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      STEPHEN

      Ranger finds the body in three minutes and forty-seven seconds.

      Not a real body. A volunteer from Ryan Cole's SAR team buried under six inches of loose brush and a camouflage tarp on the east training field. But the drill is real. The clock is real. And the German Shepherd tearing across sixty acres of Montana mountainside with his nose locked on a scent cone doesn't know the difference.

      Three barks. Rapid. Clean. Sit.

      Exactly the way I trained him.

      "Good boy." I cross the field at a jog, pull the tug toy from my belt, and toss it. Ranger snatches it midair and shakes it like he's killing something. I mark the time in my notebook. Date. Dog. Scenario. Wind speed and direction. Temperature. Success rate.

      Everything gets logged. Everything gets measured.

      If you can't quantify progress, you can't trust it. And if you can't trust it, someone ends up dead on a mountain because a dog hesitated three seconds too long.

      "Time?" Ryan calls from the fence line. He's leaning against the post with Atlas sitting at his heel, both of them looking entirely too relaxed for men who should be running their own drills.

      "Three forty-seven."

      Ryan whistles low. "That's a minute faster than last week."

      "Should be two minutes faster. His transition off the initial cast is still sloppy. He's overshooting the scent cone before he corrects." I cap the pen and shove the notebook in my back pocket. "We'll run it again."

      "You've already run it four times today."

      "Then five is the charm."

      Ryan doesn't push it. He knows better. We've been partnering on search and rescue operations for six months now, his SAR team handling the human side while my dogs handle the tracking, and we've settled into the kind of working relationship built on mutual competence and a shared understanding that neither of us wants to talk about our feelings.

      I whistle Ranger in. He drops the tug and comes at full sprint, sitting at my left heel with his tongue hanging sideways. Sloppy sit. I make a mental note and reach down to scratch behind his ears. The dog leans into my hand with his whole body, two years old and sixty pounds of raw potential that three weeks ago couldn't focus long enough to track a ball across a room.

      Now he can find a buried victim in under four minutes on a windy mountainside.

      I'm better with dogs than I am with people. Always have been. Dogs don't ask questions I can't answer. They don't look at me with that particular tilt of the head that means they're wondering what happened to make me the way I am.

      Dogs just work. And so do I.

      My phone vibrates against my thigh.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sawyer McKenna:

      

      
        Heads up. Got a canine behaviorist coming your way. Lydia Brooke. She wrote the book on trauma recovery in working dogs. Ryan's recommendation. Play nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read it twice. Then a third time, because surely I'm misunderstanding something.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        I didn't ask for a consultant.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sawyer McKenna:

      

      
        Nobody said you did. She's been invited to collaborate with your program. She's good, Stephen. Her work is changing how agencies across the country handle rescue dogs.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        My dogs perform fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sawyer McKenna:

      

      
        Your dogs perform. That's not the same as fine and we both know it. She's already en route. Don't run her off before she gets out of the car.

      

      

      

      

      

      I lock the screen and stare at the mountains. The Bitterroots climb into a sky so blue it looks painted, snowcaps glinting in the afternoon sun. Silent. Permanent. About as far from the Oregon coast as I could get without falling off the edge of the continent.

      I came here to get away from the ocean. To stop hearing it in my sleep. To stop tasting salt water in the back of my throat every time I close my eyes and see two faces sinking below the surface while I swim the other direction with a screaming woman and a four-year-old clutched against my chest.

      Forty-seven people I pulled from the water during my career.

      I know every name.

      I know the two I didn't pull.

      Thomas Bellamy, forty-one. His son, Caleb, fifteen. The storm came in faster than the forecast, a forty-foot swell that turned a fishing charter into a coffin. I reached the mother first. She had the little girl in her arms, already taking water, thirty seconds from going under. I got them to the basket, got them up to the helicopter.

      When I turned back for Thomas and Caleb, they were gone.

      Six seconds. That's how long I hesitated at the surface, scanning the water, before the current told me what I already knew. I made the choice. I saved two. I lost two. Every rescue manual in the Coast Guard says I did the right thing. You save who you can reach.

      Nobody mentions what happens after. When you're standing on solid ground and the math still doesn't work and you can't stop running the numbers like maybe this time they'll come out different.

      They don't. They never do.

      "Ryan." I keep my voice even. "You recommended a behaviorist for my program."

      He has the sense to look almost guilty. Almost. "Mira read her book. Said the methodology is the most comprehensive approach to canine trauma she's ever seen."

      "Mira studies wolves."

      "Mira studies behavior. And she doesn't impress easy, so when she says something's good, I listen." He opens his truck door for Atlas. "Just hear Brooke out. You can say no after."

      He drives off before I can tell him exactly where he can put his recommendation. A move I recognize from every man in this town who's figured out that standing within arm's reach of me during an argument is a tactical mistake.

      I scrub a hand down my face. Two-fifteen. Feeding at three, evening training runs at four, conference call with a county sheriff in Idaho at five-thirty about a contract for a new tracking dog. I've got fifteen minutes for this woman. Twenty if she says something interesting, which she won't, because people who write books about dog feelings tend to speak a language that makes my jaw lock.

      I'm restocking the scent kits in the supply shed when I hear tires on gravel.

      Slow. Steady. Not the hesitant crawl of someone unfamiliar with dirt roads. This is someone who's driven back roads before and doesn't need to white-knuckle the potholes.

      A mud-caked Subaru Outback rounds the bend and stops near the main gate. The engine cuts.

      The passenger door opens first.

      A dog launches from the vehicle before the driver even moves. Belgian Malinois. Fawn coat, black mask, ears cutting the air like antennae. The dog hits the ground, sweeps the immediate perimeter in a tight circle, nose working in fast precise passes, then loops back to the driver's side and sits.

      No leash. No verbal command.

      The dog just cleared an unfamiliar environment with eight reactive dogs twenty yards away in the kennel run, and the animal hasn't so much as flicked an ear in their direction.

      I've been training dogs for four years. I have one who can do that reliably. Maybe.

      The driver's door opens.

      Long legs in worn athletic leggings and trail boots that have actually seen trail. Then the rest of her, standing and stretching one arm overhead like she's been in the car for hours. The movement pulls her fitted tank top up, exposing a strip of tanned stomach that I have absolutely no business noticing.

      I notice it anyway.

      She's tall for a woman. Lean and athletic in the way of someone who moves for a living, not someone who goes to a gym. Honey-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail that's half escaped, loose strands catching the sunlight like warm copper. Sun-kissed skin. No makeup that I can see. A face that doesn't need it.

      She reaches into the car for a canvas bag, slings it over one shoulder, and turns toward my property.

      Amber eyes sweep the facility in one clean pass. Kennels, obstacle course, scent detection area, mock debris field. I watch her catalog every detail, the same methodical scan her dog just ran. She's reading my operation the way I read water back when water didn't make me sick.

      Then those eyes find me.

      My chest does something I don't have a name for. A kind of locking sensation, like a bolt sliding home, like something just changed and can't be unchanged.

      She's beautiful. Not the polished kind. Not the careful kind. Beautiful the way the ridge looks at sunrise when the light breaks over the treeline and everything turns gold. Open and unguarded and completely, devastatingly real.

      She walks toward me. No hesitation in her stride, no performed confidence. Her dog rises without a cue and falls into heel position at her left side. The Malinois moves like water flowing around a stone. Fluid. Effortless. Bonded to this woman on a level that has nothing to do with obedience and everything to do with trust.

      "Stephen Nelson?"

      Her voice. Warm and clear. The kind of voice that doesn't need volume to carry.

      "Depends who's asking."

      "Lydia Brooke." She extends her hand. Callused palm. Firm grip. Warm skin against mine that sends something electric straight up my arm and into the center of my chest. "Sawyer sent me."

      I hold her hand a beat too long. Her eyes drop to our grip, then lift to my face, and I see it. A flash of awareness in all that amber. A recognition she didn't plan for.

      I let go. Fold my arms.

      "I didn't ask for you."

      "No, you didn't." She says it without heat. Without offense. She's looking past me now, toward the kennel run, where Koda is pacing the fence line with that wired Malinois energy I've been trying to channel for weeks.

      The dog at her side watches Koda too. Calm. Still. Not reactive. Just observing.

      "That Mal in the third run." She nods toward Koda. "How long have you had him?"

      "Five weeks. He's a contract dog for a sheriff's department in Wyoming."

      "His cortisol is through the roof. Watch his mouth. The way he keeps licking his lips between passes. And his tail carriage. It's not drive, it's anxiety." She glances at me. "What's your protocol?"

      "Pressure and release. Standard drive-building methodology. He's coming along."

      Something shifts in her expression
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