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        When the rug is pulled from under Detective Sloane Eckhart, she leaves the Billings PD and returns to Libby, Montana. Eight years ago she left with her pride and the promise of a future, but her heart was broken. On her return, there is no pride left, no prospects to speak of, but at least her heart is safely secured in the back seat.

        Still, a bit of groveling, a kind offer of help, and a brand-new job with the sheriff’s office quickly gets her back on her feet.

      

        

      
        High Meadow will always be home to Dan Blakely. Working with horses, being part of the HMT search and rescue team, and now building his own home right next door checks all his boxes. Only one thing is missing, but that dream walked out the door a long time ago.

        Still, his life is good, steady…and perhaps a little boring.

      

        

      
        That quickly changes when the rescue of a young, teenage girl, places the new sheriff’s detective squarely in his path. He’s not bored now, doing his best to keep her safe, even as their past holds them back while they fight for a future.
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      Dan

      

      I take a last look at the sun going down over the mountains on the other side of the Fisher River; a view I’ll never tire of.

      Time to wrap up this quiet celebration for one.

      Picking up my hat from the pile of logs I set it down on, I slap the dust off, and fit it back on my head. Then I tuck the two empty beer cans in my saddlebag, take Blitz’s reins in my left hand, and swing myself in the saddle.

      Blitz isn’t mine—he belongs to my boss—but I’m the only one he’ll tolerate on his back. Every so often I take him out for some exercise, giving my regular mount, Will, a well-deserved break.

      Despite getting up there in age, the prized Arabian stud still dances restlessly, shaking his head when I settle my weight in the saddle. It’s mostly for show these days—a lot of his younger fire has dissipated—but I indulge him with a tug on his reins and a firm, “Whoa.”

      Then I press my legs in his sides and steer Blitz back toward the ranch, leaving my newly cleared piece of land behind. Monday we’ll break ground.

      Six years ago, Jonas Harvey—my boss and owner of the High Meadow Ranch and High Mountain Trackers—parceled off a wedge of his land bordering the Fisher River. His former Special Ops teammate and friend, Sully, bought six of the twelve-acre parcel—the widest section closest to the highway—and built a new house there.

      That left the narrower stretch along the river farther away from the road. I was blown away when Jonas offered that to me at a steal.

      Never in a million years could I have dreamed of owning an actual piece of these beautiful Montana mountains. Me, a high school dropout, forced to get a job when my mother was fighting a losing battle with colorectal cancer. The only one I was able to find was as stable help at High Meadow Ranch. Jonas gave me a chance, and even though I almost blew it several times, I’m still here now, after all these years.

      I’m still part of the crew responsible for managing the daily running of the ranch and breeding facility, but for the past decade or so have also been a proud member of the High Mountain Trackers, Jonas Harvey’s mounted search and rescue team. A far cry from the teacher I once aspired to be, but I wouldn’t trade this life for the world.

      And now, six years after I bought my own little slice of paradise, I’ve saved up enough to start building my dream home.

      I plan to do a lot of the work myself, and some of the guys have offered to help as well, but for the foundation and framework I’ve hired contractors. A family-owned specialty log construction company in Heron, Montana—a little over an hour from here—is prepping the logs that will make up the walls of my house, and a truckload of lumber we cut from my land went to a mill outside of Libby to be cut into planks for flooring.

      Ideally, we should’ve broken ground back in the spring, but getting the schedule for the different trades to line up had been a bit of a challenge. As a result, we got a late start, and the house likely won’t be move-in ready before winter hits as I’d hoped, but we should be able to get the roof on before the first snow flies.

      So for now, I’ll stay living in one of the employee cabins at the ranch. I’m not really in a hurry, although I know someone who may disagree, even though it shouldn’t impact her either way.

      Which reminds me, if I’m supposed to meet Shelby at eight at The Salt Lick, a local hangout in town. I’d better hustle or I’ll be late.

      Forty-five minutes later, showered and cleaned up, I stop the truck at the end of the driveway to check traffic on the highway before heading toward Libby. To my left, I catch sight of an older, burgundy Jeep turning onto the dirt road that leads to Sully’s place and my property beyond that. I don’t recognize the vehicle, but the brief flash of blond hair behind the wheel seems familiar.

      The image of a pair of stormy blue eyes, a slightly upturned nose, and the stubborn set of a shapely mouth immediately comes to mind. Followed closely by a confusing collection of emotions I have no interest or time to examine.

      Whoever is driving that Jeep, it’s none of my business.

      I shake my head to clear it before pulling onto the road to Libby.

      I have an appointment to keep.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh. But I thought…”

      She lets the sentence trail off, a blush crawling up her face as realization sets in.

      “I probably should’ve been clearer,” I volunteer, even though I’m not sure how I could’ve made, “I’m not in the market for anything long term,” any more straightforward.

      To my horror, tears pool in her eyes and threaten to spill over. Oh no. I don’t like crying, at all. It makes me very uneasy.

      “Look, I’m sorry if I misrepresented myself in any way,” I try.

      “I guess I thought you were including me in your future when you asked my opinion on the house,” she explains with a sniffle.

      I remember she was at my place a month or so ago and asked about the drawings for the house I had spread out on my kitchen table. At the time, I was deciding whether to go with a simple front porch or to wrap it around one side to where the door to the mud/laundry room is going to be. I mentioned my dilemma and she pointed out it might be handy to have a dry outdoor spot to drop muddy boots before tracking dirt into the house.

      It was a valid point and I opted for the wrap porch as a result, but it seems like an awfully big leap to go from there to planning a joint future.

      I do my best to curb my annoyance. It’s not like I want to hurt her feelings any more than I need to, Shelby is a nice girl.

      Her parents own the feedstore in town and I remember seeing her around from time to time years ago. Apparently, she got married to a truck driver from Eureka and ended up moving there. Then suddenly this spring, she was manning the cash at her parents’ place again, and we got to talking and hit it off. She made it clear she’d just gone through a messy divorce and was looking for something very casual, which suited me just fine.

      Then she called this morning to let me know we were expected for dinner at her parents’ place this weekend, and it became clear somewhere along the past few months her expectations changed.

      Sadly, mine have not, which is why I asked her to meet me tonight to set the record straight.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat, because what else is there to say?

      She nods and takes a small sip of the wine I ordered for her, seeming to pull herself together. Then she plasters on a smile and blows me away when she asks, “So, your place or mine?”

      Twenty minutes later, I close the door of her little blue car and step back, as a crying Shelby peels out of the parking lot.

      Needless to say, she did not take my rejection well, and I’m actually pretty pissed myself. I’m not a player, I don’t lead women on, or make empty promises, and yet I’ve just been made to feel like a goddamn villain in the public drama she created back there.

      From here on in I’m sticking close to the ranch. I do better with horses than I do women.
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        * * *

      

      Sloane

      

      “Ohmigawd! So cute!”

      I manage a grin at Carmi’s excited outburst, as she pulls open the rear passenger door and pokes her head inside. I barely have the chance to put my Jeep in park.

      Getting out of the vehicle, I catch sight of my uncle walking up, his eyes zoomed in on me. I recognize both the concern and the anger I was expecting.

      He has cause.

      My phone call last week must’ve come as a shock. Years and distance had made those a rare occurrence, Mom is the one who would serve as an information relay, of sorts, since I took a job with the Billings Police Department and left.

      Last time I saw my uncle and his family was October last year at the goodbye party for my mother and stepfather at their place in Brigham City, Utah. Mom and Steve were embarking on their years-long dream of moving to a life on the beach.

      They found it in Panama, where the temperature is the same year-round, and life moves at a slower pace. With the proceeds of the sale of their house in Utah they’d been able to purchase a sprawling beachfront property, which they’ve turned into a profitable bed-and-breakfast.

      I haven’t been to visit yet, but I’ve seen pictures.

      Anyway, there are a myriad of reasons why Mom and I haven’t been in touch a whole lot these past few months. There’s a couple of hours of time difference, and with my crazy busy schedule it’s been hard to find a good moment to connect, so we’ve mostly been emailing back and forth. At least, that’s the excuse I’ve been hanging on to.

      Of course, that is not going to last. Not now.

      “You look like shit,” are the first words I hear out of my uncle’s mouth before I’m wrapped up in his arms.

      With my face pressed against his wide shoulder, it’s hard to hang on to the stiff upper lip I’ve been sporting for a while now.

      “Sully, let go of her already,” Pippa firmly orders her husband.

      I’d been so focused on my uncle; I hadn’t seen her walk up behind him. Next, I’m hugged to a much softer body but her grip is equally strong.

      “Mom, look how cute!” my little cousin gushes.

      “You’re gonna wake her up if you keep squawking like that,” Sully grumbles.

      By the time I step out of Pippa’s hold, Sully already has the baby seat out of the Jeep.

      “She’s precious,” she observes, shooting a warm and encouraging smile in my direction.

      I’m grateful for it.

      “Leave your things. I’ll grab them later,” Sully orders over his shoulder as he starts walking to the house, carrying the car seat.

      Pippa shoves her arm through mine, as we follow along behind him, and gives me a squeeze.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Not sure the same can be said for my uncle. I’ve been so worried coming here might turn out to be another in a series of mistakes I seem to be making.

      That’s the problem when you start off with one lie, even if only by omission. It leads to others, until you’ve created a situation where anything you do or say simply compounds on your problems.

      So yes, I’m grateful for Pippa’s show of support. I had a feeling she may understand better than most why I made the—arguably unwise—choices I made, which is why I’d dialed her phone number instead of my uncle’s last week when the shit hit the fan. Like a coward, I’d left it to her to inform him.

      It’s no wonder he’s pissed. I’m surprised he even hugged me, given I just showed up with a daughter he didn’t hear about from me.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell were you thinking?”

      I almost laugh at his exasperated question. One I’ve asked myself countless times over the past ten or so months since seeing that second red line appear on the pregnancy test.

      The truth is, I wasn’t thinking. Or maybe I was thinking too much. Hell, why not blame it on hormones. The result is the same; the giant mess I find myself in now.

      “Sully…” Pippa, who just walked in, puts a gentling hand on my uncle’s rigid shoulder. To me she directs, “Hope you don’t mind, Carmi is sitting on the floor next to the Pack ’n Play, watching Aspen sleep.”

      “That’s fine. Once she’s out on a full stomach, there’s little that’ll wake her up.”

      The full stomach was courtesy of the bottle Pippa volunteered to give her while I helped a brooding Sully empty out the Jeep before the dark of night set in.

      I was able to nurse Aspen the first eight weeks after her birth, but I weaned her before I had to go back to work. Working as a detective with the very busy Billings PD doesn’t exactly lend itself to pumping breast milk. My heart still aches at that decision, but I didn’t really have a choice at the time.

      Now, barely two months later, none of it matters anymore.

      “I’m still waiting,” Sully grumbles.

      This is the part I hate most; disappointing him. God knows I did plenty of that in my younger days. But I’d earned his respect in later years, which makes coming clean now a bitter pill to swallow.

      “I thought I had a handle on things,” I offer meekly.

      From the flare of his nostrils, I deduce that was not a satisfactory response.

      “Aspen’s pregnancy was not planned,” I try again, starting at the beginning this time. “At first I kept it to myself because I needed time to figure out what I was going to do.”

      “Of course,” Pippa agrees, earning her a sharp look from her husband.

      “Fine, but clearly you figured it out at some point because she’s here. Except you failed to inform your family.”

      I don’t know whether it’s his sharp tone, or his accusation that ends up pushing my buttons, but in an instant I’m twenty years old again, and all my defenses are up.

      “And what?” I snap. “Have Mom give up on her and Steve’s dreams? Because you know she wouldn’t have left had she known, and this was my problem to solve, no one else’s.”

      “What about the father?” Sully demands, not backing down.

      It was inevitable the question would come up sooner or later. It doesn’t shock me, but his next comment does.

      “If you even know who it is.”

      “Sully!” Pippa scolds. “That’s out of line.”

      She’s right, and I can see from the way he winces he knows it, but that doesn’t make the sting any less. The sad part is, I almost wish I didn’t know who her father was, since he turned out to be the biggest mistake of my life.

      Sick to my stomach, I get to my feet.

      “I need to go to bed.”

      Before anyone can stop me, I rush upstairs where I find Carmi sitting on the edge of my bed. I’d forgotten about her.

      Blinking a few times and forcing a smile on my face, I give my cousin a quick hug.

      “Thanks for looking after her.”

      “Are you waking her up?” she asks expectantly.

      “Not until the morning. I was actually going to bed myself, but maybe you can give me a hand changing her diaper tomorrow morning when we get up?”

      “Sure!”

      I involuntarily chuckle at her enthusiasm. I’m sure it’ll wane when she’s first introduced to one of Aspen’s impressive diaper explosions.

      As Carmi almost skips out of the room, I close the door behind her and—forfeiting my toothbrush and pajamas—crawl into bed fully dressed. I roll on my side so I can look at my daughter’s perfect little face in her travel bed, pulling the covers up to my ears.

      It’s just you and me now.
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      Sloane

      

      “You’re awake.”

      Aspen’s eyes find me without a problem, and I’m greeted with a wide, gummy smile.

      Obviously, her sunny disposition first thing in the morning is not something she inherited from me, but I’m grateful for it. That smile does more for my mood than a good jolt of java, although it’s the smell of fresh coffee that first woke me up.

      Her hands come up and grab at my hair when I bend down to blow a raspberry in her neck. I smile against her skin when I hear her excited, “Gah.”

      She’s really starting to vocalize, testing sounds and volume, occasionally startling herself. Already it feels like every time I look away she’s developed some new skill or hit a next milestone.

      Carefully untangling my daughter’s little fingers from my hair, I look down in her pale blue eyes.

      “Can you keep yourself entertained for two more minutes while Mommy gets dressed?”

      I turn on the mobile Pippa dug out of a box in the garage. It turns out she kept quite a few things from when Carmi was a baby, which is helpful since most of Aspen and my things are packed in a storage facility back in Billings, waiting for me to find a place of my own.

      Today is hopefully the first step in that direction.

      I drop my towel and dig through the clothes I moved into the closet when we got here last week. I need something professional-looking to wear for my interview today. I finally got a call back from the sheriff’s office yesterday. The same sheriff’s office I spent nearly four years working for almost a decade ago, before I moved to Billings.

      Back then Wayne Ewing was sheriff, but he retired shortly after I left. For a few years after that some other guy held office until Ewing’s son, Junior, was voted in. I remember Junior, who was a deputy back when I was. He’s who I have an appointment with this morning about a possible job.

      Sully offered to talk to Jonas about me working in some office capacity for the High Mountain Trackers team, but I have a little too much pride left to allow my uncle to beg for a job for me. Let alone an office job. I’m keeping my fingers crossed I can get my old position back at the sheriff’s office. It’ll be a substantial step back for me, both career-wise and financially, but my life circumstances have changed. Besides, the cost of living is less in Libby than in the big city.

      I check my reflection in the mirror on the back of the door. I think I look professional enough in navy slacks and my white dress shirt. My short hair doesn’t require more than a quick comb and I haven’t bothered with makeup in years.

      “All right, baby girl, are you ready to get dressed?”

      “Sloane?”

      I turn my head to find Pippa standing in the doorway, a concerned look on her face.

      “Hey. We were just on our way down.”

      “There’s been a change of plans. Carmi just tried to slice off her finger cutting an apple. She’s going to need stitches.”

      “Oh no. Is she okay?”

      Stupid question, of course she’s not okay.

      Shit, my interview. Pippa was going to watch Aspen.

      “She’s a tough cookie, but I really should get her to the ER.”

      “Of course. Go.”

      I wave her off. I’ll have to take Aspen with me to the interview. Not the first impression I was hoping to make, but I have no choice. This is life as a parent, I just hope Junior is open-minded enough to not turn that into a strike against me.

      “Take her to Sully. I just talked to him; he’s working at the ranch office today. Between him and Ama, they can watch Aspen while you go to your interview.”

      Ama works at the High Meadow ranch. She wears many hats: she runs the kitchen, looks after housekeeping, does the ranch administration, and also happens to be married to one of my uncle’s teammates. I have no doubt she’s well-qualified to take care of my daughter.

      Still, the idea of going to the ranch, when I’ve so carefully avoided showing my face there, is making me a little nervous.

      One way or another, it looks like today might turn into a day of confessions.

      Sully had agreed to put off talking to Mom for a week to give me a chance to get my shit together, and today would mark my cutoff. I’m hoping to at least have a job lined up before I’m forced to talk to her. It’s not going to be a fun conversation, regardless, but being able to show her I’m taking care of things will hopefully ease the way.

      Mom never liked Jeff; thought he was a waste of space. Which, in hindsight, she was right about, although I hate to admit it. I think the fact he was nothing at all like any of the men who had been prominent in my life up to that point is what made him attractive to me.

      He was different, all right. When I met him, he was working as a bartender at a pub down the block from the precinct. Good-looking, charismatic, funny, and he definitely had a way with words, singing poetry while slinging drinks. According to him, bartending was just to pay the bills while he pursued his dream of making it as a music artist.

      What can I say? I ignored all the signs. Not even the fact he was forty-two and still rooming with two buddies was enough of a red flag. Granted, I had no illusions of any kind of long-term relationship, not until I found myself pregnant. Then everything changed.

      At first it looked like he would step up to the plate, vowing to be there for me and our child. He moved in with me, quit his bartending job since he made less than I did as a detective for the Billings PD, and would work on his music from home while taking care of the baby.

      He lasted a little over a month alone with Aspen at home. Then one day when I was at a doctor’s appointment with Aspen, he cleared out. By the time I got back, any and all evidence of Jeff was gone from the apartment. He did leave me a note, stating he was destined for greater things and parenthood was holding him back.

      I don’t like admitting failure, and for all the mistakes I made in my life, putting my faith in that loser was the biggest mistake of all. There’s no doubt my mother will find a way to pry the whole sordid story from me. Pippa has been running interference for me with Sully, reminding him I’ll tell him what happened when I’m good and ready to, but I don’t think even Pippa can save me from my mother’s determination.
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        * * *

      

      “There she is.”

      I can’t even get through the door before Sully plucks my daughter from my arms. He must’ve been lying in wait for me.

      Not a word for me, as he turns his back and carries Aspen down the hallway to the large ranch kitchen. I follow, carrying the diaper bag I quickly packed, but to my relief only Ama is in the kitchen.

      “Oh, isn’t she precious,” Ama mutters, wiggling her fingers as she reaches for her. “Gimme that little nugget.”

      Sully presses a kiss to Aspen’s downy head and reluctantly hands her over.

      “It’s that I know you have an appointment,” Ama directs at me with a stern look. “But when you get back to pick her up, I’ll be waiting for an explanation.”

      Shit. If there is anyone more single-minded than Mom, it’s probably Ama.

      I’m afraid after today my poor life choices are going to be public knowledge.
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        * * *

      

      Dan

      

      “Don’t move.”

      The young girl is shaking so hard, I’m surprised she hasn’t already fallen off the side of the cliff she’s desperately hanging on to twenty feet below me.

      “I’ll be right down there to get you,” I promise.

      I back away from the edge and grab the extra harness Wolff holds out for me, clipping it on to my belt. I plan to rappel down and hope to hell the girl hangs on long enough so I can get her hooked up.

      When we got the notification from the sheriff’s office early this morning, I didn’t think we’d actually find someone out here. They’d gotten a call from a couple of hikers who’d walked down off Kenelty Mountain at the crack of dawn. The two had planned to spend the night on the mountain, but were woken up by screams in the middle of the night. When they went to investigate, they found a backpack, and spent some time looking for the person it might’ve belonged to, but without much success. So, they ended up packing their gear, grabbing the backpack, and hiking back to the trailhead from where they were able to call for help.

      The trailhead is actually almost directly across the Fisher River from my little piece of property, so rather than loading the horses onto the trailer and driving around the long way, Wolff, James, JD, and I saddled up and crossed the river on horseback.

      James Watike is part of the original High Mountain Trackers and married to Ama, who rules the roost back at the ranch. Of all of us, James is by far the best actual tracker. He could pick up the trail of a field mouse.

      James, Sully, Bo, and Fletch were all part of a special ops tracking team under Jonas Harvey’s command, and when each of them aged out of special forces, they all followed Jonas to the High Meadow Ranch.

      JD is James and Ama’s son, and he, Lucas Wolff, and myself are the more recent additions to the HMT team, which is now eight men strong. I know Jonas would eventually like to add one or two more, but the one person he has his sights on—his own stepson, Jackson—is playing hard to get.

      “JD, did you get the rope anchored?”

      I turn my head to catch him give the thumbs-up, while Wolff double-checks my gear. Then I test the rope, leaning my weight against it. It feels sturdy enough. Time is of the essence and my main concern is getting to the girl, I have to trust my teammates to get me back up.

      “Ready?”

      At Wolff’s nod, I step back so my heels are hanging over the edge. Then I lean my body back, letting the rope take my weight.

      As I rappel down, I kick loose a few stones that bounce down the rock face, narrowly missing the girl. I freeze, worried she might startle and let her tenuous hold slip, but she doesn’t even seem to notice. The poor girl appears almost catatonic. I don’t notice until I’m at face level with her how young she really is. She’s no more than a teenager.

      I can hear the clacking of her teeth chattering, and her whole body is trembling. I expected to find her eyes closed, so I’m surprised to find them wide open but empty. She appears to look right through me.

      The girl’s fingers are jammed into a crevice running just above her head, and only the toes of her white sneakers rest on the narrow ledge. Very carefully I position myself behind her, bracketing her body with mine. This way, if she lets go for any reason, I can use my body to prevent her from falling.

      “Hey. I’m Dan. I’m going to put a harness on you, okay? All you have to do is stay still, and I’ll have you out of here in no time.”

      There is no response, and no reaction when I secure her in the extra harness. There is no way I can send her up on her own so I fasten her to my front. My legs are long enough, I’ll be able to walk us both back up the wall.

      “Wolff?” I yell up.

      “Yup.”

      “We’re ready to come up. Together,” I add.

      It takes a bit to pry her cramped fingers from the rock crevice, and once I do, her entire body goes limp in my arms. When we’re pulled over the edge a few minutes later, the only thing keeping her upright is my arm banded around her waist.

      “This is Lucas,” I mumble to the girl. “He’s going to help you out of your harness, okay?”

      “Spoke to Ewing,” JD says in a soft tone as he walks up. “He’ll be waiting at the trailhead with the EMTs.”

      Good, because this poor kid needs medical attention. I don’t know what happened to her, or how she got out here, but I suspect it was nothing good.

      While Wolff takes charge of the girl, James, JD, and I pack up the gear. Then we mount up—Wolff has the girl in front of him—and, barely half an hour later, James leads us into the small parking lot at the trailhead. An ambulance and two sheriff’s vehicles are waiting for us.

      It’s not until Wolff has carefully lowered the girl into the hands of the waiting medics, and they finish securing her to the stretcher, I notice the blond woman on the far side of the ambulance, standing beside Sheriff Junior Ewing.

      I’d tried hard to ignore the glimpse I caught of the blond hair behind the wheel of that Jeep last week. Sully didn’t mention anything, and I convinced myself I must’ve been wrong. It couldn’t have been her turning into the driveway.

      Except, there she is.

      “Is that…?” JD starts.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” James mutters beside me.

      I don’t have words.

      There was a time I thought we were friends, but friends don’t take off without a word, which is exactly what she did. I tried a few times to get a hold of her, maybe get an explanation from her, but she never got back to me. I may not be college-educated or book-wise, but I’m no fool, I can tell when I’m not wanted.

      Since then, the few times her name came up I removed myself from the conversation. I should be long past what felt like a betrayal at the time, but seeing her standing there, just steps away, still burns in my gut.

      I know the exact moment she recognizes me, when those blue eyes of hers widen slightly and she instantly pushes her shoulders back and juts out her chin.

      Nothing’s changed, she’s still stubborn as fuck.

      “Did you know she was back?” James asks.

      “Fuck no,” I grumble.

      I hope she’s only visiting, but when I see her climbing into the back of the ambulance with the sheriff, I have a nasty suspicion it won’t be the last I see of Sloane Eckhart.

      Just what I needed.
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      Sloane

      

      Talk about hitting the ground running.

      I haven’t even been officially hired yet, but Sheriff Junior Ewing told me to tag along into the mountains. I’d barely been in his office long enough for him to explain it’s a brand-new position he is looking to fill. One born out of necessity, from what I understand.

      Libby’s small police department had all but disintegrated over the past years after a scandal took out some key players, leaving the Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office to pick up the slack. The LPD is slowly being built up from the ground again, but not fast enough to meet the growing demands on law enforcement as crime is rising. Even in small-town Montana.

      According to Ewing, it’s not easy finding experienced law enforcement officers willing to relocate to Libby, let alone take a pay cut, given the limited budget the Sheriff’s Office has to work with.

      The position is for a detective who would report to the sheriff but is expected to also work together closely with the tiny Libby police force, which currently is only three. A full-time job with flexible hours, depending on caseload.

      I could barely contain my excitement when he outlined it, it’s like the position was made for me. I was going to ask for a day or two to figure out childcare for Aspen. Pippa offered, as did Ama, but both of them work too. I’m going to need a better plan than simply counting on family.

      Of course, that’s when Ewing received that phone call and I suddenly found myself ushered out of his office and into his cruiser. He mentioned a couple of hikers hearing screams overnight and finding a backpack. A search team had just located a young girl clinging onto the edge of a cliff. He suggested I might come in handy in talking to the girl.

      “We found her name in the backpack, it’s Chelsea Littleton. Only fourteen years old,” he explains as we turn south on Hwy 2. “She’s from Columbia Falls, was reported missing this past weekend. Apparently, she took off on Friday after an argument with her parents, who thought she’d be back after she cooled off. They spent all night looking for her and when she still hadn’t shown up Saturday, they called it in.”

      It’s Tuesday now. She’s been missing for four days. How does a fourteen-year-old girl get from Columbia Falls—which is northeast of Kalispell—to the mountains just south of Libby? That’s about a hundred miles, a long-ass way to come without transportation.

      “She’s a long way from home,” I think out loud. “No way she got here under her own steam. Are you sure it’s the girl?”

      “Not confirmed yet—apparently, she’s not talking—but it would be a bit of a coincidence to find a young girl matching the description of a missing person in the middle of nowhere, less than half a mile from where the backpack with her name was located,” he points out.

      True enough, but I know from experience, drawing conclusions without supporting evidence can be a dangerous habit to get into for an investigator. Assumptions don’t get very far in court.

      “Is she hurt? Any signs of visible trauma?” I ask.

      “We’ll find out when we get there. EMTs are en route.”

      We drive in silence, lost in our own thoughts, until Ewing steers the cruiser onto a dirt road leading up the mountain on the other side of the Fisher River.

      “You know,” I start, unable to stop thinking about the four days the girl has been missing, and all that could’ve happened to her during that time. “If it is Chelsea, she didn’t get here by herself.”

      I glance over to find Ewing looking back at me.

      “Yeah, I know,” he confirms. “That’s why I figured it might be easier for her to talk to a woman.”

      Clearly, he’s thinking along the same lines. There’s no way you can work in law enforcement, seeing what we see on a daily basis, and not have your mind go there. There are some sick individuals out there. The ambulance is not far behind us as we pull into the small parking lot at the base of the trail.

      “They shouldn’t be too long,” Ewing announces as he gets out from behind the wheel.

      I follow suit and get out of the cruiser as well, taking a deep breath in.

      I’ve missed this; the scent of pine, soil, and cool, fresh mountain air. Living in Billings turned me into a bit of a city girl, and I haven’t really ventured out much since returning—I’ve mostly stuck around my uncle’s house this past week—but in this moment I realize how much more at home I feel here in the mountains.

      I didn’t grow up here—initially my only tie to this area was my uncle living here—but there is a reason why I ended up here twice when my life hit a roadblock. As much as I’ve tried to deny it, this place is where I feel grounded and connected.

      I’m just joining Ewing at the back of the ambulance where he’s talking with one of the EMTs, when I hear the distinct sounds of horses approaching. The light rattle of a bit, the creaking of a leather saddle, the soft thud of horses’ footfalls, and a distinct snort of alert as our presence is sensed.

      Lucas Wolff is first to appear out of the trees. When I first started working as a sheriff’s deputy, he was still a federal agent with the FBI, but has since left the Bureau and joined the High Mountain Trackers’ team.

      I’m not looking at him though, my eyes are focused on the pale, young girl slumped in front of him in the saddle. Her eyes are open but staring off in the distance. I get the sense she’s not even aware of her surroundings.

      The EMTs have already removed the stretcher from the back of the rig and approach the lead horse. I watch as Wolff eases the girl down into the EMTs’ care. She barely even responds as she is strapped down on the stretcher and loaded into the ambulance.

      “I want you to hop in there with her. See what you can find out,” Ewing instructs me in a low voice.

      There’s a prickle at the back of my neck that has me whip my head around. My eyes slam into a pair of hazel ones, and in one instant it’s like the past eight years didn’t happen. He was angry then too. Seeing him is like a sledgehammer to the chest, stealing my breath.

      He’s matured. His face is no longer clean-shaven but sports dark, scruffy facial hair. He has also filled out, his shoulders wider, and overall bulkier than I recall. Dan was always tall, but now he looks imposing, especially on the back of that big sorrel he’s riding.

      The man has definitely not lost in appeal with age, and I feel my body responding.

      Regret floods me, along with a wave of emotions I do not wish to put on display, so I straighten up, lift my chin proudly, and turn back to what I was brought out here to do.

      For the sake of self-preservation, I resolutely push any thoughts of Dan from my mind.

      In the back of the ambulance, Rick, the EMT, instructs me to sit on the bench by the girl’s feet while he starts an IV on her. She doesn’t seem to flinch with the poke of the needle, so I doubt she’ll be responsive to me, but we’ll see. One way or another, I’ll find out what happened to her.

      I glance out the small back window when the ambulance takes off a minute or two later and catch sight of those same eyes, still scrutinizing me closely.
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        * * *

      

      Dan

      

      Thankfully the guys don’t razz me on the way back to the ranch, but every so often I catch a curious glance. I ignore those, needing a chance to recover from that blast from the past.

      In the grand scope of things, eight years isn’t that long, but at times it almost feels like a former life and I was a different person. When I think back to the last time I actually saw Sloane, I almost don’t recognize myself.

      I remember we were at the ranch, where Ama and Jonas’s wife, Alex, had prepared a light lunch for everyone after the funeral. Thomas, Jonas’s father, had brought out a bottle of twenty-year-old whiskey. I remember Ama having a fit, because the old man wasn’t supposed to be drinking alcohol or smoking his smuggled Cubans due to a heart condition, but that didn’t stop him.

      I recall he ushered me out on the porch and into one of the rocking chairs, where he then proceeded to pour me about four fingers of the stuff in a tumbler. He handed me the glass, told me not to try and bury my pain, and left the bottle on the small table beside me. Then he went back inside, leaving me to grieve the loss of my mother who we’d just buried.

      All I remember is putting a good dent in that bottle and then crying like a baby. At some point Sloane was there, pulling me out of the rocking chair before walking me back to my cabin and putting me to bed. I never saw her again.

      “You doing okay?” Wolff asks when we walk our horses into the barn side by side. “I wasn’t expecting that,” he adds.

      He briefly looks at me as he wraps his horse’s lead to the stall door.

      “Me neither,” I confirm, instinctively knowing he’s referring to Sloane.

      “Must be tough,” he probes.

      I get along with all of my teammates but I’m probably closest with Lucas, even though he is a few years older. He lives in the cabin next to mine—the other guys all live elsewhere—and since neither of us are big on hanging out at one of the bars in town, we tend to stick around the ranch. We’ve spent quite a number of long, boring nights—especially during the winter—playing cards or watching movies.

      We’ve also had some conversations, so I know a bit about him and he knows me better than most. It’s possible in one of those—often alcohol-infused—talks, I may have let on how much Sloane’s abrupt departure impacted me.

      Which is why I’m inclined to answer instead of shutting him down.

      “Harder than I’m comfortable admitting,” I confess.

      I slide Will’s saddle off his back and drop it over the top of his stall door. Then I grab a handful of straw to rub him dry. On the other side of the aisle, Wolff does the same with his horse, Judge.

      “You cared for her.”

      I shrug. “I thought we were friends.”

      I notice Wolff staring at me as he repeats, “You cared for her.”

      Shaking my head, I return my attention to grooming my horse.

      “Didn’t realize how much ’til she bailed on me right after my mother died.” I toss down the straw and remove Will’s bridle, opening the stall door for him. “Then I got pissed when she ignored me, not responding to messages or texts.”

      “You’re still pissed,” Wolff concludes.

      “Fuck yeah,” I respond, closing the door and grabbing the saddle. “She took off without a word, was gone for eight years, and suddenly she’s back. Damn right I’m pissed.”

      Then I return my gear to the tack room and almost bump into Wolff when I walk back out. He blocks my path.

      “Means you still care,” he imparts, not giving me a chance to counter before he steps around me.

      I dismiss his comment and walk out back to grab one of the utility ATVs, so I can check on the guys doing repairs to the fencing on the north pasture. But throughout the afternoon, his words keep playing through my mind.

      When I return to the ranch at the end of the day, I catch sight of the dark red Jeep I now know belongs to Sloane. What the fuck is she doing here?

      I return the ATV and instead of hitting up the big house for an early dinner, as I’d intended, I start walking toward my cabin. I probably have a couple of eggs I can fry for dinner—that’s about the extent of my culinary skills—but I’m not in the right frame of mind for a confrontation with her.

      Unfortunately, that choice is taken from me when she steps out the front door just as I pass by the steps up to the porch. She freezes when she spots me, and I come to a dead stop when I notice she’s carrying a car seat.

      It’s like time is suspended and all the air is sucked from my lungs.

      A punch of sharp pain hits my gut the moment my brain processes what I’m looking at.

      A baby? Sloane?

      “Hey, Dan,” she says in a soft voice, moving to the top of the steps.

      My eyes are fixed on the white bundle packed in the carrier. I can’t see more than a little bit of a forehead and a shock of dark hair peeking out.

      “This is my daughter, Aspen,” she explains, brushing the blanket out of the way to reveal a small, sleeping baby.

      Then I let my eyes crawl up Sloane’s body and register the added curve to her hips and fullness of her breasts. I thought she was beautiful eight years ago when she was bordering on thin, but with that body filled out in lush curves she’s a fucking knockout.

      My body’s response to her feels like another goddamn betrayal, and I don’t even bother keeping the anger out of my voice.

      “Congrats. Hope you’re happy.”

      With that I turn my back and focus on my cabin, forcing myself to walk and not run.
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