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      The greatest thing you’ll ever learn is just to love and be loved in return

      
        
        - Eden Ahbez
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      SHANNON

      The ledge was narrower than dispatch had estimated. Shannon registered this as she rappelled the final thirty feet, rope singing through her descender, boots finding purchase on granite that wanted to crumble.

      Twelve inches. Maybe fourteen. The hiker had wedged himself into a crack where the rock face angled back, one leg dangling over a drop that would kill him if he moved wrong. He was conscious. He was also talking, which didn’t help.

      “Oh thank God, oh Jesus, I thought nobody was⁠—”

      “Don’t move.” Shannon freed herself from the rappel line and locked into her anchor in one motion. “What’s your name?”

      “Derek. Derek Howland. I was just trying to get a photo of the⁠—”

      “Derek. Stop talking. Breathe.”

      He stopped. His chest heaved twice, three times. She watched his pupils, the sheen on his face, the way his fingers gripped the rock. Shock was settling in, but not deep. He’d been here three hours. Long enough to stiffen up, not long enough to deteriorate.

      Above her, the rest of the team held position on the ridge. Martinez had the stretcher ready. Colton was managing the rope system. Kep was waiting with them, still as stone the way two years of this work had taught him. He knew his job was done, but hers wasn’t.

      Shannon pulled out a sling and began rigging the hiker into a harness.

      “I can’t feel my left leg,” Derek said.

      “You’ve been sitting on it for three hours. It’s asleep.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      “It’s asleep.” She threaded webbing around his thigh. “When we move you, it’s going to hurt. Pins and needles, then burning. That’s normal. Don’t fight me when it happens.”

      He nodded too fast. She could see the questions stacking up behind his teeth. How did I get here, how did this happen, I was only going to take one picture. But he swallowed them. Good. She didn’t need his story. She needed his cooperation.

      The wind shifted. Shannon paused, her hands still on the harness, and lifted her head.

      East. The wind was pushing east now, earlier than the forecast had promised. Up on the ridge, the team would know, be securing positions to allow for the change. If the shift held, the updraft on the east face would strengthen within the hour. That face was two hundred yards from their current position. Not a problem today.

      But if this had been a more technical extraction, if Derek had fallen another fifty feet, if the anchor points had been on the east face instead of the south, she’d be making a different call to his family tonight. Third time this month the models had been wrong.

      She filed it away. Updated the mental map she carried of every ridge and drainage in the Elk Ridge Wilderness.

      She keyed her radio.

      “Alpha to ridge. Wind’s shifted.”

      “Copy, Alpha. We see it.”

      “Twenty minutes.” She went back to the harness. “I want him up in twenty.”

      “Understood.”

      The hiker’s grip on the rock had loosened. He was watching her hands now instead of the drop. His breathing had evened out.

      “You’re going to be fine,” she told him. Not because it was comforting, but because it was true. “This is a straightforward extraction. You’ll be at the hospital by four, home by tonight.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t waste words on things I don’t mean.”

      She finished the harness, checked every buckle twice, then removed his grip from the rock face. He flinched when she moved his hand.

      “Trust the system,” she said. “Not the rock.”

      The haul took eighteen minutes.

      Shannon climbed alongside the stretcher, one hand on the frame, guiding it past the sections where the rock jutted out. Derek had gone quiet, either from the pain in his waking leg or from the vertigo of being lifted up a cliff face in a metal basket.

      At the top, Martinez grabbed the frame and swung it onto flat ground. The team moved in, checking vitals, prepping for the hike out.

      “Worst part’s over,” Martinez told Derek, one hand on the stretcher frame. “Downhill from here. Literally.”

      Derek managed a laugh. “I’m never hiking again.”

      “You say that now. Give it six months.” Martinez grinned. “We get a lot of repeat customers.”

      The team worked around him, needing no direction. Shannon unclipped from the rope system and stepped back, allowing them to do what they knew how to do.

      Kep was there.

      He didn’t push or whine. Just arrived, the way he always did when the hard part was over. A presence at her knee she didn’t have to acknowledge but always felt. His fur was warm from lying in the sun.

      Her hand found his head. Rested there.

      She didn’t look at him. Didn’t speak. Just let her fingers settle into the familiar texture of his coat while her eyes tracked the team securing Derek for the carry out. Around her, the volunteers laughed, riding the energy that came after a clean extraction.

      She stood apart from it, her hand on her dog’s head, and let the moment hold. Kep leaned into her palm. One slow press, then he straightened. Back to professional. He understood the job wasn’t finished until they were off the mountain.

      The hike out took just under an hour. Downhill, easier terrain, but slow work with the stretcher. Shannon took a rotation on the carry, then dropped back to let fresher legs take over.

      At the trailhead, they loaded Derek into the ambulance.

      Shannon gathered the team while the EMTs worked.

      “Ledge was narrower than the terrain file shows. I’ll update it tonight.” She pulled off her gloves, tucked them into her pack. “And the forecast was off again. Wind shifted two hours ahead of prediction. Third time this month.”

      Colton grunted. “Fire season’s going to be fun.”

      “Fire season’s going to require better data.” She shouldered her pack. “Good work today. See you Saturday.”

      The team dispersed to their vehicles. The clouds were building over the peaks to the north.

      Colton drove. He had the sense not to talk. Kep sat in the back seat, nose pressing against the window when something interested him.

      At base, she helped unload gear. Ropes coiled and hung. Harnesses inspected and stored. Colton and Martinez were talking about a barbecue someone was hosting. She heard her name mentioned, an invitation, maybe, and didn’t respond.

      They’d learned not to push.

      “Heard it went smooth.” Jake Reiner appeared from the back office, coffee in hand. He was fifty-six, had been volunteering since before Shannon took over, and had opinions about everything. She’d learned which ones to listen to.

      “Smooth enough.”

      “Hiker okay?”

      “Sprained ankle. Maybe bruised ego.” She hung the last coil of rope. “He was trying to get a photo.”

      Jake snorted. “They always are.”

      “Trail’s not even that scenic from that angle. He’d have gotten a better shot from the overlook.”

      “You going to tell him that?”

      “I’m going to let his medical bill tell him that.”

      Jake laughed. Shannon allowed herself a twitch at the corner of her mouth.

      “You want me on the Saturday training?” Jake asked.

      “If you’re available.”

      “I’ll be here.” He raised his coffee cup in a half-salute and headed for the door. “See you tomorrow, boss.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Late afternoon light came through the high windows, catching the dust on the storage racks. She checked the weather models on her phone. The system building over the Pacific had strengthened. If it tracked inland, they’d see moisture by Wednesday. Good for fire risk. Bad for high-altitude work.

      Kep’s tags jingled as he stood and stretched.

      “Ready?”

      He walked to the door and waited.

      She grabbed her jacket, turned off the lights. Outside, the parking lot was empty except for her truck. The mountains rose behind the building, still touched with snow at the peaks even though it was late July.

      She unlocked the truck and let Kep jump into the back seat.

      Tonight, she would eat standing at the counter while the jazz played low, and she would not ask herself any questions she wasn’t prepared to answer.

      She pulled out of the lot and pointed the truck toward home.
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      SHANNON

      The paperwork took longer than the rescue.

      Shannon had learned to accept this years ago. An eighteen-minute extraction generated two hours of documentation: incident reports, equipment logs, volunteer hour tracking, medical handoff forms. The county required it. So did the insurance. But the grant that funded her position required it most of all.

      She sat at her desk in the back office, Kep curled on the dog bed in the corner, and worked through each document. Time of dispatch. Time of arrival on scene. Personnel involved. Equipment deployed. Condition of subject upon contact. Condition of subject upon transfer to EMS.

      Derek Howland, forty-six, sprained left ankle, mild dehydration, no other injuries observed. Transferred to Elk Ridge EMS at 15:47. Transported to Valley Health for evaluation.

      She signed the form and moved to the next one.

      Outside her office, the base was quiet. Mid-morning, the day after the extraction. Most of the volunteers were at their day jobs. The teams were made up of a mixture of teachers, contractors, ski patrol in the off-season, a few retirees who came in to help with equipment maintenance. Jake was somewhere in the building; she’d heard him earlier, talking to someone about the weekend training schedule. He lived for search and rescue.

      Her phone buzzed. She glanced at it. Her mother, again. Third time this week.

      She turned the phone face-down and kept writing.

      The equipment log was next. All ropes inspected and cleared. Harnesses showed normal wear. The anchor system had performed within expected parameters. She confirmed the terrain file update was logged, the details of the ledge now documented, and added a note about the forecast discrepancy. The wind models had been unreliable all month. If the pattern held, they’d need to build wider margins into their operational planning.

      She was reviewing the volunteer hour summary when she heard the front door open. Someone crossed the main room, steps heavier than Jake’s, more deliberate.

      A knock on her office doorframe followed.

      Sheriff Bill Hannigan stood in the entrance, hat in his hands. He was sixty-two, had held the office for eleven years, and never once in that time had he knocked on her doorframe. He usually just walked in, dropped into the chair across from her desk, and started talking about whatever was on his mind.

      “Bill.” She set down her pen. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” He came in, sat in the chair, turned his hat over in his hands. “Not exactly.”

      Shannon waited.

      Hannigan was a competent sheriff, politically savvy in the ways that kept county operations funded and functional. He’d supported her since she’d taken over ten years ago, had gone to bat for her with the commissioners more than once. She respected him.

      “The Regional Hub grant,” he said finally. “The commissioners are asking questions.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “The kind that come with a budget review.” He shifted in the chair. “New administration at the state level wants to audit discretionary spending in emergency services. They’re looking at consolidation opportunities.”

      Shannon’s expression didn’t change. “Consolidation.”

      “Whether certain roles are necessary, or whether operations could be restructured with volunteer leadership.”

      “Whose idea?”

      Hannigan turned the hat again. “Hendricks has been pushing this for months. He sees a paid coordinator as a line item he can cut. Sell it as efficiency, take the savings to the next election.”

      “And the other commissioners?”

      “On the fence. Which is why Hendricks got them to agree to bring in outside assessment. Harder to argue with a consultant’s recommendation than a politician’s opinion.” He met her eyes. “They’ve hired a consultant to assess emergency services spending. We’re the test case.”

      “When?”

      “She arrives next week. Three-month contract.”

      Shannon pulled a notepad toward her and began writing. “I’ll compile the incident reports from the past five years. Training records too. Equipment logs are already organized by quarter⁠—”

      “Shannon.”

      She stopped writing. Looked up.

      “I’m going to fight this,” Hannigan said. “I’ve already told the commissioners that eliminating your role would be reckless. But I need you to understand what we’re dealing with. If this consultant gives Hendricks the recommendation he’s looking for, my opinion won’t be enough to stop it.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Your best case. Every number, every outcome, every call that went right because you were the one making it. Give this consultant so much evidence that she can’t write the report Hendricks wants.” He leaned forward. “I’ll protect you from the politics. But you need to give me the ammunition.”

      “I’ll have the preliminary documentation ready by Friday.”

      Hannigan studied her for a moment. Then he nodded and stood, put his hat back on.

      “Her name is Tess Calder. She’s out of Portland, comes with good references. I’m told she’s thorough.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.”

      He paused at the door. “You know, most people would have a reaction to hearing their job might be eliminated.”

      “My job is to run effective search and rescue operations for this county. That doesn’t change based on who’s watching or why.”

      Hannigan shook his head and left. She listened to him cross the main room, heard the front door open and close.

      Shannon sat motionless for a moment. Then she turned to a fresh page in her notepad and began listing the files she’d need to compile.

      Jake found her twenty minutes later in the equipment bay, checking the rope inventory against the log.

      “Heard Hannigan stopped by.” He leaned against the storage rack, arms crossed. “Bad news?”

      “News.” She ran her hand along a coiled rope, checking for wear. “Grant audit. Consultant coming to assess whether my role is justified.”

      Jake was quiet for a moment. “That’s bullshit.”

      “That’s county politics.”

      “You’ve run this operation for ten years. Recovery rate is up. Response times are the best in the region. They can’t seriously be considering⁠—”

      “They can consider whatever they want.” Shannon moved to the next rope. “My job is to make sure the data speaks for itself.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      She didn’t answer. There wasn’t an answer to give, not one that would satisfy Jake. She’d learned a long time ago that worrying about outcomes she couldn’t control was a waste of energy better spent on preparation.

      Jake watched her work for another minute. Then he pushed off the rack and headed for the door.

      He stopped at the threshold.

      “You can’t control everything, boss.”

      Shannon’s hands paused on the rope. Just for a second.

      “Watch me,” she said.

      But Jake was already gone, and she’d said it to an empty room.
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      TESS

      The apartment was almost empty now.

      Tess stood in the doorway of what had been her bedroom for three years and took inventory of what remained. The bed frame, which belonged to the landlord. The curtains, same. A stack of flattened boxes she hadn’t needed. The mattress would go to charity tomorrow; she’d scheduled the pickup for 9 a.m., timed to coincide with her departure.

      Everything she was keeping fit into fourteen boxes, currently stacked in the living room in order of destination. Eight for the storage unit in Southeast Portland. Six for the rental in Colorado.

      Six boxes for three months. It was more than she needed. But certain comforts were non-negotiable. Her burr coffee grinder. The reading lamp that saved her eyes. The Japanese knives from a grateful client. The Lelo Enigma she’d bought herself after the divorce was finalized.

      The divorce. It was behind her now. She rarely thought about it anymore, which she supposed was the point. Marcus had been a safe choice, a partner who made sense on paper and never quite made sense in person. They’d unraveled the way she suspected most marriages did. Over time. Politely. She’d felt relief when he finally said it out loud. It’s impossible to miss what you don’t have.

      She’d kept the knives. He’d kept the house. Neither of them had kept in touch.

      Tess pulled the bedroom door closed and walked back to the living room. The afternoon light came through the windows at a low angle, catching a film of dust on the sill she’d missed in her final clean. She made a mental note to wipe them down again before she left.

      Her laptop was open on the kitchen counter, displaying her flight confirmation. Portland to Denver, departing 6:15 a.m. One-way. The return or onward ticket would come later.

      The Colorado contract had come through three weeks ago. Assessing emergency services coordination for a mountain county west of Denver. The commissioners were using it as a test case for potential consolidation across the region. She was to review budgets, analyze staffing structures, evaluate whether the regional coordinator position was necessary or whether responsibilities could be distributed across existing volunteer leadership.

      She’d read the preliminary files twice. The coordinator had held the role for ten years, the youngest person ever appointed to it. Response times were the best in the region. Recovery rates had improved steadily under her tenure. Budget allocation suggested efficiency. Costs fell squarely within three main categories: equipment, training and operational costs.

      By the numbers, it looked like a job worth keeping.

      But Tess had learned not to trust paper. The truth lived in the gaps between what was documented and what happened. She needed to see the things that weren’t in the files, the patterns that emerged only when you watched long enough to catch them.

      Her phone buzzed on the counter. She glanced at the screen.

      Mom.

      Tess watched it ring. Four times, five. Then it went to voicemail.

      She turned back to her laptop and pulled up the rental listing for the apartment in Colorado. Characterless, month-to-month lease. Close to the county offices but not too close. A gym within walking distance.

      The phone buzzed again. Voicemail notification.

      She’d listen to it later. Or she wouldn’t. Colette’s voicemails followed a predictable pattern.

      “I just worry about you, darling. You should get out more. I might pop out for a weekend — wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      Her mother meant well. That was part of the problem.

      Tess closed the laptop and began her final check of the apartment.

      Kitchen: empty except for the coffeemaker she’d use in the morning and the cleaning supplies she’d leave for the landlord. Bathroom: towels folded on the counter, toiletries in her carry-on. Living room: fourteen boxes, a suitcase, and a carry-on. Bedroom: closed. Closets: empty.

      She’d lived here for three years. It had taken her four hours to erase all evidence of her presence.

      The consulting firm, Bravis and Coots, had let her go three months ago.

      Not fired. Restructured. There was a difference, according to Human Resources. Something about severance calculations and unemployment eligibility. But the end result was the same box of desk belongings, the same Norfolk pine wedged into the back seat, and the same long drive home.

      The irony was that she’d done it to herself. Six months earlier, the partners had asked her to review the firm’s internal operations. Staffing redundancies, workflow inefficiencies, opportunities for consolidation. Standard reviews they did for clients all the time.

      Tess had delivered a forty-page report, unflinching in its specificity.

      Her own position had been on page twenty-three.

      The Senior Consultant role in Municipal Services could be consolidated with the Infrastructure Practice Lead, eliminating one FTE while maintaining service capacity.

      She could have buried it. Fudged the numbers. Found a way to make herself look essential. Other people would have. But Tess didn’t lie to make things comfortable, not even for herself. If the analysis was sound, it went in the report.

      She ran her thumb along the edge of the counter, collecting dust she’d already cleaned once.

      She’d expected — and this was the part that made her jaw tighten even now, three months later — she’d expected the partners to find another way. To see her thoroughness and reward it. Eight years of building their municipal practice from nothing. Surely that counted for something. Surely they’d read her report and think: this is someone who tells the truth even when it costs her. Let’s keep her.

      Michael, the senior partner, had called her into his office on a Thursday afternoon. Polly, the HR manager had sat next to him. Tess had known from their expressions what was coming, and still some part of her had thought: no, not me, I did everything right.

      They’d accepted her recommendation. Thanked her for her professionalism. Offered a severance and a reference. Everyone was civilized about the whole thing.

      She hated them for it. But mostly she hated herself for being naive enough to believe that integrity was a shield, that doing things correctly would keep her safe. She’d handed them the knife and then stood there surprised when they used it.

      Contract work was the logical next step. Short-term engagements, defined scope, no expectation of loyalty on either side. She hated it. Hated the adjustment, the way each contract meant learning new systems and new people only to leave them behind. It was her mother’s life, rootless, provisional, always moving on to the next thing. Everything Tess had spent forty-two years trying to escape.

      But it was work. A problem to solve.

      And Colorado was far from Portland, where she’d have to explain to colleagues why she was still around, still looking for a new role. The butt of office jokes, the woman who analyzed herself out of a job. Just thinking about it made her cheeks burn.

      At seven o’clock, she ordered takeout from the Vietnamese place on the corner, whose owner still didn’t know her name. She ate standing at the kitchen counter, scrolling through the preliminary files on her tablet.

      Shannon McAllister. Emergency Services Coordinator, Elk Ridge Creek. Thirty-nine years old, appointed at twenty-nine. Before that: wilderness guide, EMT certification, search and rescue volunteer. Multi-generational Colorado family.

      The photo in the personnel file was standard-issue — flat lighting, unsmiling face. Dark hair, a face that gave nothing away, the kind of tan that came from years of outdoor work rather than a beach vacation. She looked like a woman who didn’t waste time on things that didn’t matter.

      Tess swiped to the next page. Incident reports, organized by year. Equipment logs, volunteer retention data, budget allocations. McAllister ran a clean operation, at least on paper.

      It would be easy to write a report that justified keeping the position. The data supported it. The outcomes supported it. Tess could spend her contract going through the motions and deliver exactly what the coordinator probably expected: a rubber stamp.

      But that wasn’t how she worked.

      She closed the tablet and carried her empty takeout container to the trash. The apartment was still around her, no hint of traffic noise from the street below, no neighbors she’d recognize by voice. She’d never learned a single name in this building.

      Her phone sat on the counter, the voicemail notification still glowing.

      She picked it up. Opened the app and let her thumb hover over the play button.

      Then she set the phone down, screen-first, and went to finish packing.

      Tomorrow she’d be in Colorado. Tomorrow she’d start the work she’d agreed to do, assess what needed assessing, make her recommendations based on evidence and logic.

      Tonight, she would not listen to her mother’s voice asking questions Tess didn’t know how to, or even want to answer.

      She sealed the last box, labeled it in block capitals, and added it to the stack.

      Fourteen boxes. One suitcase. One carry-on.

      Everything accounted for. Everything in its place.

      She turned off the lights and went to bed early, because her alarm was set for 4 a.m. and she believed in being rested for travel. The empty apartment held its silence around her, and she didn’t ask herself whether silence was the same as peace.

      She knew the answer. Knowing was enough.
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      TESS

      Tess listened to the voicemail while standing at the kitchenette counter of her hotel room, eating the salad she’d picked up from the Whole Foods near the airport.

      She’d landed in Denver three hours ago. She’d taken a window seat. The businessman next to her spent the entire flight on his laptop. No conversation. She wasn’t complaining. She’d done the same, reviewing her notes for tomorrow’s meeting, refining questions she’d already refined twice.

      The rental car had been waiting at the lot. A gray Camry, fuel-efficient. She’d programmed the hotel address into her phone, ignored the GPS’s suggestion of a scenic route, and driven straight there.

      The extended-stay hotel was exactly what she’d expected from the photos: clean, impersonal, functional. A kitchenette with a two-burner stove and a microwave. A desk by the window. A bed that would do for two weeks, which was all she needed before the rental apartment was ready.

      She’d unpacked her carry-on within the first five minutes of arriving. Work clothes hung in the closet by category: blazers, then blouses, skirts, then trousers. Toiletries arranged in the bathroom cabinet in the order she used them. Laptop set up on the desk, charger plugged in, files downloaded for offline access.

      The mountains were visible from the window. She’d glanced at them once, noted their presence, their scale, then returned to her spreadsheets. The mountains would still be there tomorrow. The spreadsheets needed attention now.

      Now her mother’s voice filled the room.

      “Tempest, darling, it’s me. I heard about Colorado — Sarah mentioned it, we had lunch last week, she said you’d taken a contract out there. The mountains! How wonderful. I’ve always wanted to spend time in Colorado. The light is supposed to be extraordinary. Do you remember that painter I dated in Santa Fe? He always said the light in the high desert changed everything about how he saw color. I imagine the mountains are similar.”

      Tess chewed her salad and waited for the pivot. It came six seconds later.

      “I was thinking, darling, I could come out for a bit. Help you settle in. I’m between projects anyway… The gallery space fell through, did I tell you? The landlord wanted to raise the rent by forty percent, which is simply predatory. And it’s been so long since we’ve spent real time together. Not just a weekend here and there. Real time. I could find a little place nearby, something charming, and we could explore together. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      The message ran for another forty seconds. A friend who’d hiked in Rocky Mountain National Park and seen elk at sunrise. The energy of high altitude and how Tess had always been too tied to sea level. How Tess worked too hard and needed someone to remind her to enjoy life, to breathe, to stop and notice the beauty around her.

      Tess deleted the voicemail and finished her salad.

      The salad was fine. Spinach, chicken, a vinaigrette she’d asked for on the side. She’d eaten the same meal three times a week for the past year. Easy to order, easy to track, and she could eat it standing up without making a mess.

      She should call back. She knew she should. Ignoring Colette only delayed the inevitable and gave her mother ammunition for guilt. I left three messages, darling. I was worried. You know how I worry. Plus, Sarah, her cousin, knew where she was staying, so by extension, so did her mother.

      She rinsed her fork, dried it, put it away. Wiped down the counter even though it wasn’t dirty. Checked her email.

      Nothing urgent. A confirmation from the county administrator’s office about tomorrow’s meeting. A receipt from the car rental company. A newsletter from a professional organization she kept meaning to unsubscribe from.

      The first meeting with the county was at nine. She’d reviewed the files twice, had her questions prepared, had mapped out the first two weeks of assessment. There was nothing left to do tonight except sleep and not think about her mother’s voice saying “real time together” as if that were something either of them actually wanted.

      She picked up her phone and called.

      Colette answered on the second ring. “Tempest! I knew you’d call. I had a feeling. I was just thinking about you. I’d pulled out that photo album from when you were little, do you remember the trip to Big Sur? You must have been seven or eight. You were so serious even then, writing down every shell you found on the beach.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “How was the flight? How’s the hotel? Is there a view? I read that Denver has over three hundred days of sunshine a year, can you imagine? Though I suppose that’s Denver proper, the mountains might be different. More clouds, probably. Weather patterns. You’d know more about that than I would.”

      “Mom.”

      A pause. Colette recalibrated. “Yes, darling?”

      “I got your message.” Tess sat on the edge of the hotel bed. The mattress was too soft, the kind that seemed comfortable for the first five minutes and then offered no support. She’d request a different room tomorrow or learn to live with it. “I appreciate the offer, but this isn’t a good time for a visit. I’m going to be working long hours. I won’t have time to explore or⁠—”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t expect you to entertain me. I’d find my own things to do. I always do. You know me, I make friends wherever I go. Remember Lisbon? I knew half the neighborhood within a week. I just thought it might be nice to be nearby. In case you needed anything.”

      In case you needed anything. As if Colette had ever been the person Tess called when she needed something. As if Colette had ever been available for the needing — not away on some adventure, not wrapped up in some new passion, not too busy living her extraordinary life to notice her daughter was struggling.

      “I don’t need anything,” Tess said. “I have everything handled.”

      “You always do.” Tess knew that tone. The retreat of a woman who’d had practice being told no. “You’ve always been so capable, Tess. Even as a child. You never needed anyone. I used to watch you play by yourself for hours, so content, so self-contained. Your aunt said it was a gift. I always wondered if it was something else.”

      Tess closed her eyes. The way Colette could make self-sufficiency sound like a character flaw. Like something Tess had done to her, rather than something she’d had to become. Like Tess had chosen independence instead of having it thrust upon her by a mother who was always somewhere else, always mid-departure, always just out of reach when it mattered.

      “It’s a three-month contract,” Tess said. “I need to focus on the work.”

      “Of course. The work.” A small sigh. “Well, if you change your mind, darling. I’m between things anyway. The gallery space fell through. I told you about that, didn’t I? The landlord was impossible. And the collective I was working with has scattered, everyone off to their own projects. But something else will come along. Something always does.”

      Something always did. That was the problem. Colette moved on. She’d always moved on. From project to project, place to place, relationship to relationship, always certain the next thing would be the thing that finally made her happy. She’d been moving on Tess’s entire life. Artists’ colonies and pottery studios and that year in Provence that had stretched into two. The boyfriend with the sailboat. The girlfriend with the gallery. The commune in Vermont that Tess still didn’t understand. Colette had lived a dozen lives, and Tess had learned early that she couldn’t count on any of them lasting.

      “I should go,” Tess said. “Early meeting tomorrow.”

      “Of course, of course. Get your rest. You always did need your eight hours. Even as a teenager — none of that staying up all night like other kids. You had a schedule. A routine.” There was something in Colette’s voice that might have been admiration or bewilderment. With Colette, it was hard to tell. “And Tess?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m proud of you, you know. This contract sounds very impressive. Very important. Assessing emergency services, that’s real work. Work that matters.”

      Tess didn’t know what to say to that. She never did. Colette’s pride felt like weather — unpredictable, unconnected to anything Tess had done. She’d been proud when Tess graduated summa cum laude, and equally proud when Tess had once, at sixteen, skipped school to go to an art museum. Tess had learned not to rely on it.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Call me sometime? When you have a chance? I’d love to hear about the mountains. And if you meet any interesting people out there, artists, or creative types, you could introduce me. When I visit.”

      There it was. When not if.

      “Sure,” Tess said. “I’ll call.”

      She hung up before Colette could extend the conversation into another ten minutes of cheerful, scattered non-communication.

      The hotel room was quiet. Outside, the sun had dropped lower, the mountains now silhouettes against a sky turning pink at the edges. Tess looked at them for a long moment. They didn’t look like healing. They looked like geology. Rock and snow and the slow work of erosion. Indifferent to whether anyone found them beautiful.

      She preferred the indifference. It asked nothing of her.

      She turned back to her laptop and opened the files again. Not to review them — she knew them well enough — but to have something to look at that wasn’t the window, wasn’t her phone, wasn’t the soft bed that would give her a backache by morning.

      The photo of Shannon McAllister looked back at her, and she found herself looking at the photo longer than necessary. Wondering if the woman in it ever smiled, or if the camera had just caught her between tasks.

      Tomorrow they’d meet.

      She worked until eleven, making notes she didn’t need, polishing questions that were sharp enough. The kind of over-preparation that happened when anxiety had nowhere else to go. She set her alarm for six and turned off the lights.

      The conversation with her mother sat somewhere at the back of her skull, but she didn’t examine it. She’d said no. Colette had accepted it. That was the end.

      She knew better. With Colette, no was never the end. It was just the opening position in a negotiation Tess hadn’t agreed to enter.
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      SHANNON

      The house was dark when Shannon pulled into the driveway.

      She’d left a lamp on a timer, but the timer had stopped working three months ago and she hadn’t replaced it. The hardware store in town carried them. She drove past it twice a week. She still hadn’t stopped.

      One more thing on a list she never got to. The list didn’t bother her. The dark didn’t either.

      Kep jumped out before she’d fully opened the back door. He knew the routine. Front porch, wait for the key, through the door, to the water bowl. She’d had him two years now, since Ali Ritchie had called her about a dog who’d washed out of therapy training. Too much drive, not enough settle. The families he was supposed to comfort found him exhausting. Shannon had found him perfect. He’d learned her patterns before she’d realized she had any.

      Inside, the house was the same as she’d left it. Small rooms, furniture that had come with the place when she’d bought it from an estate sale seven years ago. The previous owner had died at eighty-three, had lived alone for the last decade of her life, had kept the house free of clutter. Shannon had appreciated that. She’d replaced the mattress and the appliances. Everything else remained.

      She dropped her keys in the bowl by the door. Hung her jacket on the hook. Checked the windows by habit, even though she’d checked them this morning.

      The kitchen was at the back of the house, small but functional. A window over the sink faced the mountains. This time of evening, the light was flat, the peaks just outlines against a graying sky. In the morning they’d be sharp again, defined, the snow on the upper ridges catching the early sun. She’d run the south trail with Kep before the day got too warm.

      She filled his bowl with kibble. Refreshed his water. Stood back while he ate.

      The refrigerator held eggs, bread, half a bag of spinach going soft at the edges, a container of rice she’d been avoiding for three days. Martinez had opinions about old rice. Graphic opinions. She threw it out.

      She pulled out the eggs and the spinach. Cracked three eggs into a pan, added the spinach, scrambled it all together without ceremony. Toasted two slices of bread. Put everything on a plate she didn’t bother to warm.

      She took her plate to the living room and dropped onto the sofa. The cushions sagged in the middle, worn to the shape of someone else. She was sure the previous occupant hadn’t died on it. The bedroom had been more likely, statistically. She ate while the jazz played low from the speaker on the shelf.

      She didn’t know the name of the album. A volunteer had given it to her years ago, burned onto a CD back when people still did that. Lauren. She’d left at the end of that summer, moved back to Phoenix for a job she couldn’t turn down. Martinez had mentioned later, casual, that Lauren had been carrying a torch the size of a flare gun. Shannon hadn’t noticed. By then it was too late to matter.

      A woman’s voice over piano, the kind of music that made silence feel like something else. She’d transferred it to her phone eventually, played it so many times the songs had lost their individual shapes and become one long, familiar sound. She played it when she needed to think and when she needed to stop thinking. It served both purposes equally.

      Kep finished his dinner and found her. He settled at her knee, head level with her hip, his eyes tracking her fork as it moved from plate to mouth.

      “No,” she said.

      He waited, patient, in case the rules had changed since yesterday.

      They hadn’t. She finished her eggs, scraped the last of the spinach onto the toast, ate that too. Washed the plate, the pan, the fork. Wiped down the counter. The jazz played on.

      Her phone buzzed on the counter where she’d left it.

      She glanced at the screen. Mom.

      She let it ring. Four times, five. Then voicemail.

      Her mother would have called about Sunday dinner. Or about her father’s retirement party next month, the one Shannon had already said she’d attend and already regretted agreeing to. Or about one of her brothers, their kids, their lives that seemed to generate endless news that Elaine McAllister felt compelled to share.

      Shannon would call back tomorrow. Or the day after. Her mother was patient. She’d learned to be.

      The phone buzzed again. Voicemail notification.

      She didn’t listen. Whatever it was could wait. Everything could wait that wasn’t a call-out.

      Kep’s tags jingled as he shifted position. She looked down at him. He looked up at her, ready for whatever came next.

      “Outside,” she said.

      Kep stood immediately and walked to the back door.

      The yard was small, fenced, more dirt than grass this time of year. The previous owner had kept a garden along the back fence. Shannon had let it go wild the first year, then pulled everything out the second. Now it was just dirt and a few stubborn weeds that came back every spring no matter what she did.

      She stood on the back porch while Kep made his circuit. Nose to the ground, following trails only he could smell. A rabbit had been through recently, or a fox. He tracked it to the corner of the fence, lost it, circled back. The same route every night, with minor variations.

      The stars were coming out. She could see the first few, bright enough to cut through the last of the twilight. Later, when the sky went fully dark, she’d be able to see the Milky Way. Not as clearly as she could from the high ridges, but clear enough. Her father had taught her the constellations when she was young. She still knew them all.

      She didn’t look for them tonight. She looked at the mountains instead.

      Dark shapes against a darker sky. The peaks she’d climbed dozens of times, the drainages she knew by heart, the ridgelines she could navigate blind if she had to. This was her territory. Had been for twenty years, longer if you counted the summers she’d spent here as a teenager, working trail crew, learning the land.

      Tomorrow the consultant would arrive. Tess Calder, out of Portland. She’d start asking questions Shannon would have to answer. Poking at budgets, protocols, staffing structures. Looking for ways to cut corners.

      Shannon didn’t resent it. Audits happened. Consultants came and went. The grant that funded her role was large enough to attract attention. She understood the politics, even if she didn’t enjoy them.

      What she resented was the time. The hours she’d spend in meetings, compiling reports, explaining decisions that should be self-evident to anyone who understood the work. Hours she could have spent training volunteers, maintaining equipment. Hours that really mattered.

      But that wasn’t how county government worked. That wasn’t how any of it worked. You justified your existence on paper, in spreadsheets, in presentations to commissioners who’d never set foot on a mountain. You proved your value in metrics they could understand, because the value they couldn’t measure didn’t count. Until it was their loved one injured or lost in the wilderness.

      Kep returned from his circuit and sat beside her on the porch. She dropped her hand to his head and let it rest there.

      The consultant would do her job. Shannon would do hers. In three months it would be over, one way or another. Either the grant would be renewed and her position secured, or it wouldn’t, and she’d figure out what came next.

      “Inside,” she said.

      Kep went.

      She followed, locked the door behind her, checked the windows one more time. The jazz had stopped at some point. She didn’t restart it. The silence was fine. The silence was usually fine.

      The living room held a couch, a television she rarely watched, a bookshelf filled with field guides and topographical maps and a few novels she’d been meaning to read for years. She passed through it without stopping.

      The bedroom was at the end of the short hallway. Small, like everything else in the house. A bed, a dresser, a lamp on the nightstand. Kep’s bed in the corner, the expensive orthopedic one the vet had recommended for his joints.

      She brushed her teeth. Changed into the shirt she slept in, soft from years of washing. Set her alarm for five-thirty.

      Kep was already on his bed, circling once, twice, three times before settling. The same ritual every night. She’d read somewhere that dogs did it to flatten grass, a holdover from when they slept outside. Kep had never slept outside a day in his life, but the instinct remained.

      The bed was cool when she got in. Mountain nights dropped fast, even in July. She lay still and let her breathing slow. Let the day’s tension drain out of her muscles and into the mattress beneath her.

      The settling exhale of a dog giving himself over to sleep.

      Shannon closed her eyes. Let the dark settle around her the way it settled around the mountains every night, indifferent, asking nothing.
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      TESS

      The drive from Denver took longer than the GPS predicted. Construction on I-70, then a detour through a canyon that wound along a river she didn’t know the name of. The mountains had grown as she drove, shifting from backdrop to presence, their scale impossible to gauge from behind a windshield.

      She wasn’t sure yet whether she found them beautiful or oppressive. Both, maybe. The way anything that large could be both.

      Tess pulled into a visitor space at 8:47, thirteen minutes before her scheduled meeting, and sat for a moment with the engine running.

      The building that would serve as her base for the next three months didn’t try to compete with the landscape. It hunched against the hillside, unambitious, the kind of structure built in the seventies and maintained just enough to keep functioning. A flagpole out front. A few bushes that had given up on thriving. A sign that read ELK RIDGE COUNTY SERVICES in letters that had faded from black to gray.

      She turned off the engine and checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. Hair pulled back. Makeup precise. The blazer she’d chosen because it fit well and projected what she intended: authority, containment, nothing given away. She knew the effect it created. She’d seen it often enough in the way people straightened when she entered a room, the slight wariness that preceded any handshake. Some consultants tried to seem approachable. Tess had learned that approachable meant dismissible. She’d rather be taken seriously than liked.

      She gathered her bag, her tablet, the leather portfolio she used for meetings. Locked the car. Walked across the cracked asphalt toward the entrance.

      Inside, the building smelled like every government office she’d ever been in: old coffee and paper that had been sitting in filing cabinets for decades. A woman at the front desk looked up as Tess approached.

      “Help you?”

      “Tess Calder. I’m here to see Sheriff Hannigan.”

      The woman checked something on her computer, then picked up a phone. “Bill? Your nine o’clock is here.” A pause. “I’ll send her back.”

      She pointed Tess toward a hallway. “Second door on the right.”

      Hannigan met her before she reached his office. Sixty-two, weathered. He extended his hand.

      “Ms. Calder. Bill Hannigan. Welcome to Elk Ridge.”

      “Sheriff. Thank you for making time.”

      “Walk with me. I’ll show you where you’ll be working.”

      The space he led her to was not, in any generous interpretation, an office. It was a converted supply closet at the end of the hallway, cleared of mops and buckets but still bearing the faint smell of cleaning products. A desk had been wedged against one wall. A filing cabinet occupied the corner. A window, narrow and high, let in a stripe of morning light.

      “It’s not much,” Hannigan said, with the air of a man who knew it and wasn’t going to apologize. “But it’s private, and it’s yours for the duration.”

      Tess set her bag on the desk and looked around. The contrast with her office in Portland was almost funny. Glass walls, city views, a standing desk that had cost more than this entire room’s furnishings. Just as well she hadn’t brought Simon, her Norfolk pine, currently residing with her cousin Sarah. He’d have taken up half the available floor space.

      “It’ll do fine,” she said.

      Hannigan nodded, satisfied. “Shannon’s office is through there.” He gestured at the wall behind her desk. “So you won’t have far to go when you need her.”

      Something in his tone shifted. He turned to face her fully.

      “Before I introduce you,” he said, “I want you to understand something about Shannon McAllister.”

      Tess waited.

      This could be interesting.

      “She might not come across as warm. You gotta understand, she’s not the type who makes small talk or tries to make people comfortable.” He paused, rubbing his jaw in a gesture that seemed more habit than nerves. “But she’s got a good heart. Best I’ve seen in thirty years of this work. And if you ever found yourself in trouble out there—” He nodded toward the excuse for a window, toward the mountains Tess knew were beyond. “If you needed someone to come find you, to bring you home, you’d want it to be Shannon. There’s nobody else I’d trust with it.”

      Tess didn’t think Bill Hannigan was a man prone to exaggeration.

      “I appreciate you telling me,” Tess said.

      “Just want you to have the full picture.” He straightened, gesturing toward the door. “Come on. She’s expecting us.”

      The sheriff wasn’t kidding about close by. Shannon McAllister’s office was literally on the opposite side of the drywall.

      The door was open.

      Tess paused at the threshold while Hannigan knocked once on the frame.

      The woman behind the desk looked up.

      The personnel file hadn’t prepared her for this. Not because Shannon was more attractive in person, though she was, in a way the camera hadn’t captured, but because the photo had been static, flat, a moment frozen without context. In person, Shannon McAllister was completely still, and somehow that was more unsettling than movement would have been. Coiled. Waiting for something Tess couldn’t see.

      Dark hair, shorter than in the photo, pushed back from her face. Tense jaw. No jewelry except a watch, practical rather than decorative. Her hands rested on the desk with the easy confidence of someone who used them for real work.

      She stood as they entered. Tall. Taller than Tess had expected. A frame built by hauling and climbing, not reps. Tess’s gaze caught on her forearms before she redirected it to Shannon’s face.

      “Shannon, this is Tess Calder,” Hannigan said. “Ms. Calder, Shannon McAllister, Emergency Services Coordinator.”

      “Ms. Calder.” Shannon extended her hand. “Thanks for making the drive.”

      Tess took the hand. Calloused palm. Brief contact, released cleanly. She noted the calluses. Rope work, probably, or equipment. She noted, too, that she was aware of details that had nothing to do with operational assessment.

      “Shannon.” The corner of the woman’s mouth twitched. “I answer faster.”

      Tess met her eyes. “Thank you for taking the time.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Hannigan said. He caught Shannon’s eye briefly. Tess caught it but didn’t know quite what to make of it. Then he was gone, his footsteps retreating down the hall.

      Shannon nodded toward the chair across from her desk. “Sit, please. So, you’re the one doing the county a favor.”

      Tess sat. People whose positions were under threat didn’t usually thank the person holding the axe. They defended, deflected, or sometimes charmed. Shannon did none of those things. Either she was genuinely confident in her operation, or she was very good at hiding that she wasn’t. Tess couldn’t tell yet which.

      The office was compact, crowded with equipment she couldn’t name and maps. Topographical surveys covered most of one wall, marked with notations in what she assumed was Shannon’s handwriting. A dog bed occupied the corner near the window, empty but recently used. Tess could see the impression of a once-curled body in the cushion.

      “Your dog?” she asked, nodding toward the bed.

      “Kep. He’s with one of the volunteers today.” A pause. “Didn’t want him underfoot for this.”

      Underfoot. The word choice gave Tess pause.

      “Before we start,” Tess said, “I want to be clear about why I’m here and how I work.” She set her portfolio on her lap but didn’t open it. Eye contact first. Paperwork later. “The county has asked me to assess whether the regional coordinator model is sustainable. That’s not the same as looking for reasons to cut your position. It’s not the same as rubber-stamping it either.”

      Shannon’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes sharpened.

      “I’ve seen operations that look good on paper and fall apart under scrutiny,” Tess continued. “I’ve also seen operations held together by one person working unsustainable hours, and the moment that person leaves, everything collapses. My job is to figure out which one this is.”

      “And if you decide it’s unsustainable?”

      “Then I say so. And I explain why.” Tess held steady. “I don’t write recommendations I can’t evidence.”

      A pause. Shannon was studying her the way Tess imagined she studied a ridgeline before a search. Looking for the route. Assessing the risks. Alert to changing conditions.

      “Fair enough,” Shannon said finally. “What do you need from me?”

      “Honesty. Access. Your time, when you can spare it.” Tess opened her portfolio now. “I’ve reviewed the preliminary materials. Your numbers are strong. Response times, recovery rates, volunteer retention. But numbers don’t tell me how an operation functions. I need to see it.”

      “You want to observe.”

      “I want to understand. There’s a difference.”

      “Most consultants come in with their conclusions already written, don’t they?” Shannon leaned back slightly. “They’re just looking for data to support them.”

      “I’m not most consultants.”

      “We’ll see.” Shannon’s eyes moved over Tess’s face. A beat passed. “Actually, no. I’m starting to see that already.”

      The moment held a beat longer than it should have. Tess looked down at her tablet and started scrolling through her notes, a little too aware of her own pulse. She inhaled and retreated to safety. The data.

      “Your operation has maintained above-average results for a decade on a budget that hasn’t increased in real terms since you took over,” she said. “That’s unusual. Most operations either grow their funding or decline in output. You’ve done neither.”

      “We don’t spend money we don’t need to spend.”

      “That’s one explanation. Another is that you’re underfunded and holding things together through unsustainable effort.” Tess looked up. “The data doesn’t tell me which.”

      Shannon leaned back in her chair. The coiled energy was still there, but her shoulders had dropped a fraction.

      “What would tell you which?”

      “Time. Observation. Access to operational details. I need to see what doesn’t show up in budget reports.” She kept her focus on Shannon. “I’d like to observe field operations. Training exercises, if you have any scheduled. Actual call-outs if that’s possible and appropriate.”

      “Saturday. We have a training day. Multiple teams, simulated search scenario.” Shannon paused. “I can put you on the observer list.”

      “I can work with that.”

      “Dress appropriately. Boots, layers. We’ll be in the field most of the day.”

      “I know how to dress for fieldwork.”

      Shannon’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. “Good. Most people don’t.”

      Tess’s next question came out crisper than she’d intended. “Walk me through your volunteer retention numbers. The first-year drop-off is significant.”

      They spent the next hour going through Tess’s questions. Budget allocation by category. Volunteer scheduling and retention strategies. Equipment maintenance protocols. Communication systems and their limitations. This last seemed to be an area of concern for the unit.

      Shannon answered everything directly, without elaboration or evasion. She didn’t volunteer information, but she didn’t withhold it either. Every answer was to the point, complete, and delivered in a tone that assumed Tess would keep up.

      Tess did keep up. She asked follow-up questions that surprised Shannon. She could see it in the pause before certain answers, the reassessment happening in real time. She asked about the gap between budgeted equipment replacement and actual equipment age. She asked about the volunteer retention rate in the first year versus subsequent years. She asked about the forecast discrepancies and what they meant for operational planning.

      Shannon’s hands moved as she explained the communication system’s limitations — gestures Tess found herself tracking. She wrote comm system outdated on her tablet and didn’t write hands underneath it, though she thought it.

      Tess took notes. More notes than she usually took in an initial meeting. She told herself it was because the operation was complex, because the details mattered, because she needed to understand the full picture before she could assess sustainability.

      She didn’t tell herself that she was writing down observations that had nothing to do with budgets or protocols. The slight shift in Shannon’s posture when she talked about her volunteers versus when she talked about the county commissioners. The way her voice warmed, almost imperceptibly, when she mentioned the dog.

      At ten-fifteen, Shannon glanced at her watch.

      “I have a meeting with the sheriff at ten-thirty. Budget meeting.” The flatness in her voice suggested exactly how she felt about budget meetings. “Can we continue this another time?”

      “Of course.” Tess closed her portfolio, gathered her things. “I’ll email you a summary of what we’ve covered and a list of documents I’ll need access to.”

      “I’ll have them ready.”

      They stood at the same moment. Tess extended her hand, and Shannon took it.

      The second handshake lasted longer than the first. Not by much, a second, maybe two, but enough that Tess noticed. Enough that she wondered if Shannon noticed too.

      “Saturday,” Shannon said. “Six a.m. at the SAR base. I’ll send you directions.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Shannon released her hand. Nodded once. Sat back down and turned to her computer, dismissing Tess as efficiently as she’d greeted her.

      Tess walked back into her cupboard office, which suddenly felt very small and very close to the wall that separated her from Shannon McAllister.

      She sat at her desk. The chair creaked. She could hear the muffled sound of Shannon’s voice talking to someone, then footsteps. Shannon passed the open doorway. Tess dropped her gaze to her desk, unsure when she’d started watching for her.

      She opened her laptop. Began typing notes.

      Shannon McAllister. Competent. Drier than expected.

      She paused. Deleted Drier than expected. That wasn’t what was important.

      Neither was the way Shannon’s voice had dropped half a register when she’d said ‘we’ll see’. Or the calluses on her palm. Or the fact that Tess had counted the seconds of the handshake without meaning to. Three seconds. Maybe four. But she’d remembered all of it.

      She closed the laptop. Stared at the wall.
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