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      Beads of sweat covered her forehead. Her light blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, hands gripping the rails of the hospital bed, Fiona pushed. She had conceived the child without drugs, and she would damn well bring this new life into the world without any, either. A small scream pushed its way past gritted teeth. Resting back against the raised bed, she breathed hard. It had been six hours ago that her water broke, and a handful of minutes since the doctor at the end of the bed told her it was time to push, her dilation having reached the magical number of ten centimeters. Years of training for marathons and triathlons had kept her body in shape, though none of it could prepare her for this experience. Before her breath slowed, another contraction had her readjusting her grip on the rails.

      “Alright, Ms. Casey, stop pushing,” instructed the doctor.

      A mewling sound was the beginning of a healthy cry. Two nurses crowded around her spread thighs, wrapping the infant in a blanket and clamping the cord.

      “Congratulations. You have a son,” the doctor said, rising from his wheeled perch and moving towards the door of the hospital room. “I’ll check on both of you tomorrow before you go home. Everything looks fine.” He stripped off his gloves, tossed them in the trash, and disappeared through the door.

      Fiona barely registered his parting comments. Her attention was solely focused on the infant placed in her arms. Numbers of weight and length were mentioned and recorded. Test scores were written in the chart. His feet were inked and pressed onto the certificate, proving his birth date.

      “Ms. Casey, who would you like to list as the father?”

      Fiona’s world narrowed to the tiny being in her arms. His eyes were open, and he looked at her face. Ten little fingers opened and closed in agitation. She pulled the blanket away from his throat, and he quieted. Fiona smiled.

      “The father, Ms. Casey?” The nurse asked again, her pen poised over the form.

      Fiona’s finger traced the forehead of her son. There were wisps of pale hair, and she hoped he would remain blonde like her, rather than the color turning brown, such as on the one who sired him. The determination was strong within her to squelch any characteristics of the man that might appear in her son. She hoped if she was a good enough mother, then those personality traits would never emerge. The pregnancy wasn’t planned. She hadn’t informed the man she carried his child. Did a one-night stand with her boss, who then ignored her once he’d had her, mean she was obligated to tell him, or his wife, the outcome of the indiscretion? Since she had discovered her condition, myriad scenarios had flitted through her mind. Knowing the media as she did, she chose to keep the pregnancy to herself. Resigning her position as a member of the Public Relations Committee for the campaign, she had traveled north along the West Coast, and found her choice of jobs. She would raise Ian as her own. His name was picked as soon as she felt the sex of her child, which was confirmed by her obstetrician in Portland. The delivery room doctor here in Seattle thought she would be surprised.

      “Ms. Casey? We need to know the name of the father,” the nurse demanded again, frustration now coloring her words.

      “No, you don’t. His father’s name will not be on Ian’s birth certificate. Ian will be raised by me.” Fiona’s clear, strong voice brought the bustling of the delivery room to a halt.

      Fiona didn’t care what the nurses in the room thought, or their speculation regarding her situation. She and her son wouldn’t be in Seattle long enough to see any of them once they left the hospital.

      “Alright,” the nurse replied. She asked the remaining questions in a cool, aloof tone.

      It didn’t help the nurse’s mood when Fiona refused to have Ian moved to the nursery.

      “He can stay next to me. I want to be able to see him and be there when he needs me.”

      More notes were made in the chart. Eventually, the nurses finished cleaning up and set Ian in a place where Fiona could tend to him. She dozed but awoke each time Ian fussed or a nurse entered the room to take more measurements and fill out the forms in the chart.

      After being released from the hospital the following morning, Fiona and Ian boarded a city bus that took them to the studio apartment where they would stay until the end of the month. Then it would be time to move on to another city and a new job. There were plenty of places to live and an infinite number of PR and marketing opportunities that were out of sight of Ian’s father.
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      Ten Years Later… Joan Corbin, lead anchorwoman for National Network Systems, applied her lipstick as she watched the six-inch LED numbers count down the forty-five seconds before she was on the air. She knew the story, had interviewed Durango’s Sheriff and a few of the townspeople. It would make a better headline if she had been able to have questions answered by Samantha Tanner or Cole Branson. They had instructed their ranch hands to keep quiet as well. She hoped with time, Samantha would agree to an exclusive interview.

      The cameraman held out his hand, then counted down, “In five, four, three,” then he was silent and held up two fingers, then one, then pointed at Joan.

      The red light on top of the camera lit up, and she set the shuffled papers on the table in front of her.

      “Good morning, Colorado. This is Joan Corbin from NNS with your headline news. Ten years ago, Carl Rutgers abducted Samantha Tanner, the middle child of three siblings. After being held for five long days, seventeen-year-old Samantha was rescued from the clutches of a man who later was indicted and awarded consecutive life sentences for the murder of fourteen teenage girls. The manhunt for escaped serial killer Carl Rutgers ended four days ago at a private residence outside Durango, where Cole Branson, the sole heir of the JAR-C Ranch, killed him with a single gunshot. Between the Branson and Tanner families, there have been four funerals in as many months. Darla Tanner, presumed murdered by Carl Rutgers, was the final ceremony, held today at a small chapel in Durango. Last week, in an unrelated illness, Robert Branson passed quietly at Crestview Care Center. Also last week, Joe Summers, affectionately known on Crystal Springs Farm and in the Durango area as Uncle Joe, was laid to rest after his body was discovered in a pasture. Shot in the back, presumed by a hired hit man, who, at the time of this report, has not been named or located. Authorities speculate it’s the same person behind the vandalism and threats that both the JAR-C and Crystal Springs Farm have been dealing with for months.

      “The first death, that of Bear Tanner, authorities say, began the string of tragedies that have plagued the Tanner family. An active community member of Centennial, Wyoming, and owner of Crystal Springs Farm and Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures, Mr. Tanner was murdered by his long-time friend and former business partner, Ray Foster.

      “For Carli Tanner, the eldest of the siblings, life begins to settle down as she converts her father’s business, Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures, a former hunting mecca, into a photography safari. With the death of Rutgers, Samantha Tanner, who runs Crystal Springs Farm, can rest easier. Shaun, their brother, the youngest Tanner, and Sheriff in Centennial, Wyoming, has the help of the local FBI as they continue to work on locating witnesses who may have information on the tragic circumstances surrounding the family.

      “The Tanner family and their employees, reeling from events that have spanned six months, were unavailable for comment or interview.

      “It was asked, however, that if anyone knows the whereabouts of Councilman Ted Worthington, to contact the number on your screen, as he is a person of interest. When we return, Jim will update us on the weather.”

      Joan sighed. She wouldn’t give up on her quest for an interview with any member of the Tanner family. Perhaps after the concerns with Worthington are resolved, the family will be more approachable. She removed her earpiece and stepped away from the table and the cameras. If she were Worthington, wanted for questioning in relation to the charges being tossed around, where the hell would she go? Six weeks later…
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      Shaun listened to the buzzing and tried to ignore the persistence of it. Peeling open one eyelid, he waited for the time on his alarm clock to come into focus. 6:00 AM. His eye closed, and he searched his fuzzy memory for a reason to answer his cell phone. There were two deputies on call. He reasoned the odds to be very low an emergency would have occurred in which they would need him to respond. And since he had the 911 app, if there was a call, he would receive a different alert. Sam was safe in Durango, with Rutgers gone and Cole deciding that ten years was enough time to be apart from Sam, his self-induced version of penance for allowing Rutgers to get his hands on Sam years ago, now over. There apparently was no forgiveness needed, from his sister’s perspective, since she agreed to marry the only man she has ever loved. Ethan was back home on the Preserve, most likely still tucked in bed with his pregnant other sister, Carli. It couldn’t be his father, who was taken suddenly from their lives. And Darla, even if she hadn’t met a similar fate as Bear Tanner, hadn’t contacted him since his twenty-first birthday. The last girlfriend he had was happily dating one of the employees from the Preserve.

      With a groan, he reached out and took his phone from the nightstand. “Hello,” he mumbled into it, not bothering to look at the screen and the number displayed.

      “Shaun? Hey, this is a reminder call that you were going to come over and help move the furniture and pack the boxes stacked in Bear’s office so there would be room for the new marketing and PR person that Carli hired. Ms. Casey and her son are due to arrive this afternoon. Ethan has official FBI work to do, and J.J. is at Si—” Zach stopped himself in time. He didn’t know how Shaun was handling his ex-girlfriend and J.J. being together, but it wasn’t Zach’s place to share the fact that J.J. spent the night at Sissy’s a couple of times a week. “Well, he’s out, too, and it’s just me and Alyssa to take care of the stock and get breakfast on the table. You know there’s always extra, if that might entice you to come over a little early. I know you don’t do much at the Preserve… dang it, that came out wrong. What I mean is—”

      Shaun groaned again. “Be there in an hour.”

      He didn’t know, or care, if he hung up on Zach. The pounding in his head had kept time with Zach’s voice and dissipated his brain fog. Rolling out of bed and grabbing his running shorts from the floor was a coordinated move that anyone who knew the amount of whiskey he had consumed the night before wouldn’t have thought was possible. Exiting the bathroom, he headed for the kitchen. There wasn’t much in the fridge, and only a moment of indecision between the bottle of beer and a sports drink. He snatched the container of purple liquid from the shelf and made his way to the workout room.

      Swallowing half the contents of the bottle before setting it on the treadmill’s console, he rotated his arms, freeing up the stiffness in his left one. His collarbone had mended from the break, but the slightly atrophied muscles in his shoulder didn’t care to be worked as hard as he pushed them. Stepping on the belt, he programmed the machine, then glanced at his reflection in the window.

      The shaggy blonde hair would look better when groomed. If he let his beard grow out, he would be a younger version of Bear Tanner. The rough edges of his father’s facial features were smoothed by Darla’s genetic contribution. The slap of his running shoes on the treadmill matched the thrumming in his head. From the outside, he had the fit body of an athlete. On the inside, the alcohol ate away at what the guilt and grief had left behind.

      His receptionist, Ester, said he was looking haggard, so he had taken a few of his vacation days and worked on the house. He pressed the button on the controls and increased the speed.

      Welcoming the sheen of perspiration, he tried to turn his thoughts away from anything that would give him reason to drink. Glancing around the workout room, a humorous laugh echoed against the empty walls. This house, which he built with his own hands, was supposed to be finished by the Tanner Team, he and his father. That was now an impossibility. The stiffness in his shoulder reminded him of yet another time that he failed. In his mind, his badge appeared, floated there briefly in his thoughts, and then vanished. The brass star was an attempt to make up for the horrendous ordeal that Samantha lived through when she was seventeen. He couldn’t protect her then, and he failed to keep her safe from that same evil several weeks ago.

      When his thoughts traveled to the funeral Sam had planned for Darla, their mother, only the taste of bitterness could be identified. Darla had abandoned the family on his first day of kindergarten. To his six-year-old mind, it was his fault. There was plenty of fodder for the guilt that seemed part of him, though the grief over his father’s death had taken up residence in the small black corners of his soul.

      Increasing the incline, he pushed himself harder. Was there a speed and angle that would eradicate these emotions he couldn’t shake? It was partially because of this that he didn’t feel worthy to offer himself to Sissy. It shouldn’t be her lot in life to try and heal his brokenness. She was too good to be hitched to someone with his issues. They had dated off and on since high school. She knew him better than anyone in town. He had caught Zach’s slip on the phone. J.J. was a good guy, and Sissy certainly deserved someone more like the Preserve manager rather than the town sheriff.

      The buzzer sounded, and the machine decreased in speed, the front lowering itself to a zero incline. He slowed to a walk and swallowed the last of the sports drink. Once the treadmill turned off, he headed back to his room, wondering what it would take to have these ghosts vacate his life for good.
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      In the hours he had spent on the road, and alone in hotel rooms, he had decided to put an end to the shitstorm his life had become. He needed to return to where it began. That wasn’t California, home of his political career and campaign office, the wife who knew more than what was good for her, and the string of women that had once serviced him, but to Wyoming. There was no revenge he could exact on Darla Tanner. Her funeral was several weeks ago. The rest of the Tanner family, however, would pay for all that was kept from him.

      Raised to believe that if he wanted something, it was his right to take it. He used that characteristic in situations every chance he could. He wanted to play baseball, so he got rid of the varsity first baseman by causing a career-ending accident. When he decided to run for public office, his platform was split between telling the constituents he understood their concerns and would address them once in office and rattling the closet skeletons of those he was running against. For most instances in his life, the belief that what he wanted could be his if he took it by any means available to him had fed his arrogance and sense of entitlement.

      There were business partners who were furious over the loss of their investment when he was unable to convince landowners to sell their property. With the reports the media had in the papers and broadcasts on television, he could never return to real estate, politics, or law, and he may not even be a free citizen if Shaun Tanner could make the charges stick. Any associates he had that came with his marriage to Rose had blacklisted him. The money she had given him on the pre-paid credit card was running low. A used car dealership in Cheyenne or Laramie would give him cash for his current ride, along with a nondescript vehicle. For what he planned to do, he needed anonymity, at least until the end. And it was only then that he would reveal himself. It was part of evening the score. The Tanners had cost him his life. Nothing but theirs in return would satisfy him.

      Before he was forced to let go of the people who worked for him in his campaign office, he was able to discover it was Shaun Tanner who had gotten to Rose, questioned her regarding his whereabouts, his finances, and his contacts. The set-up Rose conducted with Crystal wouldn’t have occurred if Bear Tanner had sold his properties, and if Shaun hadn’t linked the ranch troubles back to him. With the loss of Rose’s social circle and her wealth, the White House was out of his grasp. He would start with Shaun, then take care of Carli, something Darla had been incapable of doing. By then, there would be no one left to protect Samantha. Hell, he would get rid of Cole Branson just for being a pain in his ass and preventing Alice Branson from selling the JAR-C. Perhaps a car accident would take care of both of them at one time.

      He pulled into a restaurant parking lot outside of Denver. A late breakfast as he perused the Colorado newspaper would give him an opportunity to see what was happening in the world, and to plan where to stay. He couldn’t use his regular cell phone, since Rose cancelled his line. Luckily, he was able to record a few important numbers before the battery died. Spending money on a prepaid phone instead of a charger for a phone he couldn’t use at least gave him a way of contacting people he thought might help him. The hired man from Durango had not answered when he called, nor had the man returned his messages.

      The waitress approached the table with his credit card. “Thanks, Mr. Worthington. Have a nice day.”

      The ex-Councilman nodded and signed the credit receipt. Whatever day it would be, however long it would take, his mind would not rest until the Tanners made up for his losses.
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      “Well, one advantage of being in this condition is I get out of doing some of the work around here,” Carli said.

      Ethan propped himself on his elbow, his dark hair falling over his forehead, and gazed down at his wife. He wondered if there would come a morning when he didn’t wake up amazed at this gift.

      Tucking a strand of dark blonde hair behind her ear, he said, “But you love doing the work. And I secretly think you enjoy supervising others as they complete the heavier physical tasks on your to-do list.”

      “Shhh,” she smiled, placing her finger across his lips. “No one is supposed to know.”

      He returned her smile, then said, “And by the way, your inventive threat to J.J. that he not tell me you went riding yesterday was a waste. I saw you coming back on the Valley Trail.”

      Her expression changed from apology to surprise. Taking his hand, she placed it on her belly.

      Ethan’s coffee-colored eyes lit up as he chuckled. “He’s quite active this morning.”

      “‘She’,” Carli automatically corrected.

      There was a hundred-dollar bill riding on the sex of the child. Tim, her former photography and travel assistant who now lived in New York full time with his partner, Charlie, swore Carli’s body would only be satisfied with a boy, someone as tough as she was. Tim and Charlie had already purchased a wardrobe for the baby, complete with jeans and pajamas decorated with blue trucks.

      Her husband, who immediately researched what to expect as a new father, decided the baby was a boy because she carried it high. Secretly, Carli didn’t care which sex the baby was, as long as she/he was healthy. She loved her siblings and had talked with Ethan about having more than one. They hadn’t planned on getting pregnant so soon after being married, but there had been no major event in Carli’s life that, at the time or soon after, she hadn’t realized the significance of it. Her father’s murder, and Ethan subsequently entering her life, being the most recent. Even Rutgers breaking out of prison and coming after Samantha brought Cole back into her sister’s life, where, everyone knew, he should have been all along.

      The kicking and rolling of the baby subsided, and Ethan leaned over to kiss his wife. Ignoring the masculine voices coming from downstairs, he did his best to distract Carli. Since receiving the transfer that made this small town of Centennial, Wyoming, his home, he had devised many ways to redirect the attention of his lovely, action-oriented wife from her daily activities, which included ignoring her comment that she would follow the doctor’s advice and quit horseback riding before the last trimester. Carli had ridden all her life and knew every inch of the Preserve. It was as if Lady, the mare Carli rode, knew of her owner’s condition. She would just swish her tail and lay her ears back if Carli tried to get her to trot. He had chuckled at that when J.J., recently promoted to manager, reported the incident. J.J. would smile each time he shared with Ethan the creative threat that Carli came up with if he told her husband that she had been riding or cleaning stalls or setting up feed in the cart. They all knew Carli was fit and healthy, but that didn’t mean they would let her do too much. It also gave all of them, Zach and Alyssa included, a chance to update the bets they had wagered as to the sex of the baby and the delivery date. Unbeknownst to Ethan, the employees, along with Shaun and Sam and Cole, had side bets as to his reactions when Carli went into labor.

      She sighed when Ethan deepened the kiss and was momentarily distracted. He had a way about him that kept her grounded, redirected her thoughts when angst and concern threatened, and made her feel more loved and cared for than the most precious gem. When the voices faded, she knew the guys had moved from the lobby to the kitchen. That meant she had maybe thirty minutes before J.J. and Shaun began to clean out and rearrange her father’s office to make room for the newest employee. When Ethan’s hand slid over her belly, and below, she rolled away from him and pushed herself up from the mattress.

      Smiling over her shoulder, she said, “Nature calls.”

      He laughed and flopped onto his back. While it was true that Carli’s bladder capacity wasn’t what it used to be, he also knew she used it to her advantage to stall an argument or gain control of a situation. Knowing once she was out of bed she wouldn’t return, he thought about the work he needed to complete that day. The bathroom door clicked shut, and a minute later, the shower started. The few moments he gave himself to mentally review his cases were interrupted by the beep from his cell phone.

      Rolling over to sit on the edge of the bed, the display showed a text from his boss.

      Need you in D.C. ASAP. Commission is reviewing the events of the Rutgers case.

      “Shit,” he said and rubbed his eyes.

      There wasn’t much of the case that had gone according to plan or procedure. Even the shooting of Rutgers, which Cole did himself, simplified putting Carl back behind bars, but complicated the paperwork. He had spent a week in Durango, after they rescued Sam, coordinating with the various agencies involved in the case. Now it seemed that headquarters wanted clarification. He knew it wasn’t unusual for a debriefing to last as long as four months.

      The smell of coffee and breakfast had Ethan contemplating the closed bathroom door before he padded silently to it to join Carli in the shower. It was thirty minutes later that he was getting dressed. Out of years of habit, his gun and badge were slipped into their proper place, and he grabbed the yellow legal pad and pencil from the nightstand before leaving the room. He hoped Shaun was up for more time at the Preserve. Carli being pregnant was an issue he wasn’t overly concerned about, but the fact that Ted Worthington was missing made him feel uneasy.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he smiled a greeting at Alyssa as she booked a reservation and continued through the lobby to the kitchen. Always having people around meant he found living at the Preserve, at times, disconcerting. He had grown up in a quiet family as an only child. At other times, like now, with Carli expecting and him being called back East, it also came as a relief that there was always someone at the lodge.

      Shaun leaned back against the counter, a cup of coffee cradled in both hands. It was a vacation day, so he was dressed like everyone else instead of wearing his sheriff’s uniform. Because of the nature of the work and the atmosphere of the resort setting, standard lodge wear consisted of jeans, a T-shirt layered with a long-sleeved flannel shirt this time of year, and boots.

      Ethan gauged his brother-in-law’s mood and decided by the clear eyes that there had been little drinking the night before, or more likely, the sheriff was getting better at hiding it. Concerned, he mentioned a few days ago to Carli his suspicions that Shaun was struggling with alcohol. She blamed it on Bear’s murder, and then the events with Sam. But Ethan knew people. Observations and cataloging a person’s behavior were part of his job. Shaun had a problem. Whether it started with his father’s murder, or that was just what exacerbated an existing condition, he didn’t know. It wasn’t uncommon for officers at all levels to relieve the stress of the job with visits to a local bar. There were even several, he knew, that had taken the self-medication further. Some pulled themselves back from the edge. Others jumped off. He wasn’t sure how far along Shaun had gotten himself, but he would do what he could to keep the sheriff from the precipice. Nodding a greeting to the quiet and brooding law officer, he poured himself a cup of coffee and listened to Zach and J.J.

      “Before you know it, this place will turn into a nursery,” J.J. said with mock disgust.

      Zach, his short blonde hair hidden under his straw hat that shaded his gray eyes, stood at the stove and stirred the scrambled eggs in the pan, turned and held up his spatula. “Not until Alyssa finishes college. And maybe not even until she works a couple of years at the school.”

      J.J., his green eyes twinkling, the black Stetson covering his red-blonde hair, tossed the dishtowel at Zach. “That’s because it will take you that long to figure out how to do things.” He laughed and sidestepped the spatula that was flung in his direction.

      Plucking another one from the canister next to the stove, Zach glanced at Shaun, then said to J.J., “You’ve been dating Sissy long enough, and been secretly admiring her from afar since you moved here. When are you going to make her an honest woman?”

      Ethan paused, the cup halfway to his lips. His eyes darted from Zach to Shaun. There was no change in the sheriff’s expression.

      “I don’t know,” J.J. answered, the joking atmosphere having evaporated from the kitchen. He glanced at Shaun, then went back to packing box lunches for the day hikers who were coming from Cheyenne.

      Sipping his coffee, Ethan wondered which one, J.J. or Shaun, would be the first to breech the wall that was Sissy, Shaun’s history with her, and the now-strained friendship between them.

      “Sissy and I are just friends. She deserves to have someone in her life who can give her more than I’m able to. I likely always knew that.” Shaun shrugged his shoulder in the typical Tanner gesture. “Probably why I never proposed. She would have said yes and would have been miserable.”

      Zach looked up from the eggs as his gaze traveled from Shaun to J.J. It seemed as if for months there had been tension at the Preserve, even before Bear died and the incident on the courthouse steps that resulted in Ray’s death. No one knew for sure who ordered the hit on Ray. A person who had a lot to hide had been Shaun’s guess. The Tanner family had been plagued by bad luck ever since the shooting. It was around that time that Sissy told Shaun she would be a friend, but nothing more. Shaun had shared that with J.J. the night of Bear’s wake at the Rockin’ R. Neither of them knew Zach was close enough, just down the bar, to overhear the confession. There had been tension between Shaun and J.J. Zach didn’t know how it started but had hoped to break the sheriff from his dark mood by sparking an argument, or his defensiveness, or even his consent towards J.J.’s relationship with Sissy. The last time Zach had seen Shaun smile, which was a rare occurrence in itself, was when Sam called from Durango. That was days ago.

      “I’m going to take a look at the office, see how much there is to box and move. Let me know when breakfast is ready,” Shaun looked at J.J. “That was part of the deal.” He exited the kitchen, leaving the three men to stare after him.

      “Nice going,” J.J. murmured.

      “What? I tried to get some reaction from him,” Zach said.

      “Well, bringing up his old relationship with Sissy and reminding him that I’m the one dating her didn’t help.”

      “He can’t go on like this.”

      “He’s a grown man—” J.J. started.

      “Who has a drinking problem,” Ethan filled in.

      J.J. and Zach stared at him.

      “Shit,” J.J. said.

      “No wonder,” Zach commented at the same time, understanding the perpetual gloomy mood of Centennial’s Sheriff.

      “Carli and I have talked about it. So far, she’s making excuses,” Ethan said.

      “She knows him best,” J.J. said in her defense.

      Ethan shook his head. “Not this time.”

      J.J. finished the lunch boxes and set them in the fridge. Zach began multi-tasking with toasting bread, stirring the eggs, and cutting up fruit.

      It was 7:15 AM, according to Ethan’s watch. They all knew Ms. Casey was scheduled to arrive by early afternoon. There weren’t many clients at the Preserve this week, so she could get her bearings without being inundated with new duties and not having anyone around to help her. And that gave weight to the idea that started to form as he shared a shower with Carli that morning. Because he lived here, and was considered part of the staff when he wasn’t away on a case, Ethan did his part by taking a stack of plates and a pile of silverware into the dining room.

      Shaun, taking the office keys from behind the front desk, where Alyssa was still on the phone, opened the door to the place his father had occupied when he wasn’t somewhere out on the Preserve with clients. He was sure he imagined it, but for an instant, he saw Bear Tanner behind his desk, heard his laughter, and smelled the pipe smoke that clung to Bear’s beard, though he only smoked occasionally in the evenings. Blinking, the image floated away with the bits of dust opening the door had disturbed. Carli had taken over the office. Being the only one who understood Bear’s filing system, she had kept things mostly how they were.

      The new computer Carli ordered remained in boxes on the floor. Bear’s was an older PC that she had complained about as often as she parked herself in front of it. There had been several glitches, which led to a hard drive failure, and each time bits of information could not be retrieved from the hardware. Since she decided the business needed an overhaul, especially with the change in focus from hunting big game to a photo safari, Carli added technology to the list of new equipment. There were funds in the accounts Bear had set up, and though Shaun knew Carli had a threshold she didn’t want to drop below, he wondered how it was working since the amount of clients had decreased significantly. Apparently, there was a greater demand for hunting animals than there was for picture taking. His recently domesticated sister was convinced that with the right marketing and public relations person in charge of promoting the new direction of Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures, within six months, the reservations log would be filled. Newly hired Fiona Casey was the one on whom Carli hinged the future of the Preserve.

      Leaving the door open while he waited for J.J., Shaun took a box from the stack in the corner and began to transfer files and papers from the desk. Carli hadn’t completely organized the information in the office so others could understand the system, and judging by the variety of topics that filled the box, Fiona had a lot of work to do.

      J.J. paused in the doorway. He had stayed at the Lodge last night instead of at Sissy’s, in the hope that working with Shaun today would be easier. Sissy had told him that even though she and Shaun had a history, the sheriff repeatedly denied her what she wanted, and that kept their relationship from moving forward. J.J.’s feelings for the woman who had spent the past ten years in an on-again-off-again relationship with Shaun were getting serious. Thoughts of her would flash in his mind at the oddest times, as if they waited for him to lower his guard so they could slip in and establish an ‘I-think-I’m-in-love-with Sissy’ camp. And each time that happened, he found himself avoiding Shaun’s company, or Shaun had other commitments and didn’t have time to spend at the Preserve. With Zach being the one who spent the most time with clients or working on remodeling cabin nine, and Ethan involved with FBI cases, that left him and Shaun, when the sheriff wasn’t doing his own paid work, to carry out the manual labor. It had been over six months since he first asked Sissy out on a date, and the time had arrived for him and Shaun to settle this awkwardness between them.

      Turning his head to look over his shoulder, Shaun suggested, “It would go a lot faster if you started filling boxes instead of standing in the doorway.”

      “Right,” J.J. agreed as he stepped into the room. “It’s just that—”

      “You don’t like being around me,” Shaun finished for him.

      Papers were laid inside a box, and J.J. clarified, “Actually, I miss your company. We don’t go fishing or hang out at the lodge like we used to. Since I started dating Sissy…” he trailed off, as he wasn’t sure how Shaun would react, even though they had discussed it before he had asked her out the first time, “things have been… different between us. Are you angry or jealous that Sissy and I are seeing each other?”

      “I’m not a child, J.J. I know what goes on when people are dating and spend a lot of time together. I have no hold on Sissy, though she and I will always be friends. She’s a wonderful woman who deserves to be happy, and I’m fine with the two of you,” he swallowed, not entirely convinced he was ‘fine’ with anything anymore, “being together,” he finished. J.J.’s dubious expression told him he didn’t believe the words either. “Would you feel better if I took a swing at you?”

      While it looked as if the Preserve manager was seriously considering it, J.J. paused in his stacking and, thinking of Ethan’s comment in the kitchen, asked, “Are you alright? If you and I aren’t keeping Sissy as a means to not talk and be friends like we used to, would you tell me if something was wrong?”

      Busying himself with closing a box, Shaun said, “I’m fine. A lot has happened these past months. Just trying to adjust.”

      J.J. nodded at Shaun’s back, convinced the sheriff was shoveling a lot of bullshit.

      “I don’t think a little bloodletting between friends would improve things,” Shaun said. “But if it makes you feel better, I can promise to make you hurt as much as her broken heart if you mistreat her.”

      J.J. clenched his jaw at the thought he would intentionally hurt the woman that meant more to him than any of the females he had spent time with. “Agreed,” he said, then returned to the box and stack of papers. “I wasn’t at Sissy’s last night,” he volunteered.

      “Not really my business where you were, unless you were breaking the law.”

      “Zach thinks I’m there a lot.”

      “Zach is your closest friend and fellow employee. He would know your routines, when you change them.”

      J.J. sighed. “He tried to set you off this morning.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      It didn’t take long to remove the loose files and miscellaneous office items. Flat surfaces were revealed at an equal rate with the growing stack of boxes in the hallway. To make better use of the tiny space, they moved the desk against the wall, repositioned the two-drawer file cabinet and the long bookshelf to what they thought was a more efficient use of the space with the furniture up against two walls. With the computer cartons on top of the desk ready to be unpacked, Shaun stood in the room while J.J. occupied the doorway.

      “Who knew a ten-by-twelve office could be so… spacious, just by rearranging the furniture,” J.J. commented.

      “Things often improve with a little shifting,” Shaun agreed, his meaning including more than just the office. He extended his hand toward his friend. “We okay?”

      J.J.’s gaze moved from Shaun’s face to his outstretched hand, and back to the hazel eyes. There was no malice, just the easy openness the sheriff usually possessed, and the shadows that never seemed very far away. J.J. grasped Shaun’s hand, and a quick smile flashed on his face.

      Carli paused in the hallway, partially hidden behind the stack of boxes. From where she stood, she could hear the last words that were exchanged and see J.J.’s body as it leaned into the room. She took another step and smiled when she saw the two men shaking hands and the friendly expression on her brother’s face. So maybe he was alright after all.

      “Wow. You guys work fast,” she said, coming to stand next to J.J. and glance around the room. “I knew this office was bigger than what it seemed.”

      “Mounds of paper have a way of taking up space,” Shaun agreed.

      “So, you’re going to move these boxes, right?” She gestured to the twenty or so cartons in the hall.

      “The storage area in the studio?” J.J. confirmed.

      Carli nodded. “We’ll let Fiona decide what needs to be filed and what can be tossed.” She glanced at her watch. “She should arrive in about four hours. Zach your breakfast in the oven to keep it warm. Said he didn’t want to interrupt your workflow,” she informed them with a smile.

      She tapped her earpiece to answer the phone and made her way back down the hall to the lobby and the guest counter where the reservations program was open on the computer screen.

      Shaun watched her go with a slight shake of his head. Would he ever get used to Carli, pregnant? Beside him, J.J. hefted a box and headed for the front door of the lodge. For that matter, would he get used to Sissy being involved with someone else? Grabbing his own box, he followed the ranch hand, who had been a friend and, because of his own lack of integrity, the relationship had faltered. They now had a tentative truce. Everything he said to J.J. was the truth. About Sissy deserving better, about him being alright without her… wasn’t he?

      The cool air of early November swirled around him as he navigated the steps of the veranda and the short distance to the storage room Carli had built onto the back of the studio. With each step, he tried to remember when the last time was he was ‘alright’ with things. Certainly before his father’s death. Did it go back to Sam’s abduction ten years ago? Did the feeling of not good enough stem from Darla’s desertion when he was only six? He stumbled as he neared the open door to the storage room. Had he lived his whole life with this feeling of lack? Stepping into the shade provided by the overhang, he felt as if a similar shadow engulfed his soul.
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      While listening to questions asked by the mother of five before confirming that Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures was indeed where they would spend their family vacation, Carli tracked the progress of J.J., and then her brother, as they carried boxes out the door of the lobby.

      “Of course. Sure. Yes, the week you requested is still available. There will be someone here until seven to take your reservation.” Carli paused and listened. “Okay, Cheryl. Talk to you soon,” she said, then tapped her earpiece to disconnect the call.

      Resting against the corner that jutted out to separate the lobby from the dining room, Ethan sipped his coffee. He watched his wife, a word and concept he was still getting used to, watch the Sheriff of Centennial. They’d had a brief conversation days earlier regarding Shaun’s drinking. Carli chose to defend him. The benefits, he supposed, of having siblings. Kind of like a built-in support system of people who always had your back. He again tasted his coffee before leaving his perch to approach Carli.

      “He was here on time. I gave him a hug. I didn’t smell anything…” her voice trailed off.

      “It’s worth watching. Maybe having a conversation.”

      “Like an intervention?” Her eyes searched his face as she sought answers neither of them had.

      He sighed and changed the subject. “I’ve texted Shaun and J.J. that I would be leaving tomorrow, since they were busy and didn’t join us for breakfast when I shared my impromptu travel plans. My boss initiated the trip. It appears the Bureau isn’t satisfied with the forms that were filed regarding Rutgers. They’ve scheduled a hearing.”

      Carli turned toward him fully, worry creasing her brow. “What do they want to have happen?”

      Ethan set his cup down and stepped to her, both hands resting on her shoulders, massaging the tension that always seemed to be there. “The opportunity to ask questions, to clarify what the report says, and ensure the FBI can’t be held responsible for Carl’s death. I was thinking,” he said as he slid his hands down her arms, his fingers entwining with hers, “you might like to come with me.”

      Carli began to shake her head, “Fiona is due to arrive today—”

      “And after a brief orientation, you have enough stacked paperwork in the storeroom to bury the woman for a month. And I’m sure she has a to-do list of her own regarding the job you hired her for.”

      “There are guests—”

      “Which J.J., Zach, and Alyssa are capable of handling. I peeked at the schedule, and no one new is checking in until next week.”

      She made a face as she searched for a reason to remain behind in order to keep up with the new direction of the business, which she wasn’t convinced would survive without her daily activities to nurture it along. At the fluttering in her abdomen, she smiled. “The baby—”

      Ethan gave a slight shake of his head. “If you can ride a horse, a flight to the East Coast should be easy.” He sighed. “Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures will run fine if you’re gone for a few days. But, if you would rather be here, I can call Tim and Charlie, tell them you’re not coming. He would lose the bet, but—”

      She squeezed his hands in excitement. “Tim and Charlie would meet us there?”

      “I thought it would give the three of you a chance to catch up in person, as you haven’t seen each other since the wedding. I’ll be in meetings at the J. Edgar Hoover Building during the day, and I didn’t think you would enjoy staying in the hotel by yourself.” Besides, I miss you terribly when I’m away from you, he thought.

      Carli shrugged. “I’m pretty good at entertaining myself.”

      “But this way, it won’t be with work. You’ll take the time off Doc Miller suggested and relax.”

      She released his hands and wrapped hers around the back of his neck. Leaning in close, she brushed a kiss against his lips. “Yes, I’ll go and support you, if the FBI thinks you lied, or put them at legal or financial risk. I can have lunch with Tim and Charlie at some posh restaurant, then we’ll go shopping for even more baby stuff,” she said, kissing the corner of his mouth. And I won’t struggle to be okay in your absence, especially at night, she thought.

      Ethan’s hands pulled her closer, her rounded belly pressing into him. “Tell me why I shouldn’t be jealous of your longest, closest friend, who will be your lunch and shopping partner.”

      “Because Tim is homosexual and very much in love with Charlie.” She nipped at his lower lip, then swept her tongue inside the heat of his mouth. He tasted of coffee, and Ethan.

      After a moment, he pulled back. “Who’s to say a straight woman’s fantasy isn’t being with two men who only have eyes for each other?”

      She chuckled. “It might be, but it’s not this woman’s fantasy.”

      Pressing kisses along her jaw, he paused to ask, “And what is your fantasy?”

      She moaned as he placed open-mouthed kisses down her neck. “That I meet a handsome city man who loves to ride horses and squashes my fears. One who is relentless in his care for me, and plans to whisk me away to Washington D.C., so I can get one last big-city fix before I birth our child.”

      He captured her mouth again for a brief kiss. “If the fantasy has already been fulfilled, then why continue with the relationship?”

      “Because I possess the experience that informs me each day is an adventure. The fantasy is far from over.” With her fingers tangled in his hair, she let the long strands slide through them as she studied his face.

      “Then your fantasy man will have to make sure the adventures don’t become predictable.”

      “That would require him to be boring. My darling Ethan, you are anything but,” she stopped speaking and kissed him.

      Her hands traced his shoulders, then down his torso to his hips. Both her hands dipped into his back pockets. How could it be that no other man sparked such feelings in her? She loved him more than she thought she was capable of and knew it was more than her pregnancy hormones that made her always so eager to be naked with him. Or, as she remembered particular places and times when they couldn’t keep their hands off each other, partially clothed.

      A male voice, followed by the start of an engine then boot heels on the veranda, had Carli shifting her hands to Ethan’s waist, then easing away from him. A cool gust of wind preceded J.J. into the lobby. Carli turned around, her fingertips covering her lips, swollen now from Ethan’s kisses.

      J.J. paused, no longer embarrassed or felt forced to make excuses when he, going about lodge business, found Ethan and Carli in an embrace, or evidence that he had interrupted the progression to something more. He left the door open since Shaun would follow to grab another box.

      “Zach is on an airport run. Taking the Higgins family from cabin two,” he said as he continued down the hallway to the stack of boxes. “Then he’s stopping in Laramie to pick up the office supplies you thought Fiona might use,” he said as he returned to the front door.

      “Alright. Thanks,” Carli acknowledged as she stepped behind the guest counter to check the schedule and busy her hands with something besides Ethan.

      J.J. held the door as Shaun entered. Ethan, cradling his cooled coffee again, said, “Carli will be coming with me to D.C.”

      Shaun glanced at his sister. “Good. Maybe she’ll relax and forget about the lodge for a few days.”

      “Excellent idea,” J.J. agreed, then headed toward the storage room.

      Carli glanced up from the clipboard and narrowed her eyes. “What is this, Anti-Carli-in-Charge-Club?”

      Shaun returned with a box and paused before stepping outside. “Nope. This is a group of people who are concerned you’re under too much stress and need to take it easy.”

      “Being pregnant is not ‘under stress’.”

      “It is when someone has been through what you have the past six months.” He glanced at Ethan, then went out the door.

      “True story. Everything here will be fine. You’ll get a few days of rest, win back the hundred dollars Tim won on your last wager, and return feeling relaxed and renewed.” He gave her a moment, and when an argument wasn’t readily on her tongue, he withdrew the keys to the FBI vehicle he kept parked at the lodge and walked toward the door. “We leave tomorrow. It’s as cold there as it is here, so pack something warm… something that won’t hinder you on your adventure.”

      She watched him cross the lobby, all flowing grace and power beneath his jeans and flannel shirt. He paused by the door to pluck his coat from the rack. For a man that had been born and raised in the city, he had adapted quite well to rural life in the short time since he had moved to Wyoming. It was becoming easier for him to navigate not just on the Preserve, but through all of southeastern Wyoming, as if he had lived here for years. His hair had grown a little longer, to keep his ears and the back of his neck warm, he explained. She knew he spent time with the horses, working in the barn, he claimed, but J.J. reported the gist of the conversations he had overheard Ethan having with Samson. Months earlier, the big gelding had reared at the sight of a bear, causing Ethan to fall and earn a few stitches in his scalp. A few days later, Samson had carried Ethan on a race after Ray’s car down the driveway. Since then, man and horse had formed a bond. Tipping her head a little to the side, she studied how well Ethan wore his new country life.

      “I have some things to take care of at the office in Cheyenne before we leave. I’ll be back for dinner.”

      She smiled a little wistfully as he descended the veranda steps, having left the door open for the box carriers. A word was exchanged with J.J. as the Preserve manager returned for another carton of files, then Ethan climbed into the SUV and disappeared down the gravel drive to the highway.

      Having closed the distance between the shed and J.J., Shaun came through the door. Glancing at Carli’s expression, he turned to look over his shoulder at Ethan’s taillights. He recognized the love that showed on Carli’s face. A thought tickled his mind at the probability of him finding someone, then was shoved away as he knew he was unworthy of the emotion. Stepping aside as J.J. exited with yet another box, he shook himself from his thoughts and moved to pick up the last carton. As he returned to the lobby, he shifted the weight so he could close the door behind him.

      “You may want to get started on your packing for Washington, and the list of things J.J., Zach, and Alyssa need to do while you’re gone. Otherwise you’ll be calling every few hours and the $300 spa day will be for nothing.” Shaun could tell by her expression she wasn’t privy to that piece of information. “Shit, Carli. I thought you knew.” He sighed heavily. “Be surprised, will you?” He waited until a small smile appeared and she nodded, then he closed the door to the lodge.

      She grabbed her cell phone from the desk in front of her and, knowing she wouldn’t have to pretend to be surprised with the gift of a spa day, texted Samantha.

      I got it!

      At the end of the long driveway, Ethan pulled out his phone and sent a text to Tim.

      I got her.
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      Fiona adjusted her sunglasses. The sun rose late this time of year, and even though she wasn’t due to arrive at the Preserve until the afternoon, she wanted to see the surrounding area before showing up for her first day of work.

      “Mom, how much longer?” Ian’s voice drifted to her from the backseat.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, she saw a dinosaur and an action figure. She smiled. Ian was used to long trips, driving sometimes all day and all night. He rarely complained. Instead, he would sit quietly, contemplating whatever silent thoughts whirled through his ten-year-old mind, as the scenery outside the windows of her 2010 Honda Civic whizzed by. He was good at entertaining himself with his few toys and books he insisted he keep, along with asking endless questions that sometimes were more sophisticated than she thought they should be. Ian was curious about everything and wouldn’t be satisfied with partial or vague replies. Sometimes she didn’t know the information, and other times she thought the ideas too complex. But Ian knew what he wanted to know and wouldn’t often let her get by without honest, complete answers.

      “About an hour until we reach Centennial, and another fifteen minutes or so to our new place.”

      “How long will we stay there?”

      She exited Interstate-80 onto Highway 130. How long? She didn’t know. The pay was good. Wyoming was a state in which she had yet to file taxes. The longest they had stayed in any one place had been twelve months. They had lived in rural towns and inner cities, wherever she could ply her skills. Ian had been to eight schools and would be late starting fifth grade in Centennial. Since Ian tested into the gifted program at a previous school, she allowed him to skip a grade. Perhaps they would stay until Spring Break at the local school, then move to a warmer locale. After spending the last couple of years in the Southeast and Midwest, she was ready for a drier climate.

      “I don’t know, baby,” she finally answered.

      They drove along the highway, enjoying the climb in altitude. Pine trees began to shade the road, preparing drivers for entering the Medicine Bow National Forest a few miles ahead. Slowing to the posted speed limit, her gaze took in the shops that lined both sides of Second Street, the main drag of downtown Centennial. There was a diner, bookstore, salon, dentist, and bakery. Several people were on the sidewalks going about whatever errands had them out at 10:30 on a Monday morning. The architecture was quaint, ranging from red brick to Victorian, yet it all seemed to fit.

      Ian’s white-blonde head appeared in her rearview. She glanced at Ian’s questioning expression, then at the Sheriff’s Office at the edge of town as they drove slowly by the parking lot. A deputy leaving the building caught Ian’s attention.

      Without comment, he rolled down the window and smelled the pine-scented air. Squinting in the sun, he blinked at the trees lining the road and decided he liked Wyoming in early November. He felt a sense of safety as they passed the Sheriff’s Office, and now in the forest, broken by an occasional dirt driveway or ranch house close to the road, he decided this place was different.

      Resting his arms on top of the door, he glanced at his mother. Wisps of pale blonde hair floated above the headrest, stirred by the breeze coming through his open window. She laughed at a family of squirrels running over and around a picnic table at a park they passed on the opposite side of the highway from the Sheriff’s Office, and he wished she would smile and laugh more often. He knew she would be happy here and wondered if she would wait for it or if she would run, though she didn’t call it that. ‘Adventure’ is what she told him when she picked him up at school and said they would be leaving whatever place they had been staying in. She tried to keep it a secret so he wouldn’t be distracted at school, but when he listened to his thoughts, he would know. The last couple of times, when she dropped him off at school for his final day there, he had told her he knew they were leaving. It wasn’t that she acted differently, or that he guessed, but rather the information just appeared in his mind.

      “I think we should stay. You’ll like it here. Maybe we can get a dog,” Ian said.

      Fiona glanced again at the mirror. She was used to Ian’s predictions, though it took her a while to realize it was his gift. At first, she thought it was her behavior he had picked up on, or that he was guessing. But when he proposed they take another highway, even though it was a little out of the way, or they stop at one restaurant or gas station over another, she did so. They always heard later of a closure due to an accident or extreme weather. By following Ian’s suggestion and not eating at a particular diner, they avoided being there when a distraught trucker opened fire on the patrons, killing three and wounding eight others. When he began to play with the silverware at restaurants, without touching them with his hands, she warned him not to do it where other people could see. Alone in hotel rooms or rented apartments, she allowed, and even encouraged, Ian to practice his telekinetic gift.

      Her grandmother had made a living reading tea leaves, cards, and palms, but her mother denied her gift by suppressing, with whatever drug was available, the communications from those who had passed over. Fiona refused to dwell on the night that, being as old as Ian, she had found her mother’s body, beaten and bloody. Her mother’s male companion for the week had been in prison. The visits from the family he had murdered in the home invasion that granted him twelve years in San Quentin wouldn’t leave her alone. In desperation, she confronted him. In a rage, he killed her. Fiona then lived with her grandmother until she graduated from high school, having earned scholarships that paid for her college education, including on-campus housing. Bridgett Casey, in the tradition of her Irish ancestors, tried to tutor Fiona in the mystic arts. For years Fiona refused, remembering how her mother had been tormented. Bridgett settled for Fiona’s acknowledgement of her psychometric gift. Fiona minimally developed the ability to learn about someone by holding an object the person had in his or her possession. This was her way to control the gift. If she didn’t want to know, she wouldn’t touch the object. Over time, she was able to utilize her talent by turning it on and off like a switch. It made her life easier to not be bombarded by images whenever she sat in a chair or picked up a used book.

      Fiona recognized the moment she became pregnant with Ian. There was an inherent connection between mother and child, and she knew whatever happened to the mother was known to the fetus. The connection was stronger between her and Ian. It was as if they had full conversations while he was in utero. She realized he would have the gift but didn’t know to what extent. So when he told her, ‘You’ll like it here’, she paid attention.

      Pulling over onto the shoulder of the road before the entrance to the Preserve, Fiona put the car in park, unbuckled her seatbelt, and turned to look at her son.

      “Ian, these people don’t know you. You can’t say things or move things when they’re around. Promise me you’ll keep your gift to yourself, and you won’t practice until we’re alone. Agreed?” Staring into pale blue eyes, the same as her own, she searched for compliance.

      Ian nodded. “Of course. Unless something really bad is going to happen.”

      “Of course,” she agreed. Turning forward, she put the car in gear and rolled slowly down the drive.
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      Shaun set the last box on the stack in the storage room adjacent to the studio. Since the original storage shed was torched in their mother’s attempts to destroy divorce papers, it had been a reminder of the betrayal of not only Darla but also Ray, their father’s oldest and best friend. He was glad when Carli made the demolition and construction of the studio a priority. The blackened husk of the storage shed had squatted like an open, oozing wound, destroying the peace and beauty of the Medicine Bow Preserve. The photography studio and storage room that now stood in its place was larger, more open, and less of a fire hazard with its block construction and steel roof. Wiping his hands on his jeans, he joined J.J. outside.

      “Anything else while I’m here?” he asked.

      Locking the door, then turning to begin the trek towards the lodge, J.J. shook his head. “Fiona should be arriving soon. Zach will be gone a while on the airport run, then taking the group from Cheyenne on a hike. Alyssa has the cabins to clean, and I believe it’s her turn for KP. You’re off today. Any plans?”

      Shaun tucked his fingers into the front pockets of his jeans. He glanced at the sky, nearly free of clouds, then his county vehicle in the parking lot. There were projects to complete on his house, errands he could take care of in town. “Nothing pressing,” he answered, wondering what he would do with his time.

      “Once Carli and Ethan leave, it will be like a ghost town around here. We have only one reservation, and that’s at the end of the week. You have, as always, a standing invitation for dinner. With Zach spending so much time doing work on cabin nine, and Alyssa studying, it might be a bit awkward to have Fiona and me staring at each other across the dining table.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. You might want to enjoy having the place nearly to yourself. In another couple of weeks, holiday vacationers will pack the lodge. Especially with the ideas Carli has to get more families to visit.”

      “Actually, I’m kind of excited about her plans. Samson has been doing well with learning how to drive. I even found a couple of sleighs for sale online. They might need some repair, but it’ll be fun to have him pull families around the Preserve.”

      They entered through the back door into the kitchen. In the oven, as promised, their breakfasts were kept warm. No one else was around, and the kitchen had been cleaned, so they sat on the stools at the island. Trading stories about folks they both knew who lived in and around Centennial was a ‘sharing of information’, not gossip. Or at least that’s what they agreed to call it. Rinsing their plates and loading them in the dishwasher, J.J. walked Shaun out the front door of the lodge.

      They both paused at the base of the steps to the veranda. J.J. searched the sheriff’s face. It was lined more than it used to be. He understood how the tragedies that befell the family over the last several months could drain even the hardiest of people. But it was more than just the trauma of first losing Bear on Wolf’s Ridge, then discovering Darla’s involvement in the plan, then Rutgers’s escape from prison, and Samantha’s second abduction by the man. He didn’t believe Darla’s death at the hands of Rutgers had much of an effect on Shaun’s current state, but J.J. guessed it was a culmination of everything. Ethan had mentioned his concern over Shaun’s drinking. To his own thinking, the man had a right to use whatever was available to him in order to attempt to make some sense out of the chaos his world had become.

      “So, tonight for dinner, to see Carli and Ethan off on their trip?”

      Shaun shrugged in the Tanner way. “Sure. Don’t count me in for lunch. There’s likely something just shy of turning in the fridge that needs to be eaten or tossed.”

      “Alright. Tonight then,” J.J. agreed.

      He waited while Shaun climbed into the Centennial Sheriff’s SUV and headed down the driveway before he turned toward the barn and the endless list of chores to be done there.

      With the cool fall temperatures, Shaun left his window rolled up. He glanced at the ceiling, then back out the windshield. It took him two months before he could get in his vehicle without looking at the front driver’s side tire, rolling down the window, and staring for long moments at the upholstered ceiling. The nightmares that plagued the hours he attempted to sleep had waned. If he thought about it enough, he didn’t know how long it would be before he completely recovered from being shot at by Ray and the subsequent roll down into the Canyon. His collarbone was healed but working on his house would give him an excuse to exercise his shoulder.

      Just as
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