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      “I need your help.”

      Deputy Sheriff Ellie Maxwell shook her head and continued her trudge up the hill. Wasn’t talking to yourself the first sign of madness? She sure felt crazy being out here after midnight.

      Her flashlight bobbed with each step. The narrow path had an incline not quite steep enough to be unmanageable. Tough going in daylight, right now she had to keep her gaze on the dirt in front of her while her mind swirled with the details of this case.

      No, it wasn’t a case.

      Yet.

      She needed Drew’s help, that was a fact. How else could she appeal to his nature? That small town, protect-the-little-guy thing in him would surely mean he jumped to help her. Right?

      Ellie said, “I need you,” to the night.

      No, that wasn’t better. In fact, it was probably worse. There was no way she could say that to Drew. Not now and not back when she was fifteen, when he’d been the untouchable bad boy in junior year. The guy she’d wished said, “Hi” to her in the hallway. But, of course, Drew never did.

      She could do this by herself.

      Maybe.

      It would be hard to keep the sheriff in the dark when he’d already told her to drop it. She couldn’t let it go, though. Not when she would always wonder what there was to find. She didn’t want to ask Drew for help, but she had to.

      People were being pressured to sell their homes when they didn’t want to. Bribed, coerced and roughed up until they signed their property over. Or the bank made it look like they’d been foreclosed on. One guy had been laid off for no good reason and more than one family had found themselves in financial hardship. Forced to leave town. Businesses closing down, while the neighboring one flourished.

      By themselves, it just looked like life in a small town. Altogether, it was a pattern.

      Someone was controlling the town.

      Ellie’s boot snagged a clump of dirt and she stumbled. Normally she loved hiking this trail, part of the state park just outside of town. Three miles long, from the parking lot on the side of Highway 23 to Lookout Point. The view of the valley from up there was amazing. Well worth the six-mile round trip.

      Tonight the ground was hard with frost, and the low clouds worried her enough maybe she should’ve checked the weather report. Was it going to snow? Hopefully not before she was back at home with hot chocolate and her favorite blanket pretending she didn’t have an investigation to look into. She had the second shift tomorrow, and she was looking forward to sleeping in.

      Some instinct she’d honed through years of being a deputy flared to life. Her torso shifted, halting her stride before she even realized part of her had registered...something. What?

      Ellie glanced around.

      An animal in the woods? There weren’t any other people out here tonight. Just her, and the man she needed to speak with. She’d have called on him at home, but she didn’t actually know where he lived. Which, considering her position with the sheriff’s department, was frankly kind of disturbing.

      Still, she knew Drew would be out here tonight, on the anniversary of his father’s death. At the place where his father had shot himself, and then jumped off Lookout Point to end it all, broken at the bottom of the cliff. She didn’t want to stomp on his grief with her own problems, but she needed to talk to him somewhere no one would see or hear them. They could set a time to meet later for coffee, when she’d explained the problem, and then she could lay out all the particulars.

      A twig cracked somewhere to her left, maybe a hundred feet out. Ellie stayed still. While her senses assessed the world around her for some sign of danger, her mind went over—again—all the reasons why she shouldn’t be out here.

      How else was she going to track him down?

      She had to do this.

      She listened as she walked on. Headed for the lookout at the end of the trail. The lone figure sat on a rock, something in his hand. Like a paper. The moon was behind the clouds, but it wasn’t pitch black. There was enough light to see.

      A horse shifted, taking a side step.

      Ellie smiled as she glanced over. Winter. No, he’d gotten that horse before sixth grade. This had to be Spring, Winter’s daughter.

      She heard the unmistakable slide of a gun being pulled from its holster. “It’s Deputy Maxwell.” A flashlight clicked on, destroying what night vision her eyes had achieved. Ellie put her hand up like a visor. “Lower that, will you?” She wanted to wince, not meaning to sound that snappy.

      “I could’ve shot you.” His voice rang out.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you.” The flashlight lowered and then bobbed while he stuffed whatever had been in his hand into his jacket pocket. “I need to talk to you, though.”

      That feeling intensified. The horse shifted again, then shook its head. Drew Turner crossed the expanse of the clearing and stroked the animal’s neck. “Easy.”

      Even watching them didn’t rid her of whatever caused the hair on the back of her neck to itch. She shifted her shoulders under the padded jacket she wore. Her hands were cold even inside her gloves. The only reason her feet weren’t cold was because she wore two pairs of socks inside the boots her dad had bought her for Christmas.

      As the former sheriff, her father knew how to keep warm during long shifts.

      “You’re a hard man to find.”

      “Apparently not that hard.” He glanced at the tree line beside the trail. A curl of hair peeked out from under his knit cap.

      “I need a minute of your time. I promise it won’t take long.”

      Drew glanced back. “Quick would be good.” He still held his gun loose in one hand, while the other continued stroking Spring. Because she was nervous…or he was?

      “I’m happy to pay your usual rates.” It wasn’t like the town could provide much work for a private investigator, right? There couldn’t be that many people who wanted evidence that their spouses were cheating on them. Besides, he didn’t even rent an office in town. A thought struck her then. What if he was homeless? “Or more, if you want.”

      “You can’t afford me.”

      “You don’t even know what the job is.”

      “I have enough going on right now.”

      Ellie thought back to the look on Sheila’s face when she and Brad had been escorted…no, evicted from their property. Ellie had been there as the deputy sheriff, to make sure the former residents obeyed the eviction notice and went peacefully—without destroying any of the property. Except Brad and Sheila had lived on that land for twelve years. They hadn’t been able to have kids. The land had been their legacy.

      And now they were gone from the town they called home.

      But not after Sheila had made that passionate plea to Ellie. Don’t let them do this to anyone else.

      Ellie needed Drew to look into this case—and any others like it—while she pretended like nothing was going on. The sheriff had advised her to let it go. Like Sheila’s words were nothing but the ramblings of a bitter person. Or so he’d assumed. And the woman had only been trying to manipulate Ellie’s feelings.

      Don’t let them do this to anyone else.

      She’d tried to find out why they were evicted, but on paper it appeared above board. They simply hadn’t paid their mortgage. Was that really what had happened? Why had Sheila looked so scared? Why had her husband looked to have recently been in a vicious fight? It also begged the question why Ellie cared so much about them when she barely managed to care about herself most days. She didn’t need to feel for the people she met through her job. If she felt this strongly for everyone she dealt with, she’d be overwhelmed by the pain.

      Instead, she kept a lid on any feelings. Too scared she would be dragged under the swell of her own pain. Drowned by the undertow.

      Drew took two steps and swung up on his horse. “Don’t stay out here too long. It’s gonna snow.”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “I have to get Spring tucked in for the night.”

      The care in his voice made her heart hitch. She steeled herself against it. “Then can you meet me for coffee, or something?”

      “In town? Like, where people will see us?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Like you don’t know? A deputy sheriff can hardly afford to be seen in public with someone like me.” He paused. “Until you need my help, that is.”

      He tugged on the reins and the horse shifted to the right. He was just going to leave her out here? It was almost eleven at night. What kind of gentleman did that? Especially when every instinct told her it wasn’t safe out here. Didn’t he feel that?

      “I can offer you something else,” she said. “If you don’t want money, what about information? Surely you can use a contact with access like mine. Information I can pass your way that will help you with cases.” So that wasn’t legal, but maybe it would get her his cooperation. She could figure out the particulars of the arrangement later.

      His teeth flashed, white in the darkness, and he actually laughed. “You know nothing about the kind of man I am, Eleanor. I could turn you in to the sheriff just for that.”

      Everyone called her Ellie, but her Mom had named her Eleanor. Just hearing it out loud stung. “Don’t call me Eleanor.” Her temper flared, warming her from the inside. “I thought you might like to do something good for this county. Maybe help some people. I guess I was wrong.”

      “I’ve got stuff going on.”

      Whatever that was, she didn’t care.

      A single gunshot rang out.

      The short scream escaped her mouth before she could pull it back. Her knee hit the frozen dirt, and she let out another cry. Head ducked. Pain sparking up her shin bone. She pulled her gun and scanned for the shooter even while she tried to figure out where to go. She needed cover. But she would also get shot if she made a run for it. Bullets were faster than she was.

      More gunshots sounded. A hunting rifle, but this was no sportsman.

      “Come on!”

      The horse came close. She heard the animal before she saw it and scrambled out of the way. Drew’s gloved hand appeared in front of her face.

      “Get on.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She slapped her hand up against his forearm. They clasped wrists, and he pulled her up. Eleanor climbed on behind him and slid her arms around his waist. He kicked Spring with his heels.

      The horse shot between two trees, headed for home. Spring knew the way between here and his cabin well enough he hardly needed to direct her. But he kept a good hold on the reins anyway. His way of saying, “I’m here with you.” The only thing that worked. That helped his horse keep her cool while bullets flew.

      The worst time for a horse to freak was the second he needed her to help him keep his cool.

      Eleanor’s arms tightened around his bulky jacket. The deputy sheriff was stronger than she looked. Not that he’d been looking…except that one time she’d been choosing tomatoes in the grocery store. Her indecisiveness had been cute then. Now she was back to annoying him like the rest of the local law officers.

      Drew thought he remembered her from high school. He had this one particular memory he thought for sure was her, but couldn’t be sure. Most of the time, he tried to forget that time of his life. The same way he tried to keep a good distance between himself and the county’s finest. It made for a much more solid state of mind when he didn’t have to pretend they were doing a good job.

      Thankfully the rifle fire had stopped. Drew didn’t let Spring slack off on her pace though. She would, too. The horse was lazy most of the time—which was why he had to bring her on long rides in the cold just to get her out of her comfort zone.

      He blew out a breath, and it puffed white in the cold night air. He’d have to interrupt Spring’s journey home to circle back to the parking lot where the deputy had probably left her vehicle. It would be warmer to head to his cabin and then drive her in his truck. After he dropped her off, he could go hunting.

      Five minutes later, Spring began to slow. That momentary rush of energy was gone, and she was back to her usual unmotivated self. He wanted to smile but had to face the fact that this sheriff’s deputy had almost been killed in front of him. It didn’t sit right, regardless of who had been the target.

      “Someone trying to kill you?”

      “They aren’t very good at it if they are.”

      That depended on the kind of equipment the person had access to. They probably would have hit her if they’d had a heat scope.

      “Maybe they were trying to kill you.”

      Drew pressed his lips together. “Or trying to scare you. Or me.”

      “Maybe both of us.”

      “Maybe.” He wasn’t so sure about that. It wasn’t like they knew each other. He hadn’t known she would be there tonight, but she seemed to have known he would be. Nor had he known she would show up at the spot where his father had thrown himself off Lookout Point in order to commit suicide. How could anyone have known they’d both be there together?

      That meant it was more likely that he had been the target.

      She said, “I’m glad they didn’t hit Spring.”

      “You know my horse’s name?”

      “Winter was her mother, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” How did she know that?

      “She chewed through your fence that one time. Wandered into town. My dad found her eating the flowers at the church.”

      He remembered that. “That must have been fifteen years ago.” Long enough he’d lived several lifetimes since then. Or at least it felt that way, when he had to force his aching body out of bed in the morning. He was pushing thirty, but only barely. Why did he feel so old most of the time?

      Spring headed for the back of his cabin. Probably because the barn was where her feed box was located. He tugged on the reins before the open door and said, “Hop off, yeah?”

      Eleanor did as he asked, and Drew took care of his horse. When he shut the barn door he found the deputy in the same spot, except she now had one foot out. Tapping the dirt. Working herself up to some kind of argument he wasn’t going to like.

      “Do you have an open case right now that might make someone target you?”

      Not what he’d been expecting. “Right now, no.”

      “So you have in the past.” She tipped her head to the side. “Jealous husband?”

      Was that all she thought he did? He’d been right, she really had no clue what his job entailed. She thought he was just a regular private investigator. Most people saw what they wanted to see. Thought what they wanted to think, too swayed by emotion to see the truth right in front of their faces.

      “I’ll get the keys to my truck. Take you back to your car.”

      Hopefully it would start tonight. He should’ve replaced it two years ago, but he’d had expenses then and was almost done saving for a new one now. One more contract and he would have enough to buy the vehicle he really wanted.

      The deputy followed him around to the front door of his cabin. She stood peering inside while he retrieved his truck keys from the kitchen counter.

      When he wandered back to her, she said, “Huh.”

      Did he really care that the inside of his house was not what she was expecting? Not really. Part of him might want to know what she had going on that she thought he could help with. Professional curiosity, he’d call it. The rest of him didn’t want to have any time for someone who made judgments about people like that.

      It’d been happening all his life.

      He’s the kid whose father killed himself.

      Obviously didn’t love him enough to stick around.

      The bad kid.

      The rough kid.

      Those labels were hard to shake. Even he believed them sometimes—and that would be all the time if it weren’t for the couple who’d taken him in. The job he’d found. The life he had made away from this town, where no one knew his reputation.

      That time was enough to store him up for when he came home and had to face the side-looks and glances. He still wore a leather jacket, though the one he had now was different than the one he’d worn in high school. The motorcycle was on blocks in one corner of the barn.

      The deputy gasped and brushed past him into the living room. Drew glanced at the ceiling, then flung the front door shut. What on earth was up with this woman? “I kinda thought you’d want to go.”

      “This is…it’s a North picture.” Her voice sounded breathy. “I’ve never seen this one. It’s beautiful.” She glanced at him, a look of awe on her face. “My best friend runs this gift shop in town, and she sells North pictures. I have three of them in my house.”

      A smile tugged at his lips. He didn’t want to soften at her appreciation of his artwork, a photo of Lookout Point where she’d found him just a short time ago. A reminder to not let one event in the past define him.

      A place where they’d been shot at.

      “Did you forget you could’ve died a minute ago?”

      “I didn’t know I’d end up here.” She shot him a smile. “But it was worth it just to see this. How much did you pay for it?”

      “Come on.” Drew went back to the front door, where he waited for her to join him. “I’ll drive you back to your car.”

      Then he could go figure out who’d been shooting at them. Her. Him. It wasn’t a them and never would be. This woman wasn’t going to look past what she thought she knew to see the truth.

      None of them ever did.

      She seemed to suddenly realize she was in his house. Acting like something other than what she was—a professional. A sheriff’s deputy. She nodded. “Of course.” Then glanced around awkwardly. Out the front window.

      Her eyes flared.

      “There’s someone outside.”
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      “Get away from the window.”

      He sounded exasperated.

      Ellie was already moving. Why he was exasperated, she didn’t know. She touched her shoulder to the wall beside the window and peered out. Gun drawn. She reached back and slid her cell phone out of her back pocket. “No signal.”

      “I know. That’s the way I like it.”

      “So how do we call for help?”

      He frowned at her, then moved to the hall, calling back, “We are the help, remember?”

      “I am.” Ellie pressed her lips together. He was a private investigator in a small town. She was the local law.

      He reappeared, holding a rifle. “I’ll be back in a sec.”

      “Hold up.” But he was already headed for the back door. “We can work together. Flush this guy out.”

      He twisted the lock and pulled the back door open. “There’s a landline in the kitchen. Call it in.”

      Then he was gone.

      She wanted to run after him, but he was right. The first thing she needed to do was call for backup. She had only her personal weapon on her. She wasn’t on duty, the sheriff himself was on shift tonight. He would get the call. Ellie didn’t especially want to see the look on his face when he showed up and she had to tell him why she was with Drew. Or that shots had been fired because of her.

      Could have been an animal she had seen outside. Though, that didn’t account for the gunshots.  Would that be the first thing he said, another attempt to explain away her ideas? She didn’t want Drew to get in an altercation with whoever was outside, but it would validate the call she was about to make if he did find a shooter.

      Ellie hung her head. She wanted to pray but that part of her life was as dry as the rest. Nothing but frozen dirt. Hard. Unfeeling.

      The way she needed it to be.

      She dialed the number.

      “Malvern County Sheriff.” After hours, calls were routed straight to the on-call cell phone.

      “Yes, sir. It’s me.” Ellie didn’t hesitate to explain the situation and give the sheriff her location.

      Silence. It lasted a few seconds, and then he said, “Are you going⁠—”

      The living room window shattered, the sound of a gunshot going off like a firecracker. She ducked as instinct flared. “Shots fired.”

      She hung up.

      Of course he would have figured out why she was talking to Drew. At least, he knew her well enough to know she didn’t go on dates. The only reason she’d be meeting with a male—or anyone—this late at night was if it were about work. Maybe she could just tell him she’d gone for a walk.

      Ellie headed out back, skirting the outside of the house to the front lawn. Most of it had been graveled. She stopped and silence greeted her.

      A distinctly male grunt echoed in the quiet, then the sound of a struggle. She ran toward it, not wanting to think what someone like Drew was capable of doing. Okay, so she was making assumptions. But if he’d wanted to be a police officer, he could’ve been. Right? Instead he’d decided to color outside the lines as a private investigator.

      What would he do now?

      She found them rolling across the ground. A rifle had been dropped, or discarded. She picked it up and held it with one hand, her own weapon in the other.

      The two men hit a tree.

      He rose up and laid a vicious punch in Drew’s gut, then started to climb to his feet. Drew doubled over, gasping. Ellie planted her left foot, swung her other leg around and kicked the guy in the head.

      He fell to the ground.

      “You okay?”

      Drew nodded, sucking in breaths. He climbed to his feet and they hauled the unconscious man between them, back over to the cabin where they deposited him on the porch. Drew disappeared inside, then came back with a plastic zip tie which he used to secure the guy.

      “Did you shoot out the window, or did he?” She motioned to it.

      Drew winced. “I’m just glad it didn’t hit you.”

      Way to not answer the question. She said, “I called the sheriff.”

      How long it would take him to get there, she didn’t know. It was a big county and he could be on the other side of it. Responding to a call. Waiting for speeding vehicles on the highway. Taking a nap. Nights like these were always quiet.

      Drew crouched to go through the man’s pockets. Wallet. Phone. She lifted the wallet and looked at the guy’s driver’s license. “Warren Shade. He’s a local, according to the address. You know him?”

      Drew shook his head. “You?”

      “I don’t think so, but I’ll run his name when I get back to the office. Find out who he is.” She rifled through the wallet. “Apart from a guy who had a dentist appointment four months ago.”

      She could get a ride with the sheriff back to her car. Or he could just drop her in town and she could have Laney drive her to retrieve it tomorrow morning. Her best friend wouldn’t mind, and Ellie could talk to her about that North photo Drew had in his living room.

      She glanced at her watch and saw the sheriff pull into the drive out the corner of her eye. She lifted the same hand and waved so he knew where they were. In her other hand she still held the rifle. “This yours?”

      Drew looked at the rifle, then her. “It’s his. I’ll have to grab mine.”

      “Why don’t you do that now?”

      He shot her a look, but she pretended it was too dark to see it. How could she know what it was supposed to mean? The same look he’d given her in the hallway freshman year, when he’d smiled and said, “hi” to her. It hadn’t meant he wanted to know her. Far from it. She’d been practically invisible to him the rest of the time.

      Since then she’d lived through the worst relationship ever—one that had ended in tragedy. Ellie wasn’t going to let another person cause her that much pain. Not again.

      The sheriff looked from Drew to her as he made his way over. No time to let her thoughts drift, even if she’d desperately wanted to distract herself.

      Thankfully Drew was out of earshot when Burgess asked, “This the guy who couldn’t hit you?” He waved at the unconscious man on the ground.

      “I’m not sure who he was aiming at.” She folded her arms. “But neither Drew nor I are hurt, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Yes, she was being defensive. Was it her fault?

      Maybe.

      Still, he didn’t need to dismiss every idea she had. Or never compliment her the way he did the two other deputies. He even bought their receptionist and dispatcher, Barbara, pastries. Ellie’s father had been the sheriff before him, and so apparently that meant she wasn’t deserving of basic respect.

      She’d tried earning it, but he’d basically laughed at her attempts to make more effort. And yes, she was kind of whining about her job. But she’d had a bad night of getting shot at and then taking her frustration out on the guy whose help she needed—someone who could investigate this case outside of official channels.

      “Wanna tell me why he has a knot on his head?”

      “I kicked him.”

      “And you’re certain he’s the one who shot at you?” The sheriff straightened to his full height. Probably taking pleasure at the fact he could look down his nose at her. She didn’t want to believe that was it. He said, “You told me you were over at Lookout Point. You really think he followed you all the way here just to try again?”

      “I think someone doesn’t want me looking into why Sheila and Brad were forced out of their home.” It had to be connected. She didn’t believe in coincidences and coming out here tonight had been about finding out what was happening in town.

      “It was an eviction, Maxwell. That happens when you don’t pay your mortgage.”

      Ellie pressed her lips together.

      The look on his face wasn’t good. Like she was unhinged, and he was thinking about taking her to a doctor.

      Maybe he should. Sometimes she thought she might be going crazy.
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      Both of their bodies were tense. Waves of frustration Drew could almost see, even from this distance. He slung the rifle across his back, then flipped the strap so it lay flat on his shoulder.

      Was the shooting about him? He’d certainly made enemies in his line of work, that couldn’t be denied. It was the nature of taking undercover cases from the feds.

      The scope of his career went far beyond the boundaries of this county, despite what Eleanor might think. Someone could have traced him here. Though he took steps to remain as below the radar as he could.

      He lived in the cabin he’d grown up in—the one he went to after his father had jumped to his death—even though they kept his name off the lease. Having emotional ties at all was dangerous, but God had given him favor. This far. The house was in Alma and Eric’s names, and they were enjoying life in a Florida retirement community. Drew visited them as often as he could.

      He thanked God right then that this guy who’d shot at him and Ellie hadn’t tried the same thing down south. Alma and Eric might have gotten hurt.

      If things changed here and someone had come seeking vengeance for something, he would find out soon enough.

      He couldn’t help wonder about the paper in his pocket. Did this have to do with the letter he’d found in his father’s things? Yet more proof that nothing good came from being nostalgic. He’d found the box while he’d been clearing out his storage unit. A bunch of his father’s old stuff. A pair of boots, a hat. Papers. A photo album full of grainy black and white images of men in uniform…and one wedding photo.

      Drew gritted his teeth but didn’t want to think about the woman his father had been hung up on. Though if she hadn’t died, then his dad wouldn’t have knocked up someone else. That woman hadn’t stayed either. She’d chosen to leave Drew and his father.

      But the grass wasn’t greener somewhere else. Anyone who thought that was kidding themselves because they couldn’t see the good to be found right where you were. If you had no contentment, then you couldn’t have peace or joy. Or real love. Or a home to call your own.

      That was how he knew Alma and Eric had saved him. They’d lived out God’s love in his life, passing on that gift of belonging. Finding peace and contentment. He’d taken all that on board when he accepted Christ into his life.

      Drew headed for the deputy and her boss. Squared off against each other over the unconscious man. Drew had nearly cheered when she kicked the guy. And she hadn’t even seen the knife he’d been about to kill Drew with.

      What would he have done with it after he’d finished Drew? Would he have gone after her?

      A shudder ran through Drew that had nothing to do with the cold.
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