling in Rocky Start?”

Luke nodded. “Years ago. I think Herc kept leverage on him. Nothing in the last ten years.”

“What do you think?” I asked.

Luke shrugged. “It’s been so long, why is someone still monitoring it? Not just that but reacting if this woman is here.”

“I’ll ask her next time I see her.”

“Don’t get killed,” Luke suggested, because that’s the kind of friend he was. Always dispensing insightful advice that would never have occurred to me.

“I don’t know what I’d do without your wisdom,” I said.

“Stumble around walking in the woods,” Luke said.

“The Ferrells have anything on the tattoo?”

Luke didn’t look happy about that. “A Colombian Cartel. That tattoo on the back of the hand usually indicates a sicario, specifically FARC.”

I knew of that group. A revolutionary movement that had shifted into the drug trafficking business to finance their operations; with the drug trafficking becoming so profitable they’d lost track of the revolution.

“And the hits just keep on coming,” I said. “Pun intended.”

“Yeah. Don’t get killed.”

“You’re repeating yourself.”

“It bears repeating. You know you can just pull the plug on this walk in the woods.”

I thought of the people I’d met so far. Tom, who would be back on the trail eventually. Claire and her goal of Fontana. Jenna sitting in his van to start a new life. “I’ll get to where I stopped last time.”

“Where you got ambushed last time,” Luke clarified, because he was big on pesky details. He changed the topic. “I got an update on construction. Tennessee is starting work on their end of the road. I’m not optimistic but we might be able to go back in less than a month.”

I nodded. “That would be good.”

“Aren’t you having fun out here?”

“This talking to people thing just brings trouble,” I said.

“I think you’re a shit magnet,” Luke said, subtle as ever. “You bring it out in people.”

“Thanks.”

“It’s not a bad thing,” Luke said. “You helped save Rocky Start from Serena, then Geoffrey Nice and then finally Herc. And now—” he nodded at the van—“saving another wayward soul. Maybe you should become a preacher.”

“The church of Max.”

He shook his head. “I’d center it around Maggs. She’s prettier.”

“The Church of Maggs,” I said, looking down at her. “Yeah.”

“Want me to come back and give you backup? We could walk in the woods together.” Luke asked.

He didn’t sound enthused about the idea. He had Jackie waiting for him. I shook my head. “I think I can handle it.”

“Right,” he said with a lot less confidence than I would have liked.

We went over to the van. Luke got in the driver’s seat, and I spoke across him to Jenna. “I’ll see you in a few weeks. In Rocky Start.”

She nodded. “I hope so.”

“I do too,” Luke added.

He really wasn’t a lot of help.

“By the way,” Luke added, “since you’re not checking your phone, do you know there’s a storm heading this way? Lots of rain, snow at elevation.”

“The human body is waterproof,” I said, channeling my inner Ranger.

Luke nodded. “You keep telling yourself that, Max. Let me know how it works out. I’m enjoying room service.”

Then they drove off.

I took a deep breath, then headed onto the trail. I just wanted a quiet day. A day where I didn’t get caught up in someone else’s drama

And I knew just thinking that was taunting the superior entity that controlled my reality.
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Luke was right, of course, about the storm. I moved fast, covering ground, as the sky darkened. Less than a half hour after hitting the trail it began to drizzle. The temperature was in the forties, which meant it was chilly. The worst combination of weather is just above freezing and rain. I’d prefer below freezing and snow. Of course, what I preferred did not matter to the Entities of weather.

By the time I got to the next shelter, it was pouring. And colder. There was sleet mixed with the rain. And night was looming. Louis was there with his big pack. I recognized a few others by sight, not by name. No sign of Claire and Boone. There were eight people crowded in the Tray Mountain shelter, basically a roofed platform with a sagging picnic table in front. They looked really miserable. Everyone was soaked and dispirited.

I stopped short of the shelter and looked around. A couple of other people had put up their tents and were hiding inside. There was fire pit in front of the shelter, but no one had gotten a fire going. The rain showed no signs of stopping, rather it looked to be changing to sleet and then probably snow if it kept up.

I walked up to the shelter, soaked through despite my rain gear. Maggs shook herself the moment we got under the roof, spraying water everywhere, and I heard someone groan from inside.

“Sorry,” I said, dropping my pack.

People were huddled in their sleeping bags like refugees. The temperature had dropped into the high thirties, and with the wind driving rain sideways into the shelter opening, it felt closer to freezing.

Nobody was talking. All you could hear was the sound of rain hammering on the tin roof and teeth chattering.

“This is miserable,” someone said. A woman, maybe thirties, her voice flat with exhaustion. “This is absolutely miserable.”

“Worst day on the trail,” another voice agreed. Male, older. “I’m seriously considering quitting. Just hiking out to the nearest road tomorrow and going home.”

“If we survive the night,” someone else added. Not joking.

I looked around. Everyone was shivering, even inside their sleeping bags. Wet gear hung from every available surface, dripping steadily but not drying. The fire ring outside sat useless, filled with soggy ash and water. I’d been in worse situations. Much worse.

I was remembering something that had happened in Ranger School. We’d finished a patrol in similar weather conditions. As tough as the school was, the instructors weren’t stupid. We were in the middle of the woods, soaking wet, and the temperature was falling. Years ago, in the Florida phase, a patrol had been in a similar situation. And it had turned ugly, with several students going hypothermic. Four had died. Ever since, the RI’s had paid close attention when students were wet and cold. One of the RI’s had quickly taken charge and, most importantly, action. I’d learned a big life lesson that day. When you’re miserable, don’t just wallow in it. Take action.

“Anyone try to start a fire?” I asked.

Several people laughed bitterly.

“With what?” The woman gestured outside. “Everything's soaked. Wood, kindling, everything. We tried for an hour. Gave up.”

“I tried,” Louis said, sitting up in his bag. “But nothing would catch.”

“It’s impossible,” someone else confirmed. “The inside of the fire ring is full of water.”

I looked at Maggs, who looked back at me with an expression that clearly said, “Please do something about this.”

“Yeah, okay.” I stood up and zipped up my rain jacket to head outside.

“Waste of time,” an older guy said. “Just got to suck it up until tomorrow. You young people are soft.”

Mister ‘you young people are soft’ was also in his bag.

I grabbed my headlamp and headed back out into the rain. Behind me, I heard someone mutter, “This should be entertaining.”

The fire ring was a disaster—waterlogged ash, puddles, and a few pieces of wet wood that someone had given up on. I kicked out as much water as I could. I knelt and pulled out my blade and dug a small trench to let water drain.

Then I started looking for wood.

The key to fire in the rain isn't finding dry wood—that’s usually impossible. The key is finding wood that’s less wet than everything else. Dead branches still attached to trees. The underside of fallen logs. Inside hollow stumps. Stuff below cedar and pine trees tends to be drier. There was a wood pile; some trail angel had probably hauled it here in a cart. But it was scattered now. They must have tried digging into it to try to find dry pieces and only managed to soak everything.

I circled out. Found a dead pine with low branches that had stayed relatively dry. Snapped off everything I could reach, carried it back to the shelter and took off my rain jacket and used it to cover the wood. I was soaked anyway; there was no such thing now as ‘wetter’. I made three more trips, building up a pile.

“He’s actually doing it,” I heard someone say. Still skeptical, but with a hint of curiosity now. I noticed two were out of their bags, watching.

Next came the hard part: making tinder dry enough to catch. I pulled out my knife and started carving into the center of a branch, getting to the drier wood inside. I created a pile of thin shavings, fine as paper, carefully placing them on somewhat dry wood under my jacket. Then I went over to the shelter. “Louis. I know you’re prepared. You’ve got a heat tab, right?”

I knew he did because it had been part of his display when we’d first me and he laid stuff out.

“Sure thing,” Louis said, glad to be part of this. And to be asked.

He dug in his pack and produced a small waterproof bag and handed it over.

“Thanks,” I said. I had some heat tabs in my ruck, for emergencies such as this, much better than fire starters, more durable and longer lasting which was what we needed here. But I wanted to get Louis in on this.

Everyone was watching now. Even if they thought I’d fail, at least it was something to do besides shiver. I gathered more kindling and put it under my jacket. And had to go farther out for more wood. The key once you get the fire started, is to be prepared to sustain it in these conditions and not be running around looking for what you needed.

Finally, back at the fire ring, I built a small tepee of the driest twigs I’d found, protected on one side by larger logs to block the wind. I placed my shavings and heat tab in the center.

Then I used my high-speed lighter. Yes, I know manly men use a ferro stick or steel wool in Vaseline or whatever, but I was a wet cold man. I clicked the lighter. Once. Twice. On the third try, the heat tab caught, and the shavings started to smoke. I crouched low, blocking the wind and sleet with my body, breathing gently on the embers. Not too much—damp tinder needs oxygen but can be blown out easily.

The smoke thickened. A small flame appeared.

“Holy shit,” someone muttered from the shelter.

Now was the tedious part. I carefully added the smallest twigs, letting the fire build slowly. Too much wood on too fast and it would suffocate. Too slow and it would be put out by the rain. Patience. Let it grow on its own terms. The flames caught. Started licking up the tepee. I added slightly larger pieces, still protecting it from the wind and sleet with my body.

Ten long minutes later, I had a real fire going. Small, but real. I added bigger pieces, building it up carefully, creating a structure that would protect the heart of the fire even as the outer wood got wet.

I was so focused, I was surprised when I looked up and a couple of people were standing next to the fire pit. One, I recognized as the young guy who’d semi-defended Claire at the stream the other day, asked, “What can we do?”

“Find some more wood,” I said. I explained what they were looking for. They spread out in search.

The fire was getting bigger, putting off real heat, which felt nice. Maggs was now by my side.

The searchers came back with more wood. I had to toss half of it: too wet, rotted. But there was enough to keep this going through the night.

“There,” I said, standing back. “Someone needs to feed it every fifteen minutes or so. Not too much at once. Let the wet wood dry out from the heat around the fire before it goes in the center. Don’t just toss it on.”

For a moment, none of the others in the shelter moved. Just stared at the fire like I’d performed a miracle. Then suddenly everyone was scrambling. Pulling on shoes, grabbing wet gear, emerging from the shelter to crowd around the flames.

“Oh my God,” the woman from earlier said, holding her hands toward the heat. “Oh my God, this is amazing.”

“Hold on,” Louis said. He pulled a tarp, an honest to God tarp, out of his ruck. “Can someone help me?” They stretched it out from the entrance of the shelter, over the picnic table to the edge of the fire. Used bungi cords to pull it tight. This created a partial roof that kept the worst of the sleet off while still letting smoke escape. Smart. Someone else produced lengths of 550 cord which they strung underneath the tarp and people hung wet clothes on them.

Most were stripping down to their underwear; modesty tossed to the wind in the desire to be warm and dry.

“Who’s got food they can share?” I called out.

Several hands went up.

“Bring it out. We're cooking. Bring your pots.”

Suddenly the shelter transformed. People emerged fully, no longer huddled in their bags. Someone found a rusting grate to put over the fire. Someone else had instant coffee. A third person contributed hot chocolate mix.

Within twenty minutes, we had water boiling, food cooking, and everyone crowded around the fire instead of hiding in the shelter. Sleeting, turning to slower snow, but we were out of it under the tarp. Still somewhat cold. But different now.

“I was ready to quit,” the woman from earlier admitted, holding a mug of hot coffee like it was precious treasure. “Seriously. I was going to hike out at dawn and never look at a mountain again.”

“What changed?” I asked.

“You did.” She gestured at the fire. “You showed up and just . . . did something about it. Didn’t complain. Didn’t give up. Just went and made it better.”

I felt kind of good about that given that so far, I’d knocked two people off the trail: Tom and Jenna. Both were necessary, but still. “It’s just a fire,” I said, knowing it was more than that. When that RI had made that fire and all the students had gathered round to stay alive, I’d learned a valuable lesson. And now I was passing it on. Who’d have thought? Rangers lead the way. Sometimes in the strangest ways.

“It’s not just a fire,” the older guy said. “It’s the difference between giving up and keeping going. You showed us that.”

“I just didn’t want to freeze,” I said.

“See, that's the thing,” the young guy who’d defended Claire, whose name I now knew was Zach, chimed in, stirring his ramen. “We all didn’t want to freeze. But we just accepted it. Decided it was impossible. You decided it was unacceptable and did something about it.”

Maggs had positioned herself as close to the fire as she could without singeing her fur, looking blissfully content. People kept reaching over to pet her, drawn by her calm presence.

“Can I ask you something?” The older woman—Linda, she'd introduced herself—leaned forward. “Are you military?”

I didn’t want to answer but fuck it. Wasn’t going to make any difference now. “Was.”

“You know what your trail name is?” Linda asked.

I nodded. “I’ve heard. But I’m Max and this is Maggs. I prefer that.”

Linda nodded. “Max and Maggs. I thought you were military. My husband was Army. You have that look. The ‘I’ll fix it or die trying’ look.”

I smiled. “Not sure that’s a compliment.”

“It is. Trust me.” She sipped her hot chocolate. “He used to say that the difference between amateurs and professionals was that amateurs waited for conditions to be perfect. Professionals made conditions perfect.”

“Your husband sounds smart.”

“He was. Died three years ago. Cancer.” She smiled sadly. “This is my first big hike since. Doing it for him. He always wanted to do it, but you know. Never found the time. I learned from that. Make the damn time.”

The group went quiet, leaving just the sound of sleet and crackling fire.

“How’s the hike going?” I asked her.

“Better than it was an hour ago.” She looked at the fire. “Sometimes you just need a reminder that you can still do hard things. Even when everything seems impossible.”

Zach spoke up. “I hate to admit it, but I called my girlfriend earlier. Even before the rain got bad. Told her I wanted to quit. That this was too hard.”

“How did she respond?” I asked. I turned my rain jacket inside out and hung it. Steam drifted off as it dried. I checked to make sure no one had put their stuff close enough to catch on fire. I pointed at a pair of boots that were close to smoldering. “Might want to move those back.”

“She asked what I thought quitting would teach me,” Zach said. He poked at the fire with a stick. He chuckled. “I said it would teach me to know my limits. She said it would teach me to give up when things got uncomfortable. Then she hung up on me.”

A few people laughed.

“She’s a keeper,” someone said, and they meant it.

Zach nodded. “She is.”

I thought of Claire and Boone out there in the wilderness somewhere. Her refusal to stay in shelters. I hoped she’d hitched a ride into town after seeing the forecast of bad weather.

We all stood there for a long time, feeding the fire, cooking food, slowly warming up, clothes drying and being put on. Damp sleeping bags brought out to dry. I stepped back a little as people started talking—really talking, not just complaining. Linda told stories about her husband. Zach talked about his girlfriend and why he was really out here (trying to prove something, though he wasn’t sure what). The old man admitted this was his third attempt at thru-hiking by section; he'd quit the first two times.

As the evening wore on, someone pulled out a harmonica and played badly but enthusiastically. I hope no one wold bring out a banjo. Before I would have felt like I was in some dumb, hokey movie, but it was kind of nice. Someone else had a flask of whiskey that made the rounds, but I discreetly passed. Linda started laughing at something Zach said, really laughing, and suddenly the whole mood shifted. We weren't miserable hikers anymore. We were just people, gathered around a fire, making the best of a bad situation.

We barely noticed, but the snow slackened and then stopped. It was close to midnight. Gradually, people slipped away, into the shelter or their nearby tent. I took Maggs and found a spot inside the shelter, a first for me. Rolled out my pad and my bag. I lay down, Maggs, a dry Maggs, pressed against me.

It had been a good day.
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Pre-dawn came chilly but not raining or snowing. Everything outside the shelter and tarp area was covered in a thin layer of white. No one was moving, exhausted from the hard hike yesterday and then the late bedtime. I slid out of my bag and stuffed it in the sack. Then rolled my pad. Ready to move out in under a minute.

Despite the comradery of the previous evening, I was ready to travel and not particularly in the mood to chat. I escaped the shelter without waking anyone, Maggs at my side. The trail was moving more north now, toward North Carolina. There was going to be more distance in between trailheads/roads as it went farther into the wilderness. Which was fine with me.

I paused at a level spot and did five minutes of kata, just to keep loose, then continued on.

Eventually the sun was up and the thin layer of snow was mostly melted away. It was muddy but not too bad.

I crossed a road and there was a SUV parked, but no sign of people. I went over to it. There was a note taped inside the window listing the trail the owner would be hiking with his family, wife and two kids, a cell phone number and when they expected to be back, which was later today. Smart.

Which is why I wasn’t surprised after an hour or so when I heard laughter echoing from up the trail, high-pitched and unrestrained. Kids.

Maggs’ ears perked up, her tail starting its automatic wag.

I rounded the bend to a cluster of noise: a man and woman in their forties, two kids maybe eight and ten, and a gangly teenager trying to pretend she was too cool for family hiking while simultaneously taking selfies with the scenery.

The younger kids spotted Maggs first.

“Wolf!” the smallest one shrieked but she was already running toward Maggs.

“A dog,” the teen corrected her.

“Emma, wait!” The mother’s voice was automatic, practiced at correcting calmly. “Ask first.”

Emma came to a stop about five feet from us, vibrating with excitement. “Can I pet your dog? Please?”

“Sure. She's friendly.” I gave Maggs the release signal, and she trotted over to the kid like she’d been waiting her whole life for this moment.

Emma dropped to her knees, wrapping her arms around Maggs' neck. “She’s so soft! What's her name?”

“Maggs.”

“Hi Maggs! I’m Emma and this is my brother Tyler and my sister Zoe and my mom and dad and we're hiking to the mountain top and then we’re having a picnic and⁠—”

“Breathe, Em,” the dad said, laughing. He extended his hand to me. “Sorry about the ambush. I’m Rob. This is my wife Sarah, and our walking tornado of children.”

“Max. And she’s fine, really. Maggs loves kids.”

The boy—Tyler—had hung back, eyeing Maggs with the cautious interest of a kid who’d been taught to respect animals. “Is she a German Shepherd?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool. My friend has one. They’re super smart.”

“They are.” I watched Tyler approach more carefully than his sister, letting Maggs sniff his hand before petting her.

The teenager—Zoe—was still on her phone but had drifted closer, clearly interested despite her studied indifference. I was going to have to figure out how to prevent her from including Maggs—and me— in a social media post.

“She’s pretty,” Zoe said.

“Zoe, phone away,” Sarah said tiredly. “We talked about this. Family time.”

“I just want to⁠—”

“Away.”

Zoe sighed with the weight of all teenage suffering but pocketed the phone. When she crouched down to pet Maggs, though, her face softened into something younger.

“She’s really beautiful,” she said quietly, scratching behind Maggs' ears. “You can tell she’s well loved.”

Something about that observation caught me off guard. “Thanks.” I’d always considered my relationship with Maggs in the context of what she gave me. Which was a lot.

“Are you thru-hiking?” Rob asked, eyeing my pack.

“That’s the plan.”

“That’s amazing,” he said and it sounded genuine. “We’ve always talked about doing something like that. Maybe when the kids are older.” He looked at his family—Emma still wrapped around Maggs, Tyler examining my trekking poles with interest, Zoe actually smiling. “Right now, we’re lucky to manage day hikes without someone needing the bathroom or forgetting their water bottle.”

“I forgot my water bottle,” Tyler admitted.

“I know, buddy,” Sarah said. “That’s why I’m carrying two.” She pulled out a bottle from her pack, handing it to her son. "And before you ask, yes, I packed extra snacks.”

“Can I have some?”

“We just had breakfast an hour ago at the trailhead.”

“But I’m starving.”

Rob caught my eye and grinned. “The glamorous life of family hiking.”

I smiled, but something twisted in my chest. The easy banter. The practiced routines. The way Sarah automatically knew what everyone needed. The way Rob’s hand found the small of her back as they talked, casual intimacy worn smooth by years. It took time to develop all that. It made me realize how Rose and I were just at the beginning of our time together.

“How far are you going?” I asked, trying my sociable Max.

They explained the plan. “Not much farther. About six miles round trip.”

Sarah adjusted Emma's backpack, which had somehow twisted sideways. “It’s our weekend tradition. Pick a trail, pack too many snacks, listen to Tyler complain for the first mile, then watch them run ahead like wild animals.”

“I don’t complain,” Tyler protested. “But it is muddy.”

“Buddy,” Rob said, “you’ve complained about your socks, your shoes, the temperature, and the existence of hills. All in the last twenty minutes.”

“The hills are stupid, though. They should all be downhill.”

Everyone laughed, including Tyler after a moment. I watched them, this unit of people who belonged to each other, who’d built something together over years of weekend hikes and forgotten water bottles.

We chatted a bit more and then next thing I knew, we were moving up the trail, walking together. What the hell?

At least Maggs was happy as the kids took turns throwing a stick ahead on the trail and she chased it down and brought it back.

Tyler peppered me with questions about thru-hiking. How much did my pack weigh? Where did I sleep? Had I seen any bears? What was the coolest thing I’d seen so far?

Emma wanted to know if Maggs ever got tired, if dogs got blisters. Even Zoe asked a few questions, carefully casual, about what it was like to just walk for months. No school, no obligations, just the trail.

“Sounds lonely,” she said.

“Sometimes it is.” I thought about how that had been the point on my last two hikes. To be alone.

“But also kind of peaceful?” Zoe asked. “Like, nobody expecting anything from you?”

I looked at her—this teenager trying so hard to be independent while still walking close enough to her family to bump shoulders occasionally.

We reached the top of a hill, which Rob said was the turn around point for their hike. There was a break in the trees, exposing a beautiful view to the east. The sun was shining brightly and there was the fog of water evaporating over the hills. It was much warmer. The kids immediately started scrambling on rocks while Sarah called out warnings about slipping and Rob tried to supervise while also taking photos.

“Zoe, get in the picture!”

“Dad, no⁠—”

“Come on, just one family photo. Please?”

Zoe groaned but moved into frame.

“Max, would you mind?” Rob held out his phone. “Just so I can actually be in one.”

“Sure.” All the while I was thinking about how to refuse them when they offered to take my picture.

I took several shots while they arranged themselves on the rocks. Rob and Sarah in the middle, kids arrayed around them like satellites. Emma made bunny ears behind Tyler's head. Zoe almost smiled. Tyler struck what he probably thought was a cool pose.

“Got it,” I said, handing the phone back.

Rob scrolled through the photos, grinning. “These are great. Thanks.” He showed Sarah, and she laughed at something, probably Emma's face in one of them.

Then he put the phone away and I relaxed.

They spread out a thin blanket and unpacked lunch—sandwiches, chips, fruit, cookies that Emma tried to eat first until Sarah intervened. The organized chaos of a family that had done this a hundred times.

“You hungry?” Sarah asked me. “I always pack way too much.”

“I'm good, thanks.” I really wanted to get going, feeling I was intruding.

“You sure? I’ve got extra sandwiches. Turkey or PB&J?”

“Really, I'm fine.”

But she was already offering a turkey sandwich, adding some chips and an apple.

I took it because refusing seemed rude, and because something about her mom-energy made it impossible to say no.

I sat on a rock a little apart from them, close enough to be included but separate. Watching.

Rob helped Emma open her juice box when she struggled with the straw. Sarah reminded Tyler to eat his apple before his cookies. Zoe complained about something from school, and they both listened, asking questions, taking her seriously even though the problem sounded minor to me.

Maggs had wedged herself between Emma and Tyler, accepting offerings of sandwich crust and attention like tribute.

“Your dog is so good with them,” Sarah observed, watching. “Does she have kids in her life?”

“Not really. Just adults.” As Luke had noted, Rose’s daughter Poppy, was probably more mature than me.

“She’d make a great family dog. She’s so patient.”

I thought about Maggs’ previous life. The missions. The darkness. The violence she’d been trained for and executed perfectly. This patient, gentle dog whose trail name was Shadow.

After lunch, the kids wanted to explore more, and Sarah took them down a ravine to a stream to look for salamanders while Rob packed up.

“Sorry if we're keeping you from your hike,” he said. “You probably want to make miles.”

That was when I realized I hadn’t used Sarah and the kids leaving as an excuse to head out. I’d just been sitting here, enjoying the sun and the sound of the kids not far away. “It’s fine. This is nice.” And I meant it.

He nodded and for the first time I realized he looked tired, a bit worn out as he pulled out a small trash bag. “It’s messy. But yes, it’s nice.” He sat next to Maggs on the blanket. “Can I tell you something?”

“Sure.”

“This—" he gestured where they had gone, “—is not always this. Most days someone’s crying or fighting or slamming doors. Tyler’s struggling in math. Zoe just went through her first breakup. Emma has nightmares about climate change because she saw something on YouTube we didn’t catch in time.”

“Okay.” I wasn’t sure how to respond.

“And Sarah and I . . . we’re good. We’re solid. But we’re also tired. All the time it seems. We argue about stupid things like whose turn it is to grocery shop and whether we can afford the mortgage if she goes part-time. Paying health insurance.” He sighed. “What I’m saying is, this moment right here? This is the highlight reel. This is the version we post on social media. The rest is just . . . life. Hard and messy and exhausting.”

I nodded. “Yeah, my Rose and I argue at times.”

“You know the solution, right?” he said.

“What?”

“It’s simple but hard,” Rob said. “Just accept that she’s always right.”

“What?”

“I figured that out about the third year of our marriage. We were fighting a lot. And I kept trying to win. And then one day, for some reason I don’t remember, I tried to figure out what it was exactly that I was trying to win. Who left the door open? Who didn’t turn the light off? And if I won? What then?”

“And?”

“I surrendered,” Rob said. “I decided that I’d just accept she was right. I’m not saying I was able to do it all the time, but most of the time, I just let go. And, boy, did life get a lot better. A lot less fights.”

“Even if you were right?”

He shrugged. “What did it matter? Whatever it was, was done. If it was something we needed to discuss for the future, I’d wait and bring it up later rather than argue. But really, to be honest, I just gave up on a lot of things I thought were the way to do it and adopted her ways. And, hey, we’re still together.”

“Like hanging sheet rock?”

“Well, it has to stay hung,” he said. “How it gets that way isn’t as important, is it?”

“But it’s not quite fair, is it?” I asked. Not to argue, but to learn more.

He laughed. “Seriously? Not fair? The whole world is slanted our way, Max. To men. On top of that, we’re white males. We’re at the top of the pyramid. The world it set up so that we’re intrinsically right. We’re so used to it you don’t even see it most of the time. So, it’s more than fair to surrender to someone you love.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I really wanted to know, because Luke had called me a shit magnet. This wasn’t shit, but I wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe he was just venting to another guy.

“Because you have this look. Like you’re watching us from the outside. Like we’re something you can’t have or don’t deserve or lost somehow. I don’t know what your story is and you haven’t shared and you don’t look like you’re somebody who would share.” He paused. “And I wanted you to know that this, what you see, is not perfect. It’s just . . . chosen. Every day. On purpose. Even when it’s hard.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“Sorry,” he said. “I overstepped.”

“You're not wrong,” I admitted. “About the watching from outside part.”

“Do you have family? Someone waiting for you?”

“A girlfriend. Rose. And she has a daughter. Poppy. But she’s an adult now. They’re both too good for me, honestly.”

“I doubt that.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I know you stopped to talk to my kids even though you’re trying to make miles. I know you were patient with my daughter who’s being moody and my son who asks a million questions. Hell, I get tired of it and he’s mine. I know your dog is well-trained, which says something about who you are.” He smiled. “That’s enough to know you’re probably not giving yourself enough credit.”

Before I could respond, Maggs ears went up. I stood, turning toward the trail in the direction Maggs was looking.

The woman who was stalking me appeared, wearing her sunglasses, her pack high on her back. She broke stride seeing me, head swiveling, checking out Rob, hearing the sound of Sarah and the kids not far away.

She looked disappointed. She regained her stride, nodding at us, but not saying anything and passed by. Probably to set up an ambush farther ahead. I noticed a bulge on her right hip, just under the waist strap. She was armed.

Of course she was armed.

A sicario.

“That was weird,” Rob said. “She acted like she recognized you but didn’t want to talk.”

I shrugged. “We’ve passed before on the trail.”

“She didn’t look friendly.”

I didn’t want to get into it because I knew I had to move out now. Track her down and find out what the hell was going on. And I didn’t want to do that with a family around.

I stood. “I’ve got to get moving. Tell the kids I said goodbye.”

Rob was startled. I’d changed too abruptly. I filed that away as a lesson learned in human interaction.

“I didn’t mean to dump on you, man.”

“No, you didn’t,” I said. “Not at all.”

He scrambled for the pack. “Here. Take another turkey sandwich. For later.”

I realized he was trying to make amends for an imagined slight, not knowing my real reasons. I put it in an outside pocket of my ruck, which I then put on. “Thanks. I appreciate it. And it was great to meet you and your family.”

“Stay safe,” he said as I walked away.

I wished he hadn’t said that because I had no doubt the Entity that screwed with my life took notice.
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Once out of sight, I put on my jacket since I’d cooled off during the halt. But mainly so I could put my pistol in the large outside pocket. Maggs sensed my mood as we left the family behind. I moved slow, counting on Maggs to give me warning of an ambush as she ranged ahead of me.

Of course, there was the possibility I was letting the woman get farther ahead of me, but I was good with that. If she wanted to meet me, for whatever reason, she could double back. Or wait somewhere else.

This was really taking the fun out of walking the Trail, I thought. Then I realized I’d just thought I was having fun.

Huh.

We plodded on. The time I’d spend with the family meant I didn’t have enough daylight to get to the next shelter; plus, I was kind of burned out on people. So, when the sun began to go down, I searched out a quiet spot far enough off trail and hidden so that any light I made wouldn’t be seen.

I cooked a full meal and split it with Maggs, who wolfed it down.

Then we settled down on my sleeping pad. I kept the bag unzipped so I could have Maggs next to me. I put my pistol next to my head, within easy reach. I lay on my back, staring up through the leafless branches at the stars above. To me that was always magic. Stars at night.
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After the last couple of days it was almost weird waking up with no other people around. Not bad. Just different. Luke was right. You got used to things. Of course, I’d known he was right. I had just been stubborn. Sort of like watching a Youtube video on how to put up sheetrock and arguing with Rose who’d actually done sheetrock with Oz. Yes, Rose had been right. I’d known it even as I’d argued.

I packed up my gear, slower than usual. Maybe two minutes.

Instead of hitting the trail, I took the time to stretch out a bit. Then did my katas for a couple of minutes. Then shrugged on my ruck and headed out.

I reached the sign for the Plum Orchard Shelter in a couple of hours. The shelter was off trail, as a number of the shelters were. I didn’t need to stop, but I decided to check it out anyway since my trail guide said it had been built with the help of Army Rangers. I wanted to see if they’d done it right, because, well, the joke was the n in Ranger stood for knowledge. It was also the last shelter in this direction before crossing into North Carolina. And maybe my stalker was there. Maybe Claire and Boone.

Maybe, in retrospect, my spidey sense was tingling. Or my Entity was giving me a nudge. More like a shove off a cliff. Regardless, I turned off the AT. The trail to the shelter was very rocky, more so than usual.

Going there was, of course, a mistake. I had rattled the cage of my sleeping Entity and it was responding in kind.

I knew something was wrong as we got closer. The silence was off. Not the peaceful quiet of people relaxing, but the unnerving quiet of people trying not to draw attention. It’s hard to explain but I’d been in enough tense situations to pick up on it. Maggs felt it too—her ears went flat, and she moved closer to my side, her body language shifting from relaxed to alert.

I slowed my approach, old instincts kicking in. I assessed the situation before entering the clearing or being spotted.

There were five hikers at the shelter. Two young women huddled together on the sleeping platform, eyes wide. An older couple pressed against the back wall. And a guy with his back to me standing in front of the shelter with a hunting knife in his shaking hand. The shelter itself was a tin-roofed wood structure with a loft on either side of a ladder.

I recognized the denim jacket. Charlie from Amicalola Park and the documentary of his rehab. I guess this was the climactic scene of a tragedy.

“Just give me your wallets,” he was saying, voice too loud, words running together. "Give me your wallets and your phones and nobody gets hurt, man, nobody gets hurt, I just need—I just need⁠—”

He was tweaking hard. Meth, probably. Really. I did not need this. The knife was fixed blade, six inches, held wrong—grip too tight, blade angle awkward. He’d hurt someone with it if he got lucky or they got unlucky, but he wasn’t a knife fighter. Most people aren’t. It isn’t a skill you pick up easily. I’d had an instructor tell me it was a skill of last resort if all your other weapons ranging inward from laser-guided bomb down to pistol failed to resolve the problem. It meant you’d screwed up.

Charlie was desperate and high and very dangerous because of that combination. Unpredictable. Sometimes you’d rather go up against a professional because then you knew the playing field.

One of the young women’s eyes flicked to me, then away. Smart. Don't draw attention. The other woman was crying quietly, head down. The older man looked like he might do something stupid, try to be a hero. He hadn’t seen me yet. His wife had her hands around his upper arm. For support and also probably to keep him from doing something stupid.

My assessment came down to someone was going to get hurt. I decided it was going to have to be Charlie.

I gave Maggs the signal to remain in place because the last thing I wanted was for her to get slashed. Okay, I mentally amended that. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to get hurt, including me. I could easily double-tap Charlie from here, end of problem, but that was murder.

I stepped into the clearing, hands visible, body language non-threatening. As best was possible for me which I’d been told wasn’t much. “Hey. Everything okay?”

The guy spun toward me, knife coming up. “Stay back! Stay the fuck back!”

“Okay, Charlie. Remember me? I’m staying back. See?” I stopped, holding my hands up. “Just checking in. You need something?” His old pack was at his feet, top open, contents spilled out. He’d taken to the Trail to get straight. It was a popular theory; but one that wasn’t the greatest idea. I’d met several hikers like him last year, using the trail as rehab; except this one had relapsed. Probably stashed something in his ruck ‘just in case’. The wet, cold night had probably ended his trail rehab.

Of course, I had to remind myself, I’d originally taken to the Trail to get sober last year. Details.

“I need—" He gestured wildly with the knife, and the older woman flinched. “I need their money. Tell them to give me their money.”

He’d automatically put me in charge, which was weird. I really was a shit magnet.

I nodded. “Alright, Charlie. That’s reasonable.” I kept my voice calm, steady. The tone you’d use with someone on a ledge. “But here’s the thing, man. These folks? They’re hikers just like you. They don’t carry much cash. Maybe twenty, thirty bucks each. That’s not going to help you much. You know that.”

“It’s something! It’s—I need it, okay? I need it.”

“I get that. You’re in a bad spot.” I took a small step closer. Not threatening. “I'm Max, Charlie. We met at the start.” I could shoot him and end this, but that would draw attention I didn’t want. Police. Park Rangers. Forest Rangers. Elves of the Woodland Empire. Whoever the hell was the law out here. “You can get help.”

He blinked, confused. “Why—why do you care?”

“Because you seem like you’re having a really bad day, Charlie. And I want to help.”

“Help?” He laughed, high and manic. “You can’t help. Nobody can help. I just need—I need to get right, man. I need to get right and then I’ll be okay. I can reboot.”

“Okay. I hear you. When did you last eat?”

“What?”

“Food. When did you last eat something?”

The old man was whispering something to his wife, probably for her to let go of his arm so he could try to sneak up on this kid from behind. Which I did not want or need.

Charlie stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language. “I don’t know. Yesterday? Maybe?” Some reason came back to him. “I’m fucking starving.”

“That’s rough. No wonder you're feeling bad. It was a cold and wet night. Totally sucked. I’ve got some food. A turkey sandwich. You want it?”

He frowned, some random synapse connecting. “How the hell do you have a turkey sandwich out here?”

“Some nice people gave it to me just a little while ago.” I was glad he hadn’t run into them.

He blinked. “You’ll give me your money too?”

The fact it sounded more like a question than a demand meant he was cracking.

“Sure.” I dropped my ruck and pulled the sandwich out and unwrapped it. “If I was you, I’d eat first, then we’ll get the money together for you.”

He was having a hard time following; that one logical synapse that had fired had probably overloaded the circuit.

I held out the sandwich and took another step forward. Two more and I’d be in range to disarm him. Which is when the old man shrugged off his wife’s hand and stood. He made too much noise doing that and Charlie spun about, blade at the ready.

“Now listen here—” the old man began.

“Charlie!” I yelled as I closed those two steps and thankfully, he turned back to me. His eyes widened seeing how close I was and he instinctively thrust. I caught his wrist just like I’d been taught a long time ago in the pits at Ranger School, then practiced hundreds, if not thousands of times over the years.

I clamped down on the wrist, redirected his momentum and used it to throw him to the ground, still maintaining control of the knife hand, which is the number one rule. Never let go of that. I knelt hard, knee on his chest, knocking the wind out and twisting the knife hand, forcing him to drop it.

Charlie tried to pull away, throwing a wild punch with his free hand. Sloppy, telegraphed. I pulled my head back and let it whiff by. Then rolled him, knee on his back, one arm twisted up to cause pain. Pain is the great neutralizer.

“Stop, Charlie,” I said in a normal voice. Then I whistled and Maggs hurried forward. She stopped at my side, her face in his, her fangs bared. She was an even greater neutralizer.

“Oh shit, man,” Charlie said, feeling her hot breath on his face.

The whole thing had taken maybe five seconds.

I looked up at the hikers. “Everyone okay?”

The young women were clutching each other, but they nodded. The older couple was pale but unhurt. The man had picked up Charlie’s knife and was holding it like it might explode.

“Sir, can you put that down?” I asked. “Far away from everyone?”

Now what?

“Anyone have some 550 cord?”

They all looked confused.

Which is when Louis came trudging in. His eyes widened and he dumped his ruck. “What’s going on?”

I quickly updated him. “Those flex cuffs you’ve got. You were right. We could use them right now.”

Louis nodded and dug through his pack and produced them. We secured Charlie’s arms in front of him and sat him with his back against the shelter.

“What now?” Louis asked.

“Anyone have a signal?” I asked.

Five cell phones came out. “Okay, Louis, you want to call 911 and hold Charlie until they get here?”

“Better if one of them calls,” Louis said. “They saw what went down.”

The old man nodded. “I’ll do it.”

As he called, I went over to Charlie and knelt next to him, lowering my voice as I pulled out my notepad. I wrote my cell number on a piece and tore it out.

“See this?” I said.

He nodded.

“That’s my cell. It’s often off. But you can call it any time once you get into rehab. Leave a message. Or text. Or whatever. Let me know how you’re doing.”

Charlie blinked, not quite understanding. I stuffed the piece of paper in his pocket.

Then I grabbed my ruck and headed out.

I have no idea why I gave my number to Charlie.
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Iwas avoiding people as I approached the border of Georgia and North Carolina. The stretch of the trail that was ahead was one I’d been looking forward to as it was in the Smokies and there were few signs of civilization. Really, I think after all the excitement of the past eight days, I deserved a break.

I kept my eyes out for sunglass woman, but we didn’t cross paths. I had camped off trail the previous night. I kept my cell and satphone sealed in the Faraday bag, which probably helped. Also, no sign of Claire and Boone. Or Louis, aka the Mountain. Or anyone with a knife.

The weird thing, though, was I was starting to feel a bit out of sorts and out of touch with what I really cared about. I decided I’d check in with Rose this evening. Find out how she was doing. Poppy. Status of the work on the road into Rocky Start. Luke and Jackie. Pike’s leg. And what they did with Jenna. This communing with trees thing was all right but⁠—

Maggs paused, alerted. I quietly took my ruck off and stepped off the trail to the right. I put my ruck under a bush. Then, Maggs at my side, I began creeping forward, off trail. I heard a woman’s voice, low and hushed.

One that sounded familiar. I walked out of the forest onto the trail. Just ahead of us Claire sat on a rock outcropping, and Boone lay at her feet, his sides heaving. I knew right away he wasn't getting up this time. Maggs whined softly beside me, sensing the same.

“Claire.”

She didn’t look up. “He can’t make it up the next section. His back legs. They’re done.” Her voice was flat. “And before you ask, yes, I’ve tried carrying him. Turns out fifty-five pounds of Lab plus a thirty-pound pack equals one very humbled middle-aged woman.”

I grabbed my ruck and approached slowly, Maggs staying close to my side. Boone’s tail thumped twice when he saw us, but he didn’t try to stand. His eyes were glazed and his breathing came in labored gasps.

“How long has he been like this?” I asked. I glanced down the trail but there was no sign of the woman, and it didn’t seem appropriate at the moment to ask Claire if she’d seen her.

“Since yesterday. I thought he just needed rest, but—” Her voice cracked. “He crawled off last night. Tried to hide under a bush.”

Yeah, he was done. I remembered reading how the mortally wounded stranded on the battlefield in the Civil War would crawl underneath trees or bushes to die. It was some sort of core instinct.

I knelt beside Boone, running my hands gently over his hindquarters. He whimpered, and Claire flinched at the sound. The old dog’s hips were swollen, hot to the touch. Severe arthritis, maybe something worse. He’d been pushing through pain for a while now, probably weeks. Pain killers took away the feeling but not actual damage.

“There’s road access about a mile ahead at Sandy Bottoms,” I said. “We need to get him to a vet.” It had to be this next road, because beyond that, the trail went into the wilderness for miles and miles.

“And then what?” Claire's voice was hollow. “They’ll tell me what I already know. That he’s twelve years old and dying. That the kindest thing would be to let him go.” She finally looked at me, and her eyes were dry. Too dry. “I know what comes next, Max.”

The way she said it made my blood run cold.

“Claire—”

“I have the pills.” She said it matter-of-factly, like she was discussing trail rations or water purification tablets. “I don’t need a vet. Boone won’t suffer. He’ll just go to sleep, and then . . .” She shrugged. “He’ll be with my son again. But really, come on, let’s be real, he’ll be nowhere. Either way is better than this. He won’t be in pain.”

Maggs pressed against my leg, sensing my tension. I'd been trained for a lot of different kind of missions but nothing like this.

“And you?” I asked.

“This isn’t about me right now.” She said it simply, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

I sat down on the rock beside her, not too close. Maggs settled between us, her head resting on Claire’s knee. The gesture was so gentle, so deliberate, that Claire’s composure finally cracked. She pressed her hand against her mouth, trying to hold back a sob.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she whispered. "Everyone keeps saying I’m strong, that I’m surviving, but they don’t understand. I don’t want to survive. I want my son back. I want my daughter’s wedding. I want my husband’s stupid jokes about my cooking—which was excellent, by the way, no matter what he said about my lasagna.” Her other hand found Maggs’ head, fingers tangling in the long fur. “I want normal, boring, alive. And I can’t have any of it.”

“You can’t have back what you lost.”

She looked at me sharply, having expected me to argue, to tell her things would get better. To pull out the crisis counselor script. She did not expect me to agree.

“You’re right that it’s not fair," I continued, searching for words. “That no parent should outlive their children or lose everything in one fell swoop.” I watched Boone’s labored breathing. “And I can’t tell you it gets better, because honestly, I have no idea if it does. I’m not exactly qualified to give inspirational speeches.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Fuck if I know,” I said. “My normal mode is to avoid people. Someone told me to do it different and now I’m pretty much tripping over people.” I looked at her. “My girlfriend told me to start reading people. And what I’m reading is someone who’s been carrying this alone for ten months, who made a plan because plans feel like control, and who thinks that maybe the only way out is through something extreme.” I paused. “Also, you’ve got a terrible poker face, which makes my job easier.”

Claire’s jaw tightened. “You’re going to try to stop me.”

“I’m going to ask you to wait.”

“For what? A sign from the universe? A reason to live? A really good sunrise?” Her voice was sharp. “Because I’ve seen plenty of sunrises, Max, and they’re still not worth it.”

“Boone needs a vet. Jamming pills down his throat is iffy. You’re a nurse. You know that.”

She gave me a sharp look. “I didn’t tell you that.”

“Tom. The amputee. You helped him.”

She shook her head. “He needed to get off the trail.”

“And he is. Now. Let me help you get Boone down to the road access. We’ll get a vet who can come up. Someone who can make sure he doesn’t suffer. And then we have to finish what you started for your son. Make it to Fontana Dam.”

“What difference will that make?”

“Maybe none,” I admitted. “But maybe you’ll wake up tomorrow and decide you want to see one more sunrise—even though they suck, apparently. But at least you’ll have made that choice without Boone’s pain influencing it.”

She stared at me for a long moment, and I could see her running calculations, looking for the trap. “And if I say no?”

“Then I’ll sit here with you until you’re ready to move, and I won’t leave you alone.” It wasn’t a threat. It was a promise. “I’m not going to physically stop you, Claire. I don’t have that right. But I’m not going to make it easy, either. I’ll probably sing off-key or tell terrible jokes. It’ll be awful.”

“You’re serious.”

“Unfortunately.”

Maggs whined softly, and Boone’s tail gave another weak thump.

Claire closed her eyes. When she opened them again, something had shifted—not hope, exactly, but maybe the tiniest crack in her resolve. “One day,” she said finally. “But I’m not making any promises after that. And if you sing, I’m leaving.”

“Fair enough.”

I pulled out my Faraday bag. Checked my cell phone. No signal of course. So I got out the Satphone and turned it on, realizing the potential danger in that. I called around and finally found a trail angel who could meet us at the campground with a veterinarian they knew. Claire sat silent beside me, her hand resting on Boone’s head, while Maggs kept vigil between us.

Then we moved out. It took over an hour to get Boone down the mountain. I carried him most of the way, his weight heavy in my arms, his wheezing breath against my chest. Claire walked beside us, carrying both our packs, her face set in grim determination. Maggs ran back and forth, upset.

I was wiped out by the time we reached the campground. Claire wasn’t faring much better, hauling both rucksacks. We collapsed, exhausted. Our timing was good, though, because less than five minutes later a van pulled in. A trail angel driving a vet.

The vet was matter of fact—a woman in her sixties with kind eyes and the practiced compassion of someone who’d delivered bad news a thousand times. She examined Boone in the parking area, then looked at Claire with gentle honesty.

“His quality of life is gone,” she said. “The pain medication you gave him made it tolerable. And he probably enjoyed the trail as long as he could. This isn’t the first time I’ve been called out here like this, just so you know. Dogs have bucket lists too.”

Claire nodded. “Can you do it here? Now?”

The woman shook her head. “We have to go into town.”

“I’ve got a cabin you can spend the night in,” the driver suggested. “It’s not much but it’s a roof. And a hot shower.”

Claire looked at Boone, then at me, then at Maggs, who sat pressed against the old Lab’s side. “Tomorrow,” she said finally, her voice barely audible. “Can you do it tomorrow morning? I hate to trouble you.”

“It’s not trouble,” the vet said. “I’ll see you at 8:30 in the morning.”

The vet gave Boone an injection for the pain and gave us instructions and her number. The trail angel—a weathered woman named Sue who looked like she'd seen everything and judged nothing—drove us to a small cabin she kept for hikers who needed to get off the trail.

“You look like you could use a shower and a real bed,” Sue said. “Both of you.”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked.

“Honey, I could smell you when we were pulling in.”

Claire actually smiled.

We accepted Sue’s offer without argument.

We did stink.
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That night, we sat on the cabin’s porch while Boone slept peacefully on a dog bed inside, finally free of pain. Maggs lay beside him, her head resting protectively against his side.

“You bought yourself a day,” Claire said, staring at the darkening mountains. “What are you going to do with it?”

I didn't have an answer. Not yet. We sat in silence, and I wondered—not for the first time—what the hell I’d gotten myself into.

Claire stood. “I’m heading in. Good night.”

“Good night.”
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Islept on the outside porch with Maggs while Claire and Boone spent the night inside. The sun rose over the mountains like it had every right to, indifferent to the fact of what was happening here.

Which felt pretty on-brand for the universe, honestly. I’m sure my Entity was watching with avid interest. I’d been awake most of the night, trying to figure this out. Maggs had been by my side, also restless. She knew something was up.

Around dawn, I made coffee on my small stove. I wasn’t looking forward to Claire coming out or the vet showing up later. Life was so much easier when you just put your head down and walked. Well. Sort of.

Claire came outside as the first light touched the ridgeline, her eyes red but dry.

“He’s comfortable,” she said, taking the mug I offered. “Whatever the vet gave him worked. He actually ate a little this morning. Half a can of wet food and two treats, which is basically a feast by his recent standards.”

“That’s good.”

“It doesn’t change anything, Max.” Her voice was gentle but firm. “The vet will be here at nine.”

We sat in silence, drinking coffee, watching the mountains emerge from shadow.

“I’ve been thinking,” I said finally.

“Don’t.”

“Just listen.” I set down my mug. “You said Boone is all you have left of Danny. That when he goes, there’s nothing keeping you here.”

She shifted, uncomfortable. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was hiding something.

“Fontana Dam,” I said.

“What?”

“That was your goal.”

“With Boone,” she said.

“We take him with us.”

“How? He⁠—”

“We have the vet cremate him,” I said. “Take his ashes. Spread them in the water there.”

She frowned. Looked away. Then said, “I haven’t been completely honest.”

“How so?”

“I’ve got some of Danny’s ashes in my pack. My goal was to spread them at Fontana Dam.”

“Then we agree.”

“What?”

Before she could say anything else, I saw a car pull up. The vet got out with her kit.
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Claire, Maggs and I crossed into North Carolina, then did one of the backward twists the Appalachian Trail was known for. A big loop southeast before heading back north. Claire had Boone’s remains in a small wooden box deep inside her ruck. I assumed Danny’s ashes were there too.

It was a bit less than one hundred miles to Fontana Dam which is under a couple of hours on the Interstate but I was thinking a week on the trail.

Depending. So far, my journey had been anything but smooth. I was sure my entity had some more surprises lined up for me. I was concerned about Claire but also worried about her being with me as Punisher Tattoo Woman was out there somewhere. So far, she’d avoided confronting me when others were around, but perhaps her patience was growing thin?

Oddly enough, my patience was thicker.

I was strangely comfortable walking with Claire and her burden of grief.

We didn’t talk from the time the vet came back with the cremated remains and we gathered our gear and hit the trail. The silence didn’t bother me. Every so often I could see tears on Claire’s face, but most of the time, we were focused on the trail, trying not to trip and fall. Looking for the next blaze on the tree that indicated where the trail went.

We didn’t stop for lunch. A few breaks for water and to rest. We pushed on until dark.

Found a flat spot and camped. I cooked a meal and we shared it. The weather was obliging, clear, so we didn’t pitch or tents. We lay down. Maggs lay on the ground between us. I was on alert, in case Clarie wandered off in the middle of the night, but eventually I fell into a deep sleep, trusting Maggs to alert me.

Besides, I knew she had to make it to the dam with Boone. And Danny.
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Iviewed every day on the trail as a triumph when we camped each night. I figured each day Claire pushed forward was a win. Of course, I could be fooling myself. Maybe she was sinking deeper into grief.

What the fuck do I know?

There were fewer people. Rather we met fewer because we were moving fast. No leisure days. No chilling at a shelter. We passed people. A few times a younger, more in shape, hiker would go by or the occasional hiker with a small day pack. But it was quiet. And getting warmer as April rolled in.

The tattoo woman didn’t make an appearance and I didn’t turn on the Satphone, so I was beginning to believe I had lost her. The moment I thought that, I tried to squash it. But it was too late. It was out there, waiting to be grabbed by my Entity and used against me. Given how remote this last stretch was, there was a chance Tattoo Woman had caught a ride and leapt ahead of me and was waiting.

We were a day out from Fontana when I had a moment of enlightenment. I think that’s what it’s called. The light bulb going on. We camped on top of one of the bald mountaintops. It had been a mild day weather wise and the sky was clear.

Day by day I’d sensed that Claire was relaxing. But now, with the dam one walk away, she was tensing. I’d once been given a Myers-Briggs test during one of the down time periods; seemed some geek in the covert world was trying to figure out what made us whackos tick. One thing I remembered was that the last letter of the four indicated you were either goal oriented or process oriented. The difference between the two was clear on the trail. Goal oriented people were focused on getting to the end of the trail. Standing on top of Katahdin. All else was secondary to that. They kept track of their mileage obsessively.

Like I used to.

Process people enjoyed the walk. They reveled in each day.

They had a better time; I was beginning to realize. Claire seemed process oriented but now that we were close to the objective, it was apparent the routine we’d settled into was dissolving. Routine is good. Routine can be mind-numbing, especially when it’s as physical as carrying a rucksack on mountain trails.

We stopped at Brown Fork Gap Shelter but, as usual, found a spot off site for privacy. Neither of us were in the mood to talk to others. I suspect Claire didn’t want to face anyone asking where her dog was. And I was me.

“How far until the dam?” Claire asked, which was odd because I’d seen her check her phone. I knew she had the AT app on it.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “Around twelve miles. We lose elevation on the way.” Which was a nice way of saying we’d have more downhill than up, which made sense since we were heading toward Fontana Lake, which had been formed by the dam.

“Lucky us,” she said. “You know, we have to split up tomorrow. It’s been nice of you to accompany me this far, but what I need to do, I need to do alone.”

“What do you need to do?” It was the first time I was tackling this head on.

“Spread my son and his dog’s ashes.”

“And then?”

There was a flash of anger. “Why do you care?”

“We’ve spent time together. I care.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what then.”

Then she turned her back to me.
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We packed up in silence and hit the trail, Maggs ranging ahead of us.

We covered the miles to the dam quickly. I’d have thought Claire would want to take it slow, but she pushed the pace, moving ahead of me and just behind Maggs. When we got close to the dam, after passing the AT shelter which was on the shoreline of the lake to the right, Claire hit a problem. I think she had planned to spread the ashes in the river downstream of the dam, but the AT ran across the top of the dam. To get down to the outflow would be a big loop on the far side with a long descent. We stood on the dam on the near side, taking it all in.

Fontana is the highest dam in the Eastern United States. At 480 feet high, it’s a huge structure and a significant milestone on the Appalachian Trail. I thought about how many hikers have walked through right where we were standing.

Including Claire’s son with Boone.

And now they were back.

“There,” Claire said, pointing to a promontory on this side, extending out into the lake. She turned to me. “Time to say farewell, Max.”

“I can—” I began but she cut me off.

“I have to do this alone.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

I dropped my ruck. Unzipped a pocket on the outside and removed Maggs’ leash. I clipped it on her collar. Then I donned the ruck again.

I extended the handle of the leash to Claire. “Here.”

She blinked. “What are you doing?”

“Maggs needs you more than she needs me right now. Take her. Finish the trail with her. Or don’t finish. Just take her.”

“That’s insane. You can't just give away your dog. That’s not—you don't just—what is wrong with you?”

“Rose asks me that a lot, actually.”

“I’m serious, Max.”

“So am I.” I met her eyes. “Maggs was someone else’s before he was gifted to me. Now I’m gifting her to you. She needs a purpose. And she’s fulfilled the one she had with me. Now. You.”

“Max, that dog loves you⁠—”

“And she’ll love you too. That’s what dogs do. Hell, last time I walked the trail she stayed in Rocky Start with Rose and Poppy and didn’t seem to miss me at all. Maggs needs someone. She needs structure, purpose, someone to care for. And maybe you need that too.”

“I need my family back.”

“Not going to happen, Claire. We both know that. Nobody can give you that. But Maggs can give you a reason to wake up tomorrow. And the day after that. And maybe that’s not enough, maybe it’s not what you want, but it’s what I have.” I paused. “Plus, it’s only a lend. I’m letting you borrow Maggs. You have to return her. To Rocky Start.”

Maggs was standing between us, looking back and forth. Not confused. Just waiting for the humans to get their act together.

I clarified. “You bring her back to me. Rocky Start. It’s on the North Carolina and Tennessee border. Only a couple of miles off the trail actually if you keep heading north.”

“This is—” she searched for the word. “Blackmail. Emotional blackmail.”

“It is what it is,” I said, which I knew was a bullshit phrase, but I’d run out of words.

“And what happens when I get attached?” Claire asked. “When she becomes my reason to live? I can’t lose anyone else, Max. I physically cannot survive another loss. I'm barely surviving this one.”

I noted she’d said ‘when’, not if. That was good.

“But you are surviving it. You’ve had the hardest lesson in life. To love and to lose those you love. But trust me, something I’ve learned recently. It’s better than never having anyone you love. Do you have a picture of your family?”

She blinked, surprised at the request. But she pulled out her phone, powered it on, then tapped the screen and showed me.

“Ken, Danny and Mary,” I said. “We have a thing in Special Operations. As long as someone remembers and says your name, you’re not really gone. I’ll remember their names and say them.” I shoved the leash at her, and she reacted before she realized, taking it. There were tears flowing.

“I’m out of here,” I said. “See you when you’re ready to bring Maggs back.”

I turned and walked away, heading across the dam. I half-expected her to call after me. Or to unclip the leash and let Maggs chase after me. I didn’t look back.

She didn’t call for me. And I didn’t hear the click of Maggs’ nails on the concrete walk.

The farther I got the more I felt the tension of the past days seep out of me.
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Iwas feeling really weird as I pushed on, leaving Fontana Dam, Claire and Maggs behind. It wasn’t so much missing Maggs. Late last year when I’d tried to complete the trail the second time, Maggs had stayed behind in Rocky Start with Rose and Poppy. She hadn’t been my dog to start with and I’d kind of always expected she wouldn’t be my dog to end with. She was a dog for people who needed her the most.

Leaving Maggs was, in a way, a triumph for me. I was moving on. And I think Claire would move on too. Whether she would show up in Rocky Start, I had no idea. She was going to have to decide her future, but she wasn’t alone and that changed the dynamic.

So I was feeling all right, but habit rules and I looked for Maggs and she wasn’t there and then all of sudden my chest tightened and I felt out of breath. My first thought was heart attack. I staggered and went to one knee. I managed to pop one of the shoulder strap quick releases and the pack tumbled off my back to the side. I was on both knees now, both hands on the ground, gasping. And then I started fucking crying.

Ah crap. Decades of whatever shit I’d stuffed down inside me came churning up. I went from crying to sobbing so hard it hurt to breathe. It felt like an eternity but was probably no more than a minute, before I was able to regain some control.

I slowly got to my feet. Wiped the moisture off my face. Got my breathing back to normal. Reconnected the quick release and slung my ruck on my back.

I took a deep breath, then moved on.
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The trail after the dam was the reverse of what I’d done earlier in the day. It climbed up, heading toward the Shuckstack Fire Tower, a gain of about two thousand feet in a little over three miles.

There was a metal box to the side of the trail demanding that AT thru hikers deposit their permit. I found that amusing. As if. I could just see myself getting tracked down by some National Forest cop and thrown in the clink with Bigfoot.

Like most of the Trail in this part of the country, numerous roots and stones poked up along the dirt path so I had to keep my focus in order to prevent falling.

Maybe I was feeling good, knowing that Claire, at the very least, would take care of Maggs, which meant she would take care of herself. I should have focused more on that because I’m sure the Entity controlling my life was quite fascinated by this unique feeling I was experiencing and determined to nip it in the bud.

About a half mile from the top, I reached a place where the trees to one side were cleared out and there was a view with a sharp drop-off on the side of the trail. One thing about the AT in these mountains is that such views were relatively rare. You were almost always in a tunnel of vegetation inside the forest with limited visibility.

It was spectacular. Since I’d gained elevation, a blanket of fog was below my altitude covering the low ground and the lake and dam which I’d left behind. This was why the Smokies had their name. Fog and mist. Primordial. It was⁠—

“Keep your hands clear of your side and turn around. Do anything dangerous and I will kill you.”

The surprising thing wasn’t that someone had snuck up on me since I didn’t have Maggs as my outer protection. It was that it was a man’s voice. One I recognized.

I slowly turned, keeping my hands clear as ordered. “Louis?”

“Where’s your dog?”

“At the dam. I gave her away.”

“Where’s Pike? The boys?”

Louis didn’t have his big backpack, but he did have a pistol with a suppressor on the barrel. The tiny black dot on the end was centered on my head. Just fucking great.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He shook his head. “You don’t ask questions. You answer. Or I start with one knee, then the other, then elbows.” He shifted the aim to my right knee. He was standing far enough away, professional distance, so that I couldn’t get to him before he fired. “Let me start this slowly for you,” he said. “Why do you have Pike’s Satphone?”

“He wasn’t using it.”

His eyes hardened. I know that sounds cliché, but the bumbling guy with the big pack had been replaced by a stone-cold killer. How the hell had I missed that?

“You know, you could make a living as an actor,” I said.

“Is Pike dead? Three seconds.”

I knew he would shoot me in the knee if I didn’t answer. He was a professional. They can be, unfortunately, predictable about some things.

“No.”

He nodded. “And the boys? Are they with him?”

“They were,” I said.

“Where are they now?”

“One is in New York City. The other in Asheville.” I was answering because if I didn’t, I was going to lose use of a leg and then the situation would be hopeless. As long as I was intact there were possibilities. Not many. I’d been around killers before and I had no doubt that’s what Louis was. There was no emotion involved in what he was doing right now. Just a mission.

He considered that answer. “What are their new names? We know they aren’t going by their old ones.”

“Who is we?”

His eyes narrowed. “This is the last time I remind you. You don’t ask questions. You answer. What are their new names?”

“Reggie and Marley.”

“Last name?”

“Pike adopted them. They have his name. Bernard.”

Louis nodded, filing that away. I wondered how many more questions he needed answers to because that was also my life expectancy. I made the decision that I would go for my gun when he ran out because I was going down fighting.

“And Pike? Where is he? Everyone thought he was dead.”

I felt a spark of hope. Because he’d just made his first mistake. He’d told me information he didn’t need to. Granted, he was planning on killing me, but it was still a mistake.

“Asheville,” I said. “He’s old and he’s hurt.”

Louis shrugged. “He’s alive. That’s the problem.”

I wanted to ask why he wanted Pike. And Reggie and Marley. But I believed his threat about no more questions. This wasn’t one of those movies where the bad guy spilled everything to the good guy in a conversation while holding a gun on him. The end of this scene was coming soon. I was glad I’d left Maggs with Claire because I have no doubt Louis would have shot Maggs immediately from wherever he’d been hiding.

Louis frowned as something occurred to him. “Why did you give your dog away?”

“Someone needed her more than me.”

I could tell he couldn’t process that.

“Lucky dog,” Louis said and I could see the slightest of shifts in his stance and knew he was going to fire so I went for my gun just as I heard two muffled shots from behind me and felt as much as heard the rounds go right by my head.

The first one hit right in the center of Louis’ forehead, a small black dot. The second just below that, right on the tip of his nose, punching the cartilage in. His eyes framed both impacts and they showed the first, and last, emotion of the encounter.

Surprise.

Then the blankness of death.

He crumpled to the ground.

I stopped pulling my gun out and took a long, relieved breath. Then turned to see what fresh hell had come up behind me.

Tattoo Woman stood there, classic shooter’s stance, at the turn in the trail, at least thirty feet away. That was some damn good shooting at that range. I pulled my hand, sans pistol, out of the pocket and held both hands up.

She lowered the gun and walked forward. Past me, which indicated she wasn’t interested in killing me. She put another round into the back of Louis’ head. I was swimming with professionals today. Then she knelt and ripped open his shirt, revealing a large tattoo of a skull and crossbones on his chest with some writing in Spanish.

Just great.

“We need to get him off the trail,” she said to me.

I dumped my ruck and helped her. Luckily, we were at the edge of the steep drop-off. We dragged him over, then gave a shove. He tumbled down and out of immediate sight, unless one came to this edge and looked down. He’d be found eventually, but not today.

She used her boots to kick dirt over the small amount of blood on the trail. When you die that fast, there isn’t much blood since the heart stops almost immediately. Then she picked up the one expended cartridge for the last shot, went back to her original position for the first two and collected them.

She walked up to me and just said, “Come on. Talk as we walk. We need to get clear of here.”

I didn’t feel like this was open to discussion. The fact she had her back to me as she headed up trail reinforced my suspicion she wasn’t planning on killing. At least not at the moment. And she was trusting that I wasn’t going to kill her, which I actually considered for a moment, but then realized I had to figure out what the hell was going on given Louis’ questions.

She walked fast, with a smaller pack, so I had to hustle to keep up with mine. We moved out of the immediate area in silence, just putting distance between us and the body.

We went at least two miles, past the Shuckstack Firetower and onward.

Finally, she signaled for a halt at another nice spot with a beautiful view of the surrounding mountains.

“Who are you?” I asked as I dumped my ruck.

She pulled her sunglasses off. That scar was wicked; the result of a blade wound not being treated either properly, or in time, or both. She’d once been beautiful, but the scar and hard living had lined her face. Her hair was cut short, functional, styled not to get in her way, rather than for looks.

She shook her head. “You owe me your life, so you answer first. Who are you?”

“Max.”

“I heard what you said to that—” she paused, searching for the word in English—“assassin. You know Pike and the boys.”

Her voice. She was the one who’d made that first call on the satphone and asked for Pike.

“I know them,” I said. “Who was he? Louis. The assassin.”

“FARC.”

“I heard FARC disbanded.”

“It splintered,” she said. “He was from a group that seeks revenge on Pike. Because he was part of the crackdown that broke it apart. And to kill the boys so they will never seek blood revenge.”

“And you?” I asked.

“Also one of the splinters. Bloque Frontera.”

She must have seen the look on my face; I wasn’t current on the cartels.

“The Border Block.”

“What are you seeking?”

She ignored that question. “How do you know Pike?”

“We live in the same town. Not too far from here. But it flooded out, so he’s in Asheville—he broke his leg. Reggie is with him and Marley is with friends in New York City.”

“Reggie and Marley,” she said, testing the names. “Who is the older?”

“Reggie.”

She nodded. “He would be a young man by now. Marley too. It has been a long time since they left.” She shifted, perhaps relaxing. “I am Salome. I need to find the boys. And Pike.”

“Why?”

She pointed back down the trail. “There is a contract out on them. That son of a puta was hoping to make some money.”

“Why do you care?”

“Their mother was my sister.”

I blinked. That I hadn’t expected. “Your sister?”

“Maria.” Her voice softened on the name. “She was two years older than me. When she married Carlos, they worked together on the joint drug task force. Pike was part of it, through a tasking from a man only known as Herc. My sister and her husband trusted Pike.”

I could hear the weight of what was coming. “What happened to them?”

“Maria was killed first. The cartel found out she was passing intelligence. They disappeared her.” Salome’s jaw tightened. “Carlos went looking for her. He had a good idea what had happened, but he had to try. And if he could not find her, he would make them pay. Before he left, he called Pike. Asked him to take the boys if he did not come back.”

“He didn’t come back.”

“No. The cartel killed him too. My father took the boys north, to Pike’s address in Rocky Start. I understand he died after crossing the border.” She looked out over the Smoky Mountains. “I was in Bogotá when all of this happened. By the time I learned my sister and Carlos were dead, the boys were gone. My father was gone. Everyone was gone.”

Her hand drifted up to the scar on her face. “The cartel came for me next. Not to kill me. They had other uses.” She paused. “They used me in one way at first. Then they learned I had skills and used me in another.”

I could hear the weight of those terrible things in her voice. “Why now?” I asked. “What’s changed?”

“The cartel is broken. The DEA, the Colombian military—they destroyed the leadership three months ago. The remnants scattered. When it fell apart, I was finally free. For the first time in twelve years, no one owned me.”

She pulled something from her pocket. A photo, creased and worn. She held it out.

I moved closer, took it. The photo showed a young woman holding two small boys. She was laughing, one boy on her hip, the other tugging at her hand. The resemblance to Salome was unmistakable, minus the scar, minus the years of hard living. Maria.

“That is the only thing I have left of her,” Salome said. “I have carried it for twelve years. Through everything.”

I handed it back carefully. “So you’ve been looking for them.”

“Since the cartel broke apart. Three months of searching. I knew Pike’s name. I knew he was somewhere in the States. But I had nothing else. Then his satphone came alive.” She met my eyes. “The cartel had also been monitoring it for years, hoping Pike would surface. They still want revenge for his part in the crackdown. And the boys are a loose end. When the signal went active, their assassin came for blood.” She pointed back down the trail. “I came for something else.”

“You came for the boys.”

“I came for my family. What is left of it.” Her voice cracked for the first time. “They are all I have. They have lived all these years thinking everyone is dead. I need them to know that is not true. That their mother’s sister is alive and has been trying to find them.”

“Why didn’t you just approach me like a normal person?” I asked. “Instead of stalking me with the sunglasses and the mysterious vibe?”

“I did not know who to trust. I was surprised that Pike’s phone was suddenly active after so many years. I did not know if it was a trap. If someone was using it to draw me out. Then I saw you talking to that son of a puta. Perhaps you were working with him?”

“So you got my picture and tracked me.”

“I paid the woman at the trail start. She was easy to convince.” Salome’s mouth twisted. “People will do many things for money. Or fear.”

“The trail angel who took my photo.”

“Do not worry. She is fine.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a photo. There I was, with Maggs. Not looking particularly thrilled to start the trail. In my memory I’d smiled. If I had, the camera had ignored it.

She looked down the trail, then back at me. “I watched you. I saw you help people. That wounded Marine. The woman running from her husband. The man with the knife. I saw you give away your dog to the woman who lost everything.” She met my eyes. “I decided you were not a threat. That maybe you were someone who would help. And, of course, when the assassin started questioning you, that confirmed it.”

I studied her. The scars, visible and invisible. The tattoo that marked her as something most people would run from. And now just someone trying to find the only family she had left.

“We need to get to Asheville,” I said. I nodded up the trail. “Two days’ walk to Kuwohi. I can get someone to pick us up there.” It would also be the completion of my through hike. Which seemed pretty insignificant at the moment.

“And then?” Salome asked.

My Spanish was rusty but I sort of remembered Salome being something like peaceful. “And then we talk. With Pike. And Reggie and Marley.” They deserved to know they still had family. After years of believing everyone was gone, they deserved at least that.

She nodded. “I agree.”

“Give me a second,” I said.

“I will wait.”

I walked over to the edge and stared out. Then in a low voice, I recited the names that were etched into my memory. The men, and women, who I’d served with and who were no longer with us. And then I ended with “Ken, Danny and Mary. Gone but not forgotten.”
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Istood there for another moment, looking out over the mountains. The fog was rolling through the valleys below like something alive, filling up the spaces between ridges the way water fills a basin. Somewhere down there was Fontana Dam and Claire and Maggs. Somewhere in the other direction, beyond the mountains to the northeast was Rocky Start, flooded and broken and waiting.

I turned back to Salome. She was sitting on a rock, watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Not impatient. Just observant. The way someone watches when they’ve learned that patience is the difference between living and not.

Or the way someone watches a potential target.

Because here was the thing I couldn’t shake. I’d just spent ten minutes with a man I’d met several times who turned out to be a cartel assassin. Louis had fooled me completely—the huffing, the oversized pack, the bumbling friendliness. I’d missed every tell. And now, less than an hour later, I was supposed to take at face value that this woman with the scar and the cartel tattoos and the professional-grade marksmanship was the boys’ long-lost aunt?

The photo proved nothing. A picture of a woman with two kids could be sourced a dozen ways. She knew details—Maria’s name, Carlos, the drug task force, Pike’s Satphone—but those were things the cartel would also know. In fact, a cartel operative running a long game would know exactly those things. Build the legend with verifiable details. Make the target want to believe.

And I wanted to believe. That was the dangerous part. The story was too good. Too clean. The sister who survived, who searched for years, who arrived just in time to save the gringo from the assassin. My training instructor would have called it a honey trap wrapped in a sob story.

But she had killed Louis. That was real. Two rounds to the face, professional distance, professional grouping. Then the insurance round to the back of the head. Then she’d policed her brass. You don’t fake that. And she’d ripped open his shirt to confirm the skull and crossbones tattoo, which suggested she already knew what she was looking for.

Inter-cartel hit? Possible. One splinter eliminating another’s operative to get to the target first. But if she wanted Pike and the boys dead, she could have let Louis finish me and followed him. Or she could have shot me after she shot Louis. She’d had my back for a clean thirty seconds before I’d even turned around.

None of this was conclusive. I’d seen better performances. And I’d seen good people get killed because they trusted a convincing story.

“Ready?” I asked.

“I’ve been ready for years.”

Fair enough. But ready for what, exactly?
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We hiked together the rest of that day and into the evening, putting as much distance between us and Louis’ body as possible. Salome moved through the woods like someone who’d spent time in jungle terrain, which tracked with her story. She was quiet, efficient, and didn’t waste energy on unnecessary movement or unnecessary words. Under different circumstances I might have appreciated the silence. But Jackie’s voice was in my head, and Rose’s text, and Luke’s parting words, and pretty much every person I’d met on this trail telling me the same thing in different ways.

So I talked. Partly because I was trying to change. Partly because I was running an assessment.

Not a lot. I wasn’t going to turn into some chatty Cathy overnight. But I told her about Pike. How he’d been the law in Rocky Start for decades. How he’d taken in Reggie and Marley when they were small and raised them with Coral. The stories Rose had told me about them. I watched her face when I said their names. I watched for micro-expressions, the small involuntary muscle movements that even trained operatives can’t always suppress. She gave me nothing.

I told her the boys were good. That they were loved. That Pike had done right by them.

She listened without interrupting. When I finished, she was quiet for a long time.

“My sister chose well with Pike,” she finally said.

Maybe. Or maybe that was exactly what someone who’d studied the file would say.

I kept walking.
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We made camp that night off-trail, tactical, no fire. Old habits for both of us. I told her I’d take first watch. She didn’t argue, which told me she understood the protocol. Or it told me she was willing to let me think I was in control.

I used the watch to think it through. The options were simple. One: She was telling the truth, in which case I was sitting in the woods with a woman who’d been through hell and just wanted to find her family. Two: She was cartel, in which case I was sitting in the woods with a professional killer who was using me to locate her targets. Three: Something in between that I hadn’t figured out yet.

If it was option one, the right thing to do was bring her to Pike.

If it was option two, bringing her to Pike would get people killed.

And here was the problem I kept circling back to: I couldn’t verify her story out here. I didn’t have the resources, the intel, or the communications. What I did have was a man in Asheville who had known Maria personally. Who had taken her children and raised them. Who would know if Maria had a younger sister. Who would know details—childhood details, family details—that no amount of cartel intelligence-gathering could replicate.

Pike was the verification.

Which meant my job wasn’t to decide if Salome was telling the truth. My job was to get her to Pike and to do it in a way that if this was a setup, I could control the situation before anyone got hurt.

I could do that. Controlling situations was the one thing I’d always been good at. Probably too good, if you asked Rose.

When Salome relieved me at 0200, I slept lighter than I had in days, which was saying something given I’d been sleeping light for weeks. My hand rested on the pistol inside my sleeping bag.

But I slept.
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The next day we pushed hard. The trail wound through the spine of the Smokies, up and over peaks, through stands of spruce and fir that smelled like something clean and old. The fog came and went. Other hikers appeared and disappeared like ghosts in the mist.

I talked to two of them. A couple from Ohio who were section hiking and an older woman doing her second thru-hike who wanted to know if we’d seen any bears. Salome hung back during these exchanges, sunglasses on, looking like exactly the kind of person you didn’t approach with small talk. But she watched me do it.

“You talk to strangers,” she observed afterward. Not a question.

“Recent development.”

“You are not good at it.”

“I’m aware.”

Something that might have been a smile crossed her face. It was hard to tell with the scar. That scar. If her story was true, the cartel had given it to her. If it wasn’t true, it was still the kind of wound you got from a blade, and she’d still survived getting it, and that told me something about who she was regardless of the rest.
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Eventually, late afternoon, we came around a bend and the forest opened up and there it was. The observation tower at Kuwohi, the highest point on the Appalachian Trail in the Great Smoky Mountains. The old name had been Clingmans Dome, renamed to the Cherokee word meaning “mulberry place.” I preferred the new name. It felt right. Something reclaimed.

We passed the spot where I’d been ambushed the previous winter. There’d been no news reports of two bodies found since the event, so I assumed the bodies were still down the ravine, bones picked clean by scavengers. I didn’t bother to mention it to Salome. None of her business.

“Can I take your picture?” I asked Salome.

She frowned, looking as thrilled about that as I was. “Why?”

“So Pike can confirm whether you are who you claim you to be.”

She thought about it, then nodded. “Understandable.”

I snapped a couple of shots. “I’ll be back.”

I climbed the ramp. Salome stayed below, keeping to herself. The concrete ramp spiraled up to the observation deck and there were a handful of tourists up top, the kind who drove to the parking lot and walked the half mile from the road. Day-trippers with clean clothes and phone cameras. I must have looked like something that crawled out of the woods, which was accurate.

At the top, I set down my ruck and looked out. Three hundred and sixty degrees of the Smoky Mountains. Layer after layer of ridgelines fading into blue haze. North Carolina one direction, Tennessee the other. Somewhere down there, in the wreckage of the flood, was Rocky Start. And in Asheville, Pike was healing. And in New York City, Rose was with Poppy.

I’d done it. Third time. Springer Mountain to here. Added together, the whole trail. I stood there and waited for whatever I was supposed to feel.

It was quieter than I expected. No fireworks. No grand revelation. Just the wind and the view and the faint awareness that I’d walked a very long way and the walking wasn’t really the point. Jackie would have been insufferably pleased about that.

I sighed.

A tourist asked me to take his picture with his wife. I did. Then he offered to take mine.

Change only goes so far, then survival kicks in.

I passed on the offer.

I moved away from the tourists and took out my cell phone. There was service this high up.

I called Luke first. He answered on the second ring.

“You alive?”

“I’m breathing. Ten fingers. Ten toes. I need a pickup at Kuwohi. The parking lot.”

“When?”

“Now would be good.”

“I’m in Asheville. Give me a few hours.” A pause. “You okay?”

“I finished the Trail. And I’ve got a situation. I’m going to send you a couple of photos. Ask Pike if he knows the person.”

The silence on Luke’s end lasted about three seconds. For Luke, that was a long pause. “Copy,” he said, and hung up.

Then I called Rose.

She picked up immediately. “Max.” Not a question. Just my name, the way she said it, like she’d been waiting.

“Hey.”

“Are you done?”

“I’m at Kuwohi. Luke’s coming to get me. Save you a trip.”

“You finished.” I could hear the smile. “Third time’s the charm.”

“Apparently.”

There was a pause. The kind that has weight to it. The kind where two people who aren’t great at saying important things try to figure out how to say them anyway.

“How was it?” she asked.

I thought about that. The Marine with the bad prosthesis. Louis, who turned out to be a cartel assassin. Claire and Boone and the ashes at the dam. Giving away Maggs. The knife-wielding drug addict and the pistol-wielding husband. The sobbing breakdown on the trail after Fontana that had ripped something loose inside me I’d been carrying for decades. And Salome, waiting below, who might be the boys’ aunt or might be something else entirely.

“It was good,” I said. “I talked to people.”

Rose laughed. Actually laughed. “Jackie will be thrilled.”

“Don’t tell her. She’ll want me to do it again.”

“Max.” Softer now. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too.” They came out easier than the first time.

“Come home,” she said.

Home. I’d never really had one before Rocky Start. Before Rose. Home had been wherever my ruck was, which was a thing operators told themselves so they didn’t have to think about what they were missing. I knew better now. Home was a flooded town on a bend in the Little Melvin River with a cottage that needed sheetrock put up the right way, not my way, and a woman who loved me for reasons I still didn’t fully understand but had finally stopped questioning.

“There’s something I need to deal with first,” I said. “A situation. I’ll explain when I see you.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“It’s complicated.”

“That’s not a no.”

“It’s not a yes either. I’ll be careful.”

“You’re never careful.”

“I’m getting better at it.”

Another pause. “I love you, Max.”

“I know,” I said, which Rose would recognize as a Han Solo reference because she’d made me watch those movies, but I also meant it the other way. The real way. “I love you too, Rose.”

I hung up before I said something stupid and ruined it.
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I found Salome at the base of the ramp and we walked the half mile to the Kuwohi parking area. There were cars and a restroom. We got there and found a quiet place to wait.

Salome was watching me. “Did you talk to Pike? Confirm my identity?”

“Not directly. I’m waiting on that.”

She nodded.

“Someone is coming to pick us up and take us to him.”

My phone buzzed. I took it out. There was a text message from Luke

PIKE CONFIRMS ID

MARIA’S YOUNGER SISTER SALOME

WAS WITH HER WHEN SHE GOT SCAR

TRUSTS HER 100%

For the first time I allowed myself to completely relax. Salome saw the change.

“Pike confirmed?”

She gave a slight smile. “Good.” She looked toward the parking lot, then back at me. “When this man comes, what do we tell him? About the assassin. About me.”

“The truth. Luke’s one of us.”

“Ah,” she said. “Rocky Start. A town of retired killers. I thought it was a myth. Just whispers.”

“Rocky Start is very real,” I said.

“Good,” she said.

I sat down on the bench next to her and we waited for Luke.

The mountains did their thing around us, being ancient and indifferent and beautiful. The fog rolled through the valleys. Tourists came and went, cameras out, taking pictures of something they’d forget about by next week. I used to be like that. Moving through the world without stopping. Getting to the end.

I thought about what Jackie had said. What happens when you finish the goal?

I’d finished the Trail. And now I had something harder ahead of me. Not the cartel threat, although that might be a problem. The harder thing was what came after. Going back to Rocky Start. Picking up Pike’s mantle as the law. Loving Rose in peace and quiet, when there was no crisis to hide behind and no trail to walk and no windshield to kick out.

Being present. Being still.

The Entity that controlled the simulation of my life was probably rubbing its hands together in anticipation. Because it was the one thing I’d never been trained for. And the one thing I couldn’t do alone.

Two hours later, Luke’s electric minivan pulled into the lot. He got out and walked toward us and I watched his eyes move from me to Salome and back. Assessing.

I stood up and shouldered my ruck for the last time on this trail.

“Let’s go,” I said to Salome.

We walked to the van together.

I was going home.

Back to Rose.

THE END
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EXCERPT: ARRESTING ANNA
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ANNA:

Iwoke up on Saturday morning because my rescue dog, Johnny, a dachshund-chihuahua mix, was making a commotion because my mother, Lucianna, an Italian-American mix, was standing at the foot of my bed in her pool house where I lived, making kissy noises and saying, “There’s my beautiful baby!”

She was talking to the dog, of course.

I grabbed my glasses from the kitchen counter behind my bed to see Johnny making a happy fuss because, even though my mother had been adamant six months ago about me not getting a dog—“awful, yappy, dirty sonsabitches”—the first time she saw Johnny’s long, pale, tan little body with its random puffs of white fur and his bat-like ears and curly tail, she fell hard, and now she and Johnny were devoted to each other, in no small part because she carried treats for him at all times and told him that he was the best boy who ever lived.

Johnny was easy.

I let my head fall back on my pillow and once again contemplated moving somewhere else, only not really. My mother’s pool house is close to my work, I can live here for free, and there’s a pool outside my front door.

“Get up, Annie,” my mother said as she scratched Johnny behind the ears and made him close his eyes in ecstasy.

I took off my glasses and rolled over onto my side. “I’m going to sleep in and work late tonight to make up for it.” I did not say, “I couldn’t sleep because I had an awful date last night,” because my mother would go ballistic and try to hunt Jason down, and I really didn’t want to deal with that.

I love my mother, but she’s a lot. Basically, she’s a tsunami, so I don’t make waves.

(And yes, it’s Saturday, and I work weekends because that’s when we get most of our foot traffic, scant as it is at the Keppler Museum.)

My mother huffed. “You can’t stay late at work tonight. You have a date.”

“No, I don’t.”

I did not tell her that Jason, my significant other, was the reason for my bad evening. Jason and I had been having a lot of arguments lately, which wasn’t like me, but he’d started telling me to be more professional in weirdly personal ways, like asking me to start wearing suits to work (I’m an art teacher, not an administrator), and to dye my admittedly flaming red hair into something more sedate (not a chance), and then last night, he’d gone too far and started in on my dog. Johnny was a rescue, so leaving him alone all day was not kind, and he was a very good boy, so I’d been bringing him to work with me for the past six months and he was now practically the museum mascot. People who came to the museum knew him by name. They couldn’t remember my name, but Johnny they knew. And Jason actually wanted me to get rid of this darling dog permanently, as in take him back to the rescue group. It finally culminated in him saying, “You have to choose, Anna. It’s me or the dog,” and me saying, “It’s the dog.”

He’d looked surprised.

“Oliver Olivero,” my mother said. “I talked to your Aunt Paulina, and he’s picking you up at eight.”

“No, I can’t, I have to work,” I said.

“Annie,” my mother began.

“One,” I said, staring at the ceiling, “Oliver is my cousin and a man who has shown no interest in me.”

“Second cousin,” my mother said. (“Aunt” Paulina was my mother’s cousin.)

“Two,” I said, “I’m not sure what the state of my relationship is with Jason.”

“Jason is a loser who will never marry you,” my mother said.

“Three, Oliver tells everyone he meets that he’s so good in bed that every woman he sleeps with shouts out his initials.”

“That’s possible,” my mother said, looking unsure for the first time. “You like him. You should at least give him a chance.”

“Why?” I said, since my mother had never favored Oliver above any of my other cousins of various distances.

“You should be married,” my mother said. “You’re thirty-three, it’s time you got serious about life. Have somebody to take care of you. Give me grandkids. I won’t be here forever, you know.”

That made me sit up. “You’re fifty-two. You’re not going to die any time soon unless there’s something you’re not telling me. Are you sick? Is something wrong?”

My mother pulled back. “No. Why? Do I look bad?” She picked up Johnny and went to check out her perfect self in the mirror I had on the back wall. “What? What do you see?”

I put my head in my hands. “Mama, I’m thirty-three, I’m healthy, and I’m employed, so I’m not a child who’s dependent on other people. What is this need to marry me off?”

“It’s time,” she said, peering in the mirror to make sure every hair was in place and her make-up was flawless, which, of course, it was. Johnny peered with her, probably wondering who that handsome dog looking back at him was. “Oliver is a good boy, steady, good income, nice-looking⁠—”

“I’m not ready for marriage.” I got out of bed, too awake now to fall back asleep. “Also, Oliver runs a chop shop.”

“He runs a car repair business,” my mother said. “Very profitable.”

I gave up. “I’m going to get ready for work now. Could you walk Johnny for me while I dress?”

“Of course, anything for my little angel,” my mother said, making more kissy noises at my dog, which was all a sham because the most Johnny was going to get was a swift stroll to the gate and back.

When she had once more listed Oliver’s assets, pointed out again that Jason would never marry me, and waxed rhapsodic about how great grandkids would be (which was a crock, she was not a kid person), she and Johnny left. I brushed my teeth and dealt with the frizz in my hair and ignored make-up because it wasn’t like I was going to be seeing people.

Of course, I was going to be seeing some people, but they were my museum people. I saw them five days a week. They were used to the real me. Also, I was going to be lying low because I definitely did not want to waste time dealing with people today. I had bigger fish to fry.

I needed to save my museum.

Look, it was a nice little museum, it just wasn’t . . . great. Vera Keppler, the Keppler Foundation chair, was always on the verge of closing it because Thomas Keppler, her little brother and the Keppler Museum president known to all as TK, had a long history of getting swindled buying fakes, which put a dent in the Keppler fortune. I’d talked her out of it when I was an intern there (which I was because my Uncle Dan was Vera’s husband and my mother’s brother, and because my mother is extremely difficult to say no to) by saying that the museum needed to offer classes to make its focus education, and that had actually worked really well and had gotten me Vera’s approval and a full-time job, but in the ten years since then, TK had gotten so bad with the fakes that Vera refused to let him buy art and threatened to shut us down again (the last time it had been a dozen life size ceramic Chinese soldiers with spears that turned out to be made of very heavy papier mache and not part of the famous Terracotta Army), so I had promised Vera that I had an idea that would turn everything around again if she just gave me time to develop a presentation for it.

No, I didn’t have an idea, I just needed time to think of one.

I finished dressing in what I considered my work clothes: a sweater set that had seen some action—children are notorious for being sloppy with art—and a pencil skirt that gave the impression of conservative business wear, even if Jason wasn’t impressed. Today’s armor was a green merino cardigan and shell with plain red edging and a tasteful blotch of India ink on the hem where Barry Sanderson had turned around just as I looked over his shoulder to see if he was painting boobs again and hit me with his brush.

You teach art, these things happen.

I corralled my hair into my favorite clip and picked up my grandma’s purse, another point of contention between Mama and me. “Why are you still carrying that old thing,” she’d say almost daily. “I’ll buy you a new one.” And I’d tell her it was vintage leather and a very good bag—it was Prada—and did not tell her that I loved it, in part because it still had many of the things my grandmother had kept in it, like her tin of Altoids from 2005, and her small hairbrush, and her beaded coin purse with quarters, and her hammerless snub-nose .38 caliber revolver with the specially made blue contoured grip Grandpa had given her . . . I still missed my grandma a lot.

I met my mother and Johnny outside by my sixteen-year-old Prius, another vintage possession of mine that made my mother nuts. “Tell Oliver I cannot go out with him, I have to work tonight,” I said, put Johnny in his car seat and my bag on the floor, shut the door on my mother’s protests, pulled around to the front of the house, hit the button on my phone to open the gates, and escaped into the outside world, in this case the lovely little river town of Keppler, New Jersey.

Instantly, it was more peaceful. Yes, there was construction noise and horns honking, but none of it was about me.

Well, it wasn’t about me until I stopped my car in the middle of the street to look at the graffiti on the side of the Keppler Town Hall, which was your basic one-story brick abomination from the seventies. It had one blank wall that had been painted white but was now covered with a spray painted, stenciled mural of a rabbit, a parrot, and a cat, all standing around a pile of burning books, toasting marshmallows over the flaming literature and laughing evilly. In the bottom right corner was a signature: Joan of Art.

Johnny put his feet on the edge of the window and looked out and then back at me and whined.

“I know,” I told him. “What was Gracie thinking?”

Actually, I knew what Gracie had been thinking. The mural was because three members of our town council had been trying to ban LGBTQ books to “protect the children,” and they’d organized some irate homophobic mothers to go in, check out those books, and not return them. Those members were Harold O’Hare, Ursula McGraw, and Kitty Prescott. Yeah, the hare, the macaw, and the cat.

I’d thought that sketch was pretty funny when I’d drawn it, and I’d thought about actually doing the mural like the ones I’d done as a teenager, but I’m an adult now and law abiding. So I’d thrown the sketch out, and Gracie had evidently pulled it out, cut the stencil, and spray-painted the mural from it.

As I was watching, a guy in coveralls arrived with a roller and a bucket of white paint and began to lazily obliterate the mural, which was a shame because Gracie had done a good job. Johnny barked at him, and we’d already caused enough notice by parking in the middle of the street, so I put the car in gear and drove to the museum to confront my best friend who was using my teen-age secret identity without permission.

So, first Jason Lassiter being anti-dog, then Oliver Olivero and my mother fixating on marriage (for me, not her), and now Gracie doing Joan of Art.

And people wonder why I play it safe.

Because everybody around me is nuts, that’s why.

NATE:

Being number one shooter through the door of the penthouse apartment when we blew it open with explosives seemed kind of dumb on the surface. There are usually bad guys inside places we hit, and they tend to shoot at the smoking hole where the door used to be. However, I have a theory, one of many, that by the time the perp(s) react, plus recover from the effect of the flash-bang that follows the explosion and precedes our entry, they’re more likely to shoot the second or third guy through the door. Plus, first shooter goes in low, crouching. Less of a target, although hell on the knees.

Surprise added to smaller equals safer.

Like every theory it has to stand up to practical application, and so far, I had been eight for eight. At not getting shot, that is.

As I sat in the back of the ambulance arguing with the EMT that I was fine, nothing wrong here with this manly man, I tried to do the math. Eight out of nine would get you a passing grade most places.

I really didn’t need to be in the ambulance. Thirty minutes ago, my vest had taken the impact of the round. The good news was it had been a .38 caliber and had passed through a chair, upholstered, before hitting me. Still, it had felt like being hit by a baseball bat swung moderately hard, but that hadn’t stopped me.

I was the only one hurt because a moment after a guy had fired at me, (poorly, first hitting the chair firing blindly toward the door, really dumb, but really lucky that he hit me), a shadowy figure had rushed into the room from a hall screaming “Don’t shoot! We surrender,” and thrown himself on the shooter.

His surrender had been a split second from me double-tapping his friend; lucky for him I have excellent reflexes and a modicum of fire control. Before I could reflect on things or even get a good look at the perps, I’d been hustled out by my FBI Counter-Terrorism teammates, all full of concern that I’d been shot, until they learned the vest had stopped the round and that the sofa had been hit first. Then the concern turned to jokes.

We were, after all, manly men, doing manly things.

I was of the opinion, little harm, little foul. But I was curious why one guy shot and the other guy stopped it and also why both lived in a swanky penthouse. And why someone was sleeping on the couch. With a gun. And why we had raided them. Something smelled rotten.

But I was just a shooter, so. Above my pay grade.

Nevertheless, I was more than ready to get the hell out of there. It was just a bruise and it would heal. I was informed the team had taken the two men into custody while I was being hustled out to the ambulance.

Which is when I spotted the SAC, Special Agent in Charge of the New York Field office of the FBI, get driven up in a black Rivian electric SUV. Our big boss. The fact she was here just a half hour after the raid meant that not only was something big going on, but that traffic up the west side of Manhattan wasn’t too bad for her to make it uptown so fast.

Maybe we were getting medals?

Or promotions?

Or, the more realistic part of me, fueled by a decade and a half of military and FBI experience, something was seriously wrong.

She got out of the back while her driver also exited. He walked with a slight limp. His name was Butler, an old guy, GS-God-level who was also her administrative assistant. Butler was a former field agent who’d gotten blown up his first week on the job in Oklahoma City many years ago, along with a lot of other people, and been forced to adjust his career trajectory given he’d lost his lower right leg. As prosthetics got better over the years, so did his walking. He’d been working for Madeline for many years and was as loyal as any dangerous guard dog on the verge of going rabid. Who was also starving. And perpetually angry.

The look on Madeline’s face made me lean toward something seriously wrong. She was mad. Even I could pick up on that. For a woman who rarely displayed emotion, this was not good. She and Butler went to my immediate boss, the team leader, and his body language made it look like he was getting hit by a bat. Harder than I’d been hit by the bullet.

Then she went over to the van the perps had been shoved into. The uniformed officer opened the door. Madeline headed inside. As she did, she glanced over her shoulder as a news truck pulled up. You don’t get many SWAT raids on Park Avenue.

For some reason, I wasn’t surprised when one of the perps got out, a coat draped over this head to hide his identity and was hustled into the building, a free man.

This wasn’t good.

Then the second one, the shooter, a skinny guy, head covered, came out. Madeline said some harsh words to him. Butler handed him the evidence bag with the revolver in it, and then he followed the other guy into the building. What the hell?

She looked around and spotted me. She glanced at Butler and said something. He shook his head, apparently disagreeing. She considered that for a moment, then shrugged it off and headed my way, Butler limping alongside her, looking annoyed.

What the hell? Why were they coming to me? I was just a shooter.

“Agent Sadler,” she said as she arrived at the ambulance, Butler moving to a flanking position, keeping me in his field of fire.

When Madeline had arrived to take over the New York Office, she’d made a big deal of insisting that she be called by her first name, sacrilege to all the old timers. Everyone, including the old-timers, had quickly learned that a first name could carry as much weight and authority as five stars on a collar, and now the word ‘Madeline’ was only breathed with the utmost respect. She’d been given the mandate to clean up the New York office after a number of scandals had wracked it, and she’d done so with ruthless efficiency, so now there were a lot of older guys in retirement still wondering what had hit them and a bunch of younger former agents now in less demanding Federal jobs such as the TSA checking luggage. Even minor infractions landed someone in a hot spot like Boise. One guy had even been sent as the field agent to Utgiagvik, formerly Barrow, Alaska, where they had sixty-six straight days of night and the coldest temperatures of any place in the United States. The other agents and I hadn’t even known such a position existed and suspected Madeline had invented it as a teaching point. He’d never been heard from again. I’m thinking ice pirates got him.

I popped up to attention, banging my head on the roof of the ambulance.

She didn’t wait for me to say anything. “You were first in, correct?”

“Yes, Madeline.”

“Did you double-check the address for who lived there?”

Not my job, I thought, but did not say. “It was the address given in the mission brief.”

“Did you read the mission tasking?” she asked.

“No. The team leader briefed us.”

“Someone got your team to SWAT an innocent person,” Madeline said.

Oops. That explained some things that had seemed goofy from the start. That also explained the freeing of the guy who’d shot me. And his buddy. Excellent reflexes on my part not to return fire. Most guys would have double-tapped the shooter. Really. He was lucky to still be breathing. I deserved an atta-boy.

She went on. “You didn’t think to question the address? Or the warrant?” She waved that off. “Did you identify yourself before entering?”

“Right after the door blew. It was a no-knock—” I began but she held up a hand.

“Why didn’t you shoot?”

I blinked at the question. “Instinct.”

“You knew something was off,” Madeline said, and it wasn’t a question, but it got me thinking. She was right. Normally I would have fired.

“I was shot. If the other guy hadn’t⁠—"

She raised a hand, cutting me off. “You are hereby relieved from duty on the CT team. My assistant, Agent Butler, will be texting you your new assignment. You begin immediately.”

It took me longer to process that than the situation in the penthouse we’d busted into. Relieved? What the hell? And text me? He was standing right there glaring at me.

She turned to walk away, and he stopped long enough to say, “You’re a screw up, Sadler. You think all this is a game?” and then he’d followed her. I did not yell, “I am not,” because I’m an adult, but the urge to hit him was strong. I do not screw up. Somebody did, but it was not me.

Butler wasn’t finished; my cell phone buzzed with a text message. I had the strange feeling he’d typed the message on the way over and had just hit send as he turned and walked away. Multi-tasking.

I pulled my phone out.

REF: SADLER, NATHAN

REASSIGNMENT

EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY

ASSIGNED ATF

DATE, LOCATION TO FOLLOW

BUTLER

CONFIRM

I texted to the guy who had his back to me, fifty feet away:

CONFIRM

Why the hell was I becoming the scapegoat for this cluster? And why were they sending me to Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms? It wasn’t even part of the FBI.

And I lived for counterterrorism, for the action.

Well, maybe I could blow some things up. ATF did explosives. That was always fun. I definitely knew firearms. I didn’t smoke, but alcohol was okay with me. Maybe⁠—

As if Butler knew where my mind had gone, he clarified with a second text:

ART TASK FORCE

ATLANTIC CITY

1800 EST

XANADU CASINO

REPORT TO AGENT CHRISTINE WELSH

BUTLER

OUT

A cell phone number was at the end with Welsh’s name.

Art crime? What the fuck? No big bangs there.

Atlantic City where the old went to gamble and die?

1800? Shit, that was barely enough time to drive down there. Through New Jersey.

I tried to look on the bright side. At least it wasn’t Utgiagvik.

But it was Jersey and that was a close second.

ANNA

I parked behind the big old blue Victorian mansion that housed the Keppler Museum, a three-story insane blue beauty (four if you counted the cupola on top, five if you count the climate-controlled basement) of frantic painted woodwork; wide gingerbread porches; miscellaneous balconies, weathervanes, and lightning rods; and the odd bit of muffle glass just to confuse the eye. It was all set on a two-acre river-front lot that had once contained an English garden, long since gone to seed, and now featured two parking lots, one in front for the visitors and one in back for the serfs who worked there.

I got Johnny out of his car seat to his great relief—he prefers to ride in my lap but I prefer not to wreck my car—lured him away from the river that ran behind the museum—such interesting smells and things to roll in—and walked him in through the back basement door so our building maintenance goddess, Bridget the Valkyrie, could say hi to him. (The museum is built on the slope down to the river so the basement level is fully above ground in back, next to the parking lot.) Bridget is an extremely good person who does not suffer fools gladly but loves my dog, two of the reasons she’s one of my favorite workmates.

Bridget was talking to my least favorite workmate, our security guard, Chad Slade, an off brand Keppler (his mother, a Keppler cousin, had married a Slade) who put the I in incel. He stopped me at the bottom of the stairs that led to my office three flights up, blocking me in between the lockers and Bridget’s weight bench, looking ridiculous in a white shirt with epaulets he wore too tight so he could show off his muscles. Why he hadn’t realized it would also show off his belly, I do not know.

Chad looked down at Johnny, who was running happy circles around Bridget, and said, “That is one weird looking dog.”

I did not say, “Better looking than you” because I am polite and non-confrontational, but for the record, Johnny is adorable.

Instead, I said, “Excuse me,” to Chad, who stayed blocking my way to the stairs.

Johnny barked at him, clearly an order to move.

“I just want you to know that I’m here for you,” he said, leering at me, which did not make him more attractive.

Johnny appeared disgusted.

I looked at Bridget, looming behind me. “What did I miss?”

“Did you read your e-mail this morning?” Bridget bent down to pet Johnny and tell him he was a good boy. “Jason dumped you.”

I jerked back. “In an email?” Then I stopped. “Wait, how do you know?”

“He hit Reply All on the last staff meeting summary, which no one reads,” Bridget said, straightening. “Everybody read this one.”

“He did you a favor,” Chad said. “Teresa had a real edge in the betting pool.”

I looked at him. “Teresa? What does his secretary have to do with this?”

“Jason’s been doing her,” Chad said. “You know what you need? Revenge sex.” He leered again.

I just stood there dumbfounded for a moment. Teresa was a sweetheart. I liked Teresa.

And, evidently, so did Jason.

Then I realized I didn’t doubt for a moment it was true. It was so like Jason. He always planned ahead, so of course he had a replacement in the wings in case I’d refused to give up my dog. I’d always considered all his forethought admirable, but now I was . . . . Actually, I wasn’t sure what I was. Not heart-broken, definitely, but still . . . annoyed. Possibly enraged. In an e-mail???? The rat bastard.

Johnny whined, so I picked him up, detoured around Chad with Johnny snarling at him, and started up the steps to confront Gracie about the mural, still trying to cope with the news about Jason and his Reply All. I thought about going into the executive office suite at the back of the third floor and asking Teresa if she’d been sleeping with my boyfriend, but I decided having Johnny in my arms would blunt the impact, since Teresa would immediately get a biscuit out of the jar on her desk that she kept there for him.

Teresa was really nice. This was confusing.

I smiled at Janice, our volunteer coordinator who was behind the welcome desk and who stared back tensely under her dead-black, home-dyed bun—Janice does everything tensely--and climbed two more flights up to our side of the third floor at the front of the building. I stopped in my office to check my e-mail—yep, Jason had Replied All—grabbed two Tootsie Roll Pops from the big jar on my desk, picked up Johnny, and went next door to Gracie’s office to find her peering into her computer screen and scowling. Miley Cyrus was loud in the background, rasping that she could buy herself flowers.

Given the news about the Reply All, I assumed Miley was for my benefit.

Gracie is our entire IT department, which is why she has a poster on her door that says, (1) Is it plugged in? (2) Have you tried turning it off and on again? (3) No, I don’t know what your password is. Then under that in red marker, she’d written No, Chad, I will not have sex with you.

“Johnny!” Gracie’s dark eyes lit up, and I put him down so he could scramble up into her lap and lick her face, avoiding her nose ring from practice. I gave her a Tootsie Roll Pop, and she looked up at me as she unwrapped it. “Do I offer my sympathy on your loss or my congratulations on you finally escaping that ass, Jason?”

“I’m good,” I said, not sure I was, but positive my heart was in one piece, so all I needed was time to absorb everything. No need to wallow. “However, I went by the town building.” I unwrapped my Pop, staring at her. “New Joan of Art mural.”

“It needed to be done.” She stuck her chin out in defiance, and her black silky hair did that silky-hair thing where it fell back from her face like a shiny curtain. I’d been struggling with my insanely curly mop all my life, and I’d envied Gracie her hair ever since I’d met her twenty-eight years ago when we were five.

But for right now, I was annoyed. With several people, actually, but Gracie was the one in front of me. “You know those morons on the council are going to report that mural to the police, and it’s being painted over already. You accomplished nothing.”

“Not true.” Gracie braced Johnny with one hand, put the Pop in her mouth, held up a printout that showed the mural in all its glory, under the words Joan of Art is with the Banned, and spoke around her sucker. “I sent this to the Keppler Bugle for publication and to the No Banned Books people to put up all over town.”

“So they know who you⁠—”

She gave me a withering look as she put the flyer down and took the Pop out of her mouth. “You really think I can’t hide who I am online? Come on, Annie.”

I sank down into the old wooden office chair at the end of her desk. “I am having a bad day and it’s only nine AM.” I put my Pop in my mouth, trying to feel better as the sugar flooded my system.

It didn’t help.

“I saw Jason’s e-mail.” Gracie frowned, as she patted my dog. “He’s an idiot for cheating on you, an idiot for dumping you, and an idiot for sending that e-mail reply-all, and I’m really grateful to him for doing all of that because now you can wake up and stop playing it safe and go out and find the exciting guy who’s right for you.” She put her Pop back in her mouth and cocked her head toward her computer, where Miley was finishing her song. “And buy yourself flowers.”

I was about to tell her that the last thing I needed was another damn man with an e-mail account—I had Johnny if I wanted undying love—when the door opened, and my boss, Thomas Keppler, aka TK, walked in carrying a large, square, brown-paper-wrapped package with a manila envelope taped to it. He looked like hell, clammy with sweat, hands trembling, which was odd because TK usually looks like an expensive liquor ad, the whole silver fox bit.

“You okay, TK?” I said around my Pop.

Johnny barked at him, annoyed to see him, speaking for everyone in the room.

“There you are, Anna,” he said.

“Yes, here I am,” I said, wondering why he was sweating. It wasn’t me. I am agreeable and undemanding and nice to everyone (except Chad when he gets too weird) which is why I usually do not cause anxiety in people. Even Janice, our tense volunteer coordinator at the front desk, relaxes when I talk to her.

He focused on me. “Anna, I need you to drive to Atlantic City this evening and deliver this package to the Xanadu casino.” He shoved the package at me, and I caught it to keep it from falling. “You don’t need to look inside, it’s just a print we’re selling, but I’m not feeling well, so it’ll have to be you. It’s already been paid for. Just give it to them. The instructions are in the envelope.”

I looked at the package in my hands, dumbfounded. Atlantic City?

“Also, I’ve made a major acquisition for the museum, and it should be arriving soon. Please do whatever it is you do to log it in, but then put it in my office. This is too important for Bridget to store.”

I took the Pop out of my mouth. “You bought something?” I said, surprised and appalled, but he was already out the door as Johnny barked after him from Gracie’s lap.

“What the hell?” I said to Gracie.

“Somebody’s conned him into buying another fake, and Vera’s going to have his ass.” She shook her head, frowning. “You know, he really doesn’t look good.”

I had the rest of the day to talk to TK about his latest art disaster, so I put the package on Gracie’s desk and went back to the problem at hand. “Gracie, I could be in real trouble now because of that mural. Promise me you won’t do anything with Joan of Art again.”

She set her jaw and we argued for about fifteen minutes—she wasn’t wrong, somebody did have to do something about that idiot policy, just not us—until she finally said, “Okay, I promise I won’t do anything with Joan of Art without your permission.”

Since I was never going to agree to do anything so risky as to let Gracie be Joan of Art—Gracie had been my lookout back in the day, but Joan was me and me alone--that was good enough; and Jason was out of my life (and good luck, Teresa); and there was no way in hell I was going out with Oliver Olivera tonight; and my Pop was already down to the Tootsie, so I had only one last immediate problem that had to be handled today, the package.

“And now TK,” I said, as I heard a siren come screaming down the street.

“Just tell him courier work is not your job,” Gracie said, sounding exasperated at my spinelessness again. (I thought of it more as tact.) “Where exactly does he want you to go anyway?”

She squinted at the package, and I gave up and opened the envelope and took out the instructions.

“Atlantic City. The Xanadu Casino. I’m supposed to go in and get further instructions from the concierge at eight PM.” I frowned at the package. “I don’t want to upset him . . . .”

“So you’ll go anyway,” Gracie said, rolling her eyes. “Like there was any doubt you would. Pleaser.” Then she brightened. “No, wait, you should go. Casinos have rich guys. Maybe you’ll meet a billionaire who’ll want to cherish you. Spend the night. I’ll dog sit.” She gathered Johnny in closer and kissed his furry little head.

He looked patient about it.

I scowled at her. “Have you ever met a billionaire? Those people do not cherish . . .” and then I stopped because the siren came to a screaming halt outside.

“Maybe Teresa found out Jason was cheating with somebody else and killed him,” Gracie suggested, hope in her voice as she listened to the commotion two floors down, but that was ridiculous because Teresa would never kill anybody. She was the one we all went to for band-aids.

Then Chad stuck his head in the door. “Heads up,” he said. “Looks like TK just had a heart attack in the front hall in front of Janice, who’s having hysterics. You’re missing it.”

Gracie met my eyes. “Well, you’re stuck meeting the billionaire now.”

“What billionaire?” Chad said. “Hey, if you’re done with Jason, it’s my turn, not some billionaire’s.”

“Go away, Chad,” Gracie said, and Johnny snarled at him, so he left.

“And this is my day so far,” I told her. “My mother wants me to marry my cousin and have children with two heads, you’re going to get me arrested, Chad thinks his number has come up, and my boss wants me to go to Atlantic City to deliver a dicey package where you want me to have sex with a billionaire. And it’s not even noon yet.”

“You mother wants what?” Gracie said, looking confused.

“Do not pick up a spray can while I’m gone,” I said as I rose, took my dog, and headed downstairs to check on TK.

At least now I had a real excuse to get out of that date with Oliver.

NATE:

Going to Atlantic City, damn it.

Exit 12 on the Jersey Turnpike and then another damn toll road. I was getting fleeced before I made it to Atlantic City. It would be a pain in the ass to file a travel voucher for the tolls on top of the mileage. Not even worth the time since I hated paperwork. The only good thing about this drive was that I was in a 1977 Pontiac Trans Am, the smoothest car on the road. Yes, it is white with the Firebird painted on the hood. Because if you’re going to have one, go all the way. At least that’s what I’d been told by the guy who’d given it to me. Gift horses and all that.

I’d texted the number for Agent Christine Welsh and she’d texted back where exactly to meet my new Art Task Force team in the casino.

Art? Really?

I did not foresee busting many doors looking for art. I pressed down on the gas pedal.

There were so many busses on the Turnpike that for a while I thought New York City was getting evacuated and I was missing something big time, but when they all took the Atlantic City Expressway exit like I did, I realized they were full of old people coming to the casinos to gamble away their social security checks. I had to weave my way among them if I was going to make the team rendezvous on time.

Fucking Art Task Force. I’d seen the listing on the directory at the Federal Building; they existed somewhere in the subbasement, near the underground garage. Why the hell was I getting purged? After all, I was the one who’d gotten shot. And even Madeline had acknowledged I’d done the right thing by not shooting back. I was somewhat mollified when I got a text from someone on my former team who told me the team leader was on his way to Utgiagvik.

So it could have been worse.

They also bid me a fond adieu. They were gonna miss me going first through the door since the others didn’t share my philosophy. I did have to wonder how we got played in the first place to SWAT someone. There were multiple safeguards against that stuff happening, but that was above my paygrade.

The bigger issue was that I knew diddly squat about art. I remembered some guy had sold a banana duct-taped to a wall for a crapload of money. Brilliant. Exciting. I could do that. Then I’d shoot it for my signature. I spent some time considering what caliber would be best.

Then I remembered I did know someone on the ATF team. Carter Archer. He’d been on counterterrorism with me for two years. I don’t know why he’d transferred to ATF, but he must have had a plan; he’d always had a plan. Unlike me.

I’d always reacted. I’d known I was going to be promoted in the Army from being a guy on the cutting edge of action to dull leadership pushing paper, so I’d jumped ship to be a non-paper-pushing counter-terrorist bad-ass FBI agent/shooter instead, since they had put out word they were looking for an experienced shooter. The last thing I wanted to do was lead, but Carter had had leadership written all over him.

He was a straight shooter. By that I meant an honest guy who didn’t traffic in bullshit. I didn’t know how well he actually shot since we’d never busted a door together. He’d been more a brains guy than an action guy. On CT, he’d been in the big van, coordinating the shooters and the snipers and all the other people. Which, believe me, is not easy and as important as actually shooting the bad guys. We never hit the wrong door when he was coordinating. He’d have checked who lived there before we went in. Made sure the paperwork was up to date, the T’s crossed, the periods dotted, the commas comma-ed or whatever the hell it was. We’d hung out a few times off-duty, then one day, he was just gone and someone had mentioned ATF.

I one-handed scrolled through my contacts as I sped around busses, tempting fate. I found him and called. It was answered on the third ring.

“Nate Sadler,” Carter said, proving he could read caller ID. “Been a while, my friend.”

“You still on ATF?” I asked.

“On your way to Atlantic City?” Carter said.

“Yeah. The word is out already?”

“Christine Welsh is team lead for this op. I’m back in the city, but I’ve been monitoring comms. She’s already told the team we’ve got a new member.”

“What did you tell her about me?”

“That if she needed a shooter, we’ve got one now. She wasn’t impressed. We don’t shoot people.”

I knew it. “Great. Who did you piss off to end up on ATF?”

“I heard you got shot today,” Carter said.

“It was nothing,” I said. Remember? Manly man. “Why aren’t you in Atlantic City? Why am I going there?”

“It’s a surveillance op,” Carter said.

There was a moment’s silence, and I zipped around a bus, almost rear-ending another one where the idiot driver was in the left lane. I reached down and flipped on the lights. A blue bar began strobing forward on my dash. Technically, my classic 1977 Pontiac Firebird wasn’t authorized to have police lights, but no harm no foul was my motto. I was on the job. On my way to the job. Close enough. Just try and stop me.

“Surveilling what?” I finally asked. “Someone painting?”

“Someone has been selling fakes for years and we finally got a line on a deal in the works. We’re trying to catch whoever is selling in the act. Welsh will get you up to speed.”

He’d answered one of my two questions. I let the other slide as it might be personal. “This Welsh? She have her act together?”

“You know how Madeline rotates leaders for ops?” Carter didn’t wait for an answer since everyone in the New York City office knew that. “This is Welsh’s first turn.”

And she’d left Carter in New York City for some reason. I sensed team politics which I fucking hated. And he’d answered very carefully.

“Surveillance. Okay. Great. What about the rest of the team?”

There was a long silence. Yeah, well, Carter never had been one for gossip.

And then he gave me the team:

The leader on this op, as he’d said, was Christine Welsh. She had screwed up something in the past but was the niece of some FBI bigwig in DC so she had what we called a “rabbi” covering her. Not the best people skills, traded on her looks a lot, which, to be fair, Carter said, were pretty damn good. Not sure of herself, hiding something, he thought. Maybe just incompetence. People can work harder at hiding incompetence than doing their actual job.

Farley Fairfax was on the other end of the spectrum. An old school womanizer who’d harassed the wrong woman, he’d gotten strung up and sent to ATF. Now he was overly cautious and just trying to make it to retirement. One of those guys who’d call the flip of the coin after it landed. Averse to work in general, more than willing to blame others for his mistakes.

The IT guy, Milo Harris, was dependable and non-pushy to the point of invisibility. A geek, and if Carter called someone a geek, they were far off on the scale. Worked hard, intense, and, Carter thought, possibly brilliant, although his ability to fade into the background made him secretive to a fault.

“So I shouldn’t trust any of them,” I said.

“You already don’t trust anyone,” Carter said.

“Not true.” I hesitated. “I trust you. You were the best ops coordinator we had. If we’d had you earlier today, we wouldn’t have fucked up. You’d have double and triple checked.”

“Thanks,” Carter said. “I did some checking on that. Whoever sent in the anonymous tip, knew what they were doing. Hit all the right buzzwords to get CT on the job and bypass the trip wires.”

“A fucking penthouse on Fifth Avenue,” I said. “We had to show our badges to the doorman then have someone sit on him to make sure he didn’t warn the target. We should have known better.”

“Ouch. Yeah, I would have checked that. The whole thing smells. Well, don’t shoot anyone in Atlantic City. No free-styling.”

“Why would I free-style?”

Several seconds of silence passed, during which I passed a dozen busses. The lights were helping clear the left lane. The eight cylinders of the Trans Am engine were rumbling smoothly; eating gas, but traveling in style was worth it. The car is a classic.

“Just keep your head down,” Carter said finally.

That was a warning, and since I was already in hot water, I filed it in my frontal lobe. Head down. I could remember that.

“Roger that.”

This was going to be a clusterfuck.

Arresting Anna

will be out. Soon
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