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        Missing teens, broken hearts and an undeniable love.

      

      

      

      RCMP Constable Amy Baxter, retreated to Coyote Creek to escape an enormous mistake. She wants to do her job as a police officer until the scandal passes and she can further her career in another large city.  Her attractive new neighbor is secretive, doesn’t seem to have a job and keeps weird hours. His behavior triggers her law enforcement warning bells and his body sets off sensations best forgotten.

      Justice Flint is a man on a mission and Amy is an unwanted distraction, poking her nose into his business. His teenage daughter is missing. With no idea if she’s run away or been abducted, he’s spent the last two years searching for her. His broken heart won’t allow him to give up searching until he finds her.

      When Amy catches him breaking the law in search of clues, she has two choices: arrest him or team up to search for his daughter. Either way, she needs to ignore her attraction and protect the walls she’s built around her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The crisp fall breeze whipped strands of hair into Amy Baxter’s face. It was days like today she debated cutting her mid-back length blonde hair into a pixie cut. She rifled in the pocket of her jeans for a hair elastic and with deft fingers plaited her tresses and flipped the braid over her shoulder. She scrambled back up the ladder, spread her feet to the edges of the rung, braced her shins against the top platform and stretched up on her tiptoes to reach the eavestrough.

      The five-foot ladder tilted and swayed beneath her. Crap. She’d hoped it would give her enough height to hang the seasonal orange lights on her new house. She shifted her stance carefully, the ladder steadied and she tried again. It tilted precariously. She wanted, needed, the lights up. Today. Before the guys from the station helped her move from her tiny rented apartment to the white and green, three-bedroom, bungalow she’d taken possession of last week. It was bad enough she had to ask for help lifting her furniture, she wouldn’t ask anyone to bring a ladder just because one wouldn’t fit in her compact Honda. She could do this. Alone.

      She’d found this stepladder in the backyard shed along with a few other gardening tools and couldn’t wait to make her mark on her first real home. Decorating for Halloween seemed the perfect way to start her new life. It was already October 29th. She had to get the lights up before the guys arrived with her furniture. They’d helped her load it in a U-Haul last night. Today, they’d help her lug the large pieces of furniture inside. Between work and moving in, she wouldn’t have much time to prep for Halloween and she really wanted to go all out for her first Halloween.

      She couldn’t wait to see the lights on the house she’d been saving for since she moved out of her last foster home and started working as a bartender at eighteen. At twenty-two, she’d decided on a new career and entered the RCMP academy; changing her life for the better. Life was grand until she met the man she’d thought she’d fallen in love with. Ruthlessly, she pushed her ex out of her head. That relationship had died an ugly death and she’d never go back there.

      This small, updated bungalow was her dream home and it was fast becoming a reality. She was off duty for Halloween and couldn’t wait for the trick or treaters. She spread her feet, one against either side rail of the ladder, stretched on tiptoes and inched upward. Almost, just a little more.

      The ladder wiggled. She reached again. Maybe if she leaned, just a bit.

      “What the devil are you doing, woman?”

      “Crap!” She jerked and tipped ominously backward, arms wind-milling. The ladder steadied but unable to catch herself, she flew into the air. Her hand whacked something hard on the way down. Strong, solid arms caught her before she hit the ground.

      “Oof,” she grunted.

      “Woah! You’re heavier than you look.” Justice Flint’s smiling green eyes caught her gaze and the remaining air in her lungs burst out in a rush. His smile turned to a frown of disapproval. “You know you shouldn’t be standing that high up on a step ladder, right? Never higher than the second step from the top.” He made a soft sound of censure. “I’d have thought an RCMP officer would have a better grasp of personal safety. If I hadn’t spoken, you'd have climbed to the top, wouldn’t you?”

      She wiggled in his arms, trying to get down. “Put me down, Flint. I’m fine.” Physically, she was undamaged, but it would be a frosty day in Hawaii before she admitted to him she was shaken up. Nearly breathless, every single inhalation flooded her senses with the soft, masculine scent of his aftershave. Tufts of dark brown hair peeked out from under his black felt cowboy hat. He was all male and every inch of him was pure, rock solid Flint. His hair, his eyes, his height and his strong build. The Flint men were similar enough you recognized them on sight, but different enough and once you knew them, you could easily tell them apart. Justice Flint’s distinguishing feature was his lone left dimple. A very sexy dimple.

      “I could have you arrested for assault,” he chuckled, not putting her down. “You punched me in the face.”

      “I wouldn’t have hit you if you hadn’t tried to kill me by startling me off the ladder.” She struggled against his firm grip. “I assume you’re man enough to take a punch?”

      “I’ve taken punches from people a lot tougher than you.” He lowered her to the ground facing him. “What exactly are you doing?”

      “Decorating for Halloween.” His hands remained on her shoulders, warm against her bare arms which were icy from the rising breeze. Until he touched her, the air had been invigorating, now she wished for a jacket. His touch made her cold and much too warm all at once. Goosebumps erupted on her arms. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms before shoving her hands in her pockets.

      His brow wrinkled and his arms dropped to his sides. “This house has been vacant for months. Since the Tamaracks retired to Texas in May, to be precise.”

      “This house is mine. I took possession last week; the realtor hasn’t removed the For-Sale sign yet. I’m moving in today. I just wanted to get a head start on the lights.” Why was she telling him this? Even if he was going to be her neighbor, her life was none of his business. She answered to keep their relationship pleasant and on good terms.

      “Well, if you own it, I don’t have to call the police to have you arrested for trespassing,” he joked.

      “As a member of Coyote Creek’s finest, I’m unlikely to be arrested. I believe it is you who is trespassing and tried to scare me to death. I believe that qualifies as attempted murder,” she teased back. Why was she joking with him? She didn’t flirt, she didn’t date. She had no interest in Justice Flint or any other man. She was done with men. It was time to focus on her career and her own happiness.

      “Scared you to death? No doubt.” His eyes lit with amusement and he laughed. “Can I help you with those lights?”

      “No, thanks. I’d rather do it on my own.” Deep down, part of her wanted to accept his offer of assistance, but her independent side refused. There was nothing a man could do which a woman couldn’t do, if she set her mind to it. “I’ve got it. I’m not an invalid.”

      His brow wrinkled as he studied her. She could almost read the questions in his eyes before his face shuttered. “Okay, I was heading out anyway. I’ve got things to do. There’s an extension ladder in my shed, if you want it. It’s not locked, help yourself.”

      “Thanks, I might take you up on it. Where are you headed?” Her question surprised her and if the look on his face was any indication, he hadn’t expected it either. Sometimes, the cop in her rushed to the forefront and poked her nose in where it might not belong.

      “Going riding west of Smoky Lake. I haven’t been out there in months. I used to camp with my daughter beyond the lake. Thought I’d get a camping trip in before the snow flies and hunting season starts.” He glanced away, not meeting her stare.

      “That’s where they found the body of the teenage girl last week isn’t it?” She knew darn well it was, she’d been part of the investigation and resulting grid search. Why would he choose to go there? The investigation was still underway but she, and the rest of the precinct, believed the death an accident rather than suspecting foul play, but it did seem weird he’d go in that particular direction and it was late in the year for camping.

      “Is that where they found her? I didn’t realize.” He shrugged and his eyes shifted away again. “I’ll grab the ladder for you, unless you want me to put those lights up.”

      Irritation prickled up her spine. “I can do it, but I would appreciate the loan of your ladder. If you show me where it is, I’ll get back to work.” She wanted to be finished decorating before the guys arrived. Her fellow officers were great and never treated her as incompetent, but her own competitive nature drove her to prove just how capable she was and her Halloween decorations were just another self-imposed competition. A proving ground.

      “Follow me,” Justice gestured toward his house.

      His yard, front and back were immaculate; the lawns mowed to perfection. A couple of mature trees were the only things marring the manicured expanse of lawn which stretched, unbroken, to the flawless white fence. No flower beds, no shrubs. No ornaments. It was perfect, weed free, and uninspired. He needed flowers to break up the green or maybe a patio, a fire pit and a couple of chairs. The shed was adjacent to a garage which opened into the alley.

      “Not much on flowers, are you?” She asked as he rummaged around in the shed. She peeked through the door. Shelves lined three walls, their contents organized and precisely placed. The man must have a bit of OCD in him. She didn’t blame him. Everything had its place.

      “No time for flowers. I’ve got ranching responsibilities and personal stuff to do. I love the grass, but flowers are too much work. Mom and Dad have an oversized vegetable garden and fruit trees on the ranch. I help with the gardening in exchange for my produce. Nothing beats fresh veggies, unless it’s a big T-bone steak.” He glanced over his shoulder before backing out of the shed with the ladder slung under one arm. “Here you go. One ladder, suitable for hanging Christmas or Halloween lights and cleaning gutters.”

      She felt the blood drain from her face and lodge in her stomach as an uneasy ache. Cleaning gutters? Another thing to add to her autumn to do list and snow was expected any day now.

      He walked past her, through the gate and into the front yard. She bristled. Did he think she was incapable of carrying a ladder? She was an RCMP officer, fit and strong. Stronger than many men. She opened her mouth to object and snapped it shut. She’d only been in Coyote Creek nine months but in that short time she’d learned the Flint men never let a woman carry anything heavy or awkward. Nor did they leave them to handle car trouble or physical danger. They had old fashioned chivalry which, somehow, didn’t seem out of place or demeaning to those they helped.

      She’d watched Justice’s father, Robert, the family patriarch, tote loads several times. On one occasion he’d bickered lightly with Sue, his wife, telling her he knew she could carry the box, but with him around, she didn’t have to. Sue had passed him the box, patted his cheek and called him her hero. All the Flint boys, or rather men, shared the chivalrous gene and it seemed Justice was no exception.

      Justice extended the ladder and propped it against the eave of her house and stepped back. “Have at ‘er. I’d appreciate it if you could put the ladder against the shed when you’re done, if you don’t mind. You’re not tall enough to hang it back up.”

      “I’m not exactly short,” she protested.

      He eyed her up and down. “No, but I’m six feet, which makes you—what five six?”

      “Five seven, actually.” She wasn’t sure why the extra inch seemed so important.

      “I rest my case, I can barely reach it, you’d never manage.”

      She conceded his point. “I’ll put it by the shed when I’m finished. Thanks for the loan.” She clamored up the ladder. “You going to be gone long?” she called over her shoulder and grabbed the next light.

      “A couple days, more or less.” Beside her, he stretched the dangling lights out, untangling them as he stepped to her right.

      “Anyone going with you? Does your family know your plans?” She clipped a couple of lights to the eavestrough and clambered to the ground. Lifting the ladder with ease she moved it a few feet to the right. He shifted to get out of the way.

      “You sure you don’t want me to do that?”

      “Ugh. No, thanks. I’m good.” She climbed up and down a dozen more times stringing the lights as she went. She hopped down after the last light was clipped. “Wow, talk about luck. The two strands exactly fit. Doesn’t get much better than that. Thanks for untangling them for me, it saved me some work, and more importantly time.” She couldn’t stop the smile of gratitude and satisfaction she felt curving her lips upward.

      She’d easily be able to wrap lights around the porch supports without the ladder, so she might as well put it back. If she needed it later, she knew where it was.

      She’d done it. Alone.

      Okay, Justice had helped a bit, but the lights were up. Before the guys arrived with her furniture. Homeowner victory number one!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Justice couldn’t deny it; Amy Baxter was one stubborn woman. He’d have been more than happy to hang those lights or return the ladder to the shed. But, if she wanted to do it alone, he’d let her.

      She’d been in town the better part of a year and had earned a solid reputation with her RCMP coworkers and the rest of Coyote Creek’s residents. Few people messed with her and she’d been known to single-handedly break up a bar fight with just a stare. He’d seen her take down a rowdy tourist without breaking a sweat. He had to respect that.

      It would be nice to have a neighbor again, but he’d have preferred a couple or a family over a single woman. She wasn’t his type anyway. He preferred soft and feminine, not muscles and tough-guy attitude.

      He watched her grab the extension ladder and lower it unerringly to the ground before collapsing it and hefting it up. Before he could move to take it from her, she trotted toward his backyard with the ladder settled firmly under one arm and braced with her opposite hand.

      Huh. Maybe there was something appealing in a physically strong woman. His ex, Ellen, spent hours at the gym but had very few muscles to show for it. She was lithe, lean and flexible and she abhorred anything physical beyond yoga. When they’d gone skiing, Ellen had spent all her time sipping tea or cocktails in front of the fire while he hit the slopes with his brothers or friends.

      He shoved the thought aside. Soft, hard—it didn’t matter, he wasn’t interested in dating, he had a daughter to find. He wouldn’t rest until Hannah was home safely and they’d rebuilt their relationship. His earlier good mood evaporated like water under the sun. Defeat swamped him. No! He was not giving up. He would find Hannah if it killed him.

      There was no way he would let a woman get in the way of his search. Besides, at thirty-eight, he’d done the whole marriage and family thing, he had no need to go there again. His life focus was finding his runaway daughter and bringing her home safely.

      Brakes squeaked and a horn tooted. He turned from his empty gate to the street behind him. A fifteen-foot rental truck from his brother’s garage swung widely on the street and slowly backed onto Amy’s front lawn, stopping a few feet from the porch. Whoever was driving was skilled. They eased the truck between two heavily foliaged shrubs without touching either one and stopped the perfect distance from the porch.

      “Nice park Danny. Hi, Jeff. Good to see you both,” Justice greeted the two thirty-something off-duty officers who climbed out of the truck. He’d gone to school with Jeff, Danny had been a few years behind them. Funny how so many people left a small town for the city and a new career and then ended right back where they started.

      “You here to help, Flint? Another set of hands wouldn’t hurt.”

      “He’s not here to help.” Amy stormed up to them, a frown twisting her pretty face. “This is only going to take an hour. I really appreciate you guys helping with the furniture and I’ll get the rest and return the truck to the garage. You guys helped me load the heavy stuff last night is more than enough help.”

      Justice stifled a chuckle. Amy was as bristly as one of his sisters when they were trying to prove they could do something without help. Women! You had to love them. Even when they drove you nuts.

      “Don’t be silly. I’m here, it won’t take more than a few minutes to help out.” He really wanted to get going. He needed to get in as much outdoor searching for Hannah as he could before fall gave way to winter and the snow started flying. Still, chivalry wasn’t dead, at least not in his family. He couldn’t walk away and let Amy move in virtually unassisted. The guys were help enough; but moving sucked and the more hands, the better. He’d make the time. Just to be neighborly. That truck couldn’t possibly hold much stuff, it wasn’t very big.

      Two squad cars pulled up and Amy’s superior and lead RCMP officer, Sergeant Lance Pfeiffer, and two more officers climbed out, fully uniformed. Wow. Most of the detachment had shown up. By his count, there were only another three RCMP officers on duty. Definitely a sign of respect for their fellow officer.

      “Hey, boss,” Amy called. “I didn’t think you’d come but I’m glad to see you.”

      Her eyes squinted a bit, leaving Justice wondering if she was being completely honest. She had an independent streak five miles wide and probably didn’t want any more help than she absolutely had to have. Well, they were here now and he’d pitch in with the rest of them and she could just deal with it.

      “Really, guys. All I need is help with the sofa and the bedroom furniture. I can get the rest myself. I loaded the smaller stuff alone.”

      “Why did you do that?” Justice piped up. “Nobody needs to move alone. Not when they have friends.”

      “Are you implying I don’t have friends?” She glared at him, hands on her hips.

      He winked and turned to open the truck’s sliding back door. “No way, darlin’. I know better. You stick to yourself a lot, but you do have friends.”

      “Are you stalking me?” She gaped at him, slack jawed.

      Someone snickered behind him. Opening this particular can of worms in front of her coworkers might have been a mistake. Too late now. He better back down. A bit.

      “We’re going to be neighbors. This is a small town. People gossip. I’m just saying I’m here to help and so are your friends.” He hopped into the truck and began undoing the tarp straps holding the load steady for transport. “We’ll start with the big stuff and take it from there. I’m just being neighborly.”

      He groaned silently. Seriously, how many times could he pull the ‘neighbor’ card in one morning? And why was he still here? She had plenty of help.

      Amy joined him in the truck, and unfastened the opposite ends of the straps and the unloading began. With so many hands, the work went quickly.

      A short time later, Justice and Lance hauled an enormous dresser into the biggest bedroom. They set it in place against the wall opposite the window as Amy had instructed on their way in. Justice leaned his elbow on the tall, oak dresser. The bottom had space for six drawers, the top had doors which opened for storage. Sweaters or a TV unless he missed his guess. The finish was flawless and it glistened in the dim morning sun brightening the room through the open curtains.

      “You’ve got balls,” Lance laughed. “Pissing her off and turning your back on her. I suspect she’s got a well-controlled temper under her icy exterior. You might want to tread lightly. I remember how you used to be with the chicks in high school. Flirting and wooing them with all your manly charms.” He puffed up his chest and swaggered around the room in mockery of Justice’s teenage antics. “I’m not sure you’re Amy Baxter’s type. If she has a type.”

      Justice laughed. “I was a bit full of myself.” He shrugged. “But the ladies do like the Flint charm.” He paused. “It doesn’t matter anyway; I’m not looking for a woman. The only person I’m looking for is Hannah. Although with Dad being under the weather, I’m not getting as much search time as I’d like. Extra hours at the ranch are keeping me tied to town. Don’t get me wrong, I love the work and family is everything, but having split priorities sucks.”

      “How is your dad doing?”

      “Not as well as he’d have us believe. Spends a lot of time hiding in the shed and won’t let anyone else in. Mom’s getting worried about depression, despite him claiming he’s just looking for privacy and relaxation. His color’s off, he’s pale and seems weak. We’re all pitching in to help out with the heavy chores. Thankfully it’s nearly winter, which means fewer heavy chores. We use the tractor to move bales and the small grader on the driveway. But there’ll be a lot of slogging through the snow and calving starts early in January. With less outside work, he’ll have more time to rest and recover. The doc better find something soon.”

      “I hope he starts to improve and I pray you find Hannah. Although I do remind you not to break any laws while you’re searching.” Lance smiled, taking the sting out of his warning. “I’m keeping an eye on all the police databases, Canadian and international. If anything comes up, I’ll be all over it like Mrs. Adelson on fresh gossip.”

      They laughed together. Mrs. Adelson, Coyote Creek’s biggest gossip was harmless but if there was something to know about anyone in town, she seemed to be the first to catch wind of it. She’d have made a great detective. They waited in the doorway for two of the guys to pass into another room carrying a large desk.

      It took twenty minutes to tote in all the large, heavy items and against Amy’s protests, they started in on the lighter items and the boxes.

      “You guys don’t need to do this. I am capable. It won’t take me long at all.” She took a box out of Justice’s hands.

      He yanked it back. “Take off those sassy, stubborn pants and let your friends help out. It’s what we do.”

      “Sassy pants? Are you kidding me? Flint, get back here,” she demanded.

      “Yep. Sassy pants. That’s what Mom calls my sisters when they talk back. You’re sassy and stubborn, just like they are. Relax. I’ll be back just as soon as I put this box in the,” he paused to read the label, “in the kitchen.” He side-stepped around her and into the house. He set the box on a pile and slurped some water from the tap. He could really go for a beer about now.

      “Justice Flint, please go home.”

      Her voice was soft and almost pleading. He wiped his hands on his jeans and turned to look at her. Strands of her hair flew about her face in tangles, and her T-shirt was dusty. Her lips pursed together and her forehead had scrunched up tension lines. She looked exhausted and frustrated. And more than a little mad. Damn, she was cute.

      “Tell me why and I’ll consider it.” He leaned against the counter, arms loose at his sides, his left ankle crossed over his right.

      “Because I want them to go and they won’t leave if you’re still working.”

      “Why do you want us to go? You haven’t even thanked us properly yet.” Her desire to have them gone puzzled him. What thoughts were running through her mind?

      “And how, pray tell, do I thank you properly?” He heard an eye roll in her voice.

      “Beer and pizza. Everyone knows you feed and water your moving assistants.”

      She sighed. “Crap, I meant to do that; it totally slipped my mind. I was going to buy beer yesterday. Shoot! I can’t leave to get beer now, but I can order pizza.”

      “You could call for pizza and get a taxi to bring beer. They’ll do odd delivery jobs on occasion. They deliver flowers when the florist can’t get away. Carl’s got two cabs now. He’ll appreciate the business to help pay off the new car.”

      “The taxi delivers beer?”

      “Yup, small towns are different from cities. We’ve got a special bylaw for it. Of course, they never deliver to minors. It doesn’t make sense by city standards but it works for us. It often keeps the inebriated off the roads. They didn’t mention it at the station?”

      She shook her head in disbelief. “I’ll never adjust to this place, but thanks for the tip.” She leaned against the opposite counter and squinted at him.

      “No problem. I’ll just grab another box.” He stepped toward the doorway.

      “Flint?” Her voice was soft with an unspoken question and made him pause.

      “Will they ever think of me as a co-worker and not a woman?”

      The random question threw him off balance. He pivoted to look at her. Her shoulders were tense, her arms crossed defensively over her chest. “They might. If you act like a man. It’s in a man’s nature to protect those who are weaker than he is. And, like it or lump it, you are weaker than the rest of the detachment. That doesn’t mean they don’t trust you or that they think you’re incompetent. It just means they’ll stand up for you when you need it.”

      Her questioning expression turned angry. “Oh! Get stuffed. What a load of crap. Women can do everything a man can do.”

      “A lot of times, that’s true. But they are physically weaker. It’s the testosterone. But they’ll relax if you act like a man.”

      “Act like a man, so burping, farting and rude jokes?” She quirked an eyebrow.

      “Wouldn’t hurt. Honestly, be yourself. Do what you can. Ask for help when you need it and pitch in whenever you can. Watch them. Do what they do and you’ll slide in before they notice you’re a living, breathing, sexy woman under all the bristle and bluffing.”

      He could almost see her hackles rise like a riled dog. She was so easy to bait. He was enjoying this. For a moment, he almost forgot he needed to get on the road to continue his search. “Relax, if they didn’t respect you, they’d have let you move in alone.”

      Lance stuck his head into the kitchen. “Let’s finish the load. Snow’s coming. Radio just issued a severe weather warning. Twenty to thirty centimeters of snow in the next forty-eight hours. You’ll want to get this truck back before it starts. And we’ll need to be back on patrol.” He disappeared around the corner.

      “Let’s get the rest inside,” she said with a sigh. “No sense fighting a losing battle. You got a coffee maker?”

      “Sure do. Why?”

      “I have no idea where mine is. The guys on duty won’t have a beer but they’d take a coffee. Can you run along and fetch us a pot?” She smirked at him.

      “Touché. One last word of advice? Ask them all over, a few at a time, to repay them with beer and movies. Think like a guy, not a chick. They love video games and poker too.”

      “Poker I can do. I love poker. I’m a kick ass poker player.”

      Avoiding the congestion at the front door, he slid out the back and through the gate adjoining their yards. He was back with coffee before the beer and pizza arrived.

      “About time you got back, Flint,” she drawled when he re-entered the kitchen with a baking sheet laden with coffee, mugs, cream and sugar. “Leave it to a man to take half an hour to get coffee. Where’s your apron pretty boy?” He could tell by the help-me expression on her face she was trying to fit in with her male coworkers and wanted him to play along.

      “Yeah, Justice, shouldn’t you be serving us?” Lance joined in.

      “Naw, I’ll leave the serving to Jeff. He aced cooking in high school.” Everyone laughed.

      “And you never would have passed if I hadn’t shared my stellar muffins with you in the final,” Jeff shot back.

      “True enough.” They shared a high five and passed out coffee.
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      Forty-five minutes later, Amy said good-bye to most of her coworkers. Lance and the other on duty officers left for work promising to take Danny home after he returned the rental truck for Amy. Although tempted to complain, she graciously accepted the offer, grabbed another piece of pizza and settled on the floor, back against the wall, to eat it.

      “Need any help unpacking?” Jeff asked around a mouthful of pizza.

      “Gross man. Don’t talk with your mouth full.” Amy threw a wadded-up napkin at him. Men could be such pigs. “Thanks, but I can do it. It’ll take me a while to figure out where I want everything. I appreciate the offer but you might as well get home before the roads get bad. Your wife will be waiting on you.”

      “True enough. Jeannie will pitch a fit if I’m not home in time to watch the baby while she picks up Jaden from school. She doesn’t mind taking the baby when I’m at work, but if I’m off, she prefers the alone time. Lets her unwind. I guess.”

      “Don’t sound so certain,” Amy laughed.

      “It’s true,” Justice quipped from his lounging spot on the sofa. “When you’ve got family, and kids, time by yourself can be hard to find.” His joviality dropped. “Now, I just wish I had Hannah back.”

      The ache in his voice brought a lump to Amy’s throat. “What happened? If you don’t mind me asking. Who’s Hannah?”

      “You don’t know? I thought the whole town knew.” His sigh sliced right into her heart leaving her feeling sucker-punched. She had that ‘brace yourself for bad news’ feeling. Just like she’d had when her sister had called and said she wanted to talk about Amy’s ex.

      “Hannah is my daughter. She ran away from her mother’s house nearly two years ago. I keep searching. Every spare minute I have is spent searching in person, or online. I’ll find her. Even if it kills me. I want my daughter back, safe and sound.” He uncurled his fists and ran his palms down his thighs. Despite his attempt at relaxing, the tension never left his shoulders.

      “It’s got to be tough,” Jeff said. “I keep looking when I’m surfing the web. If I find anything, I’ll let you know. But now, I have to run. Thanks for the beer and pizza.”

      “Thanks for helping me move in.” Amy jumped to her feet, shook his hand and walked him to the door.

      Outside, swirls of small snowflakes drifted to the ground melting on impact with the road and sidewalks. It was starting to pile up on the lawn, dusting the blades of grass with sparkling white. They’d finished unloading just in time. She shivered in the chill air. If the wind picked up, this weather front could turn ugly, fast. Even after living in Regina for years, she still wasn’t used to freak snow storms. She eased the door shut after Jeff jogged down the street toward his home three blocks away.

      Grabbing her beer, she flopped onto the couch at the opposite end to Justice. “Want to talk about it?” She asked. He was silent for so long she assumed he wasn’t going to say anything.

      “Hannah is almost sixteen. I divorced her mother, Ellen, when Hannah was seven. The court gave the majority of custody to Ellen. I get, got, Hannah one weekend a month and we alternated major holidays like Christmas and Easter. It sucked. Big time. But we made do. I talked to Hannah every night and she talked to my folks at least once a week. I never missed a chance to see her if I was in the city. Ellen was good about letting me have time when I was there.”

      She winced when his teeth ground loudly together.

      “Was it amicable?”

      “For the most part yes. We had a few differences of opinion on how to raise Hannah. Ellen came from money. Big money. She wanted Hannah to have her every heart’s desire. If she asked for it, she got it. New laptop, new cell phone every year. All of it. My family is more down to earth. We work for what we have. Nothing is free. You learn quickly to value what you work for. That’s the philosophy I wanted Hannah to grow up with.”

      Amy nodded but didn’t respond. She’d witnessed the Flint philosophy more than once, watching Justice’s nieces and nephews do small chores to earn spending money. They worked hard and were careful with their possessions.

      “Where does Ellen live now?”

      “Just outside of Edmonton. She returned to her family home when her mother passed away. It’s a mega-ranch where they raise and breed thoroughbred racehorses. Hannah wanted to be a jockey. I said no. It’s too dangerous for a child.”

      “Sixteen doesn’t seem too young for horseback riding.”

      “No, but she was only fourteen then and too young to be looking for jockey work. Way too young to be hanging around the racing circuit with all the extraneous money and decadence.” His voice was low and dangerous, is glare like a dagger. She sensed his anger was with someone other than her.

      Justice continued speaking. “I went to a few parties when I was married. The booze, the drugs, it sickened me. I’m sure there was a lot of random sex, but I never saw it. I didn’t want my daughter involved in that type of life. Fortunately, such events were rare and Ellen didn’t host them.”

      Losing his daughter must have cut deeply. “This must be so tough for you. How do you even handle it? I’d go insane missing her.”

      He jumped to his feet and paced the room. His hands raked through his hair and massaged the back of his neck. “Sometimes I can’t handle it. It keeps me up at night but I won’t quit searching. Not ever,” he said vehemently.

      “Tell it to me. From the beginning,” she suggested. “Maybe my police experience can help out.” His angst and indecision were evident as he paced, sat down, and sprang back to his feet.

      “Hannah had just turned fourteen, it’ll be two years ago mid-December. It was Ellen’s turn to have her for Christmas. Hannah complained she wanted to be here that year. Ellen refused. I thought we’d settled it.” He sighed. “Hannah preferred to call me at night. She could call when she wasn’t out with friends or doing homework. I allowed it because she never missed a call, and I didn’t want to interrupt her studying. She was an honor student.”

      Those few statements left Amy with a thousand questions, but she kept quiet hoping he’d share more. How could he stand being apart from his daughter? When she had kids, she’d keep custody if her marriage ever broke up. She’d dealt with enough children from broken homes to know the issues they could end up with. Most were fine with split custody, others, not so much.

      “She missed calling one night. No big deal. It happens. Then she missed a second and I got worried. When she missed the third night, I called her cell phone but she didn’t answer.” Self Loathing recrimination laced his voice. His fists clenched so hard his knuckles cracked.

      “You were worried. I would be too,” Amy commiserated.

      “Damn right. I was worried. I called Ellen. She told me Hannah was sleeping at a friend’s house for a couple days over Christmas break. She wasn’t worried. Hannah had left a note. Ellen hadn’t even bothered to follow up with the girl’s parents.”

      Chills raced down Amy’s spine. What was wrong with a woman who didn’t care where their child was?  An only child, she’d lost her parents when she was seven. Some of her foster homes had been great, especially the Englots. Like her birth parents, she’d lost them to a car accident. The loss had been devastating. At ten, she was certain the Englots were going to adopt her, she’d overheard them talking. When they died in a car accident, the loss mentally and emotionally crippled her for years, but at least she had the cold comfort of knowing their fate for certain. She’d bounced from foster home to foster home after that. Most okay, some less than ideal.

      “Ellen was wrapped up in her third husband and didn’t give a shit that our daughter was missing so I drove to Edmonton to talk to her, to find Hannah. Ellen had thrown away the note. I called all of Hannah’s friends. Every contact I could find from school, from dance, from band. I searched the area, I talked to the principal of the school and I reported her missing. I talked to kids in the area until the cops told me they’d arrest me if I didn’t stop hanging out around high school kids.

      “I came home for two nights, Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, and went right back to keep looking. I looked for months before I came home. I spent a fortune on hotel rooms and take-out food. Don’t get me wrong,” he whirled around and stared at Amy with fire in his eyes. “I’ll never stop looking, not ever. I spend every spare minute searching the internet, going to places we’ve been together. I will find her. If it’s the last thing I ever do!” The final words were laced with certainty.

      “I can try searching the files at work.” She held up a hand. “I know, it’s been done and others are still looking. A fresh set of eyes won’t hurt.”  There was no way she could stand by and do nothing. He was hurting, badly. An answering pain echoed in her own heart. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid or break the law while you’re looking.”

      “I won’t make promises I can’t keep. I’ll do whatever I need to. I’ll find her.” His arms crossed belligerently and he repeated vehemently. “If it’s the last thing I do.”

      Admiration warred with frustration. Instinct told her he’d break the law in his search. He probably already had and likely would again. The cop in her was cautious and curious. Her compassionate side understood his position entirely even if she couldn’t possibly imagine the pain of losing a child. Losing loved ones was bad enough. But not knowing where your child was or even if they were okay? Beyond comprehension. No parent should outlive their child or have to wonder about their child’s fate.

      Try as she might, she couldn’t take a mental step back. She was going to become irrevocably wrapped up in his search and as a result, probably in his life as well. She wanted to be sociable, but hoped to keep from forming deep attachments in this town, the town she was determined to leave in only a few years. She’d yet to figure out how to balance staying alone with setting down roots, but that was a problem for another day.

      “I’m sorry helping me move in delayed you. You could be searching by now.” Guilt wracked her, leaving her feeling stretched to the limit.

      “It doesn’t matter, I’d barely have gotten out there before the storm hit.” He chugged the last third of his beer. “And I’d have to turn around and come home. No harm, no foul.”

      “You wouldn’t have known the weather was changing,” she offered lamely.

      “Weather alerts on my phone, I’d have been loading up my horse Buttercup, and never would have left. I’m glad I could help.”

      “The guys and I would have been fine without you, but thanks. Having you here made things go faster. I appreciate it. Even with extra hands, it took longer than I expected.” She glanced away not wanting to share the depths of her gratitude. She wanted, needed, to be strong and independent, like her foster-sister, Mindy. Mindy was the Englots natural daughter, their only child. After the Englots death, Amy and Mindy had been sent to different foster homes but had kept in touch over the years. They were fast friends and visited each other often. Mindy never seemed to need anyone’s help. She’d achieved the independence Amy strived for. Amy stared out the living room’s bay window, barely noticing the swirling snow.

      “You’re welcome.” He grabbed his used plate and beer bottle. “How about if we unpack the kitchen?”

      “Why don’t you head home? I can manage.” She followed him into her kitchen and put her bottle in the case alongside the rest of the empties. “I’d buy this again,” she changed the subject. “I’ve never tried micro-brewery beer before.”

      “Yeah, Mulligan’s makes great pale ale. Their Pilsner isn’t bad either and you’re avoiding the discussion. I’m free for a while and more hands lighten the load.” He saluted. “I swear, on my honor, my cowboy honor, not to tell a soul about it. Your secret will be safe with me.”

      “Hardy har har. You’re a laugh a minute. Even I recognize a boy scout salute. Do cowboys even have a salute?” She hated to admit, even to herself, he was amusing and her fondness for his company would never pass her lips, nor would appreciation of his assistance.

      He whipped a jackknife out of the front pocket of his jeans and sliced open the top box. “I’ll pass things to you and you can put them away. Deal?” He unwrapped a clear glass salad bowl patterned with daisies and held it out to her.

      “Fine.” She grasped the bowl and stood staring at the dark brown, wooden, cupboards, unsure where she wanted it. “I’ll let you hinder me, if you let me repay you with dinner next week.”

      “Hinder you? I believe you mean help you.” He folded the beige packing paper neatly into quarters and set it on the counter before reaching for another item. The next item was a slightly larger bowl with matching daisies. He unpacked, folded and unpacked again.

      She waited until he had unearthed the entire set of six serving bowls. She stacked them neatly on the granite countertop and slid them into an upper cupboard.

      “Daisies?” he asked with a smirk. “I thought a rough and tumble cop would have skulls and crossbones, or maybe Harley Davidson dishes.”

      “Harley Davidson?” She laughed. “Do they even make dishes?”

      “Who knows. I just wasn’t expecting daisies.” He unwrapped the first of a series of plates which were standing, on edge, in the box. “Oh, good gravy. More daisies?” He examined the bright yellow plate patterned with orange centered, white daisies and trailing green vines patterned across the surface.

      She shrugged. “What’s the matter, tough guy? Do daisies unman you? I’d have thought a rancher was tougher.” She hadn’t thought anything of the sort, but she liked the way he teased her. Like she was a sister or friend rather than a woman. She set the plate in the cupboard to the left of the sink. She could get used to having a male friend. Someone she didn’t have to worry about what he thought of her. Or care if she was untidy when she saw him. Someone she could be herself with.
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