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To Two Bear Air and Silver Valley Search & Rescue. You guys are the real deal. Thank you for all the work you do in the Bitterroot Mountains.
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Chapter One
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With her camera in hand, Sierra Anston left the snack table full of pretty desserts to sit down at an empty table in the back of the venue out of the way of the guests. The last thing she needed was someone to find her crashing a wedding.

The simple and sweet celebration had drawn her in. It was rare to find such a gentle touch of femineity and outdoorsy that went well together. Most of her wedding jobs were over the top. Everyone wanted to be the center of attention, from the brides to the mothers to the rich fathers using their daughters' weddings as a setting for business deals. Most of the wedding jobs she got came recommended by her family to throw around the Anston name, and they weren't family-oriented occasions like this.

Sierra watched the happy couple, the bride in a beautiful green gown and the husband in a darker forest-green dress shirt and brown jeans. She smiled. The bride chose a sensible pair of sneakers for the day.

The best part of the entire wedding ceremony was the dogs, who stayed close to the couple. More specifically, the bride held their attention. The rottweiler sported a brown bow tie, while the chocolate lab wore a pretty green bow.

A girl in a pink frilly dress plopped down in the chair beside Sierra. 

The child squirmed, rubbing her back against the chair. Sierra watched her curiously.

The girl glanced at Sierra. "Are all fancy dresses itchy and uncomfortable? I hate this."

"Sometimes." She eyed the girl's attire. Whoever picked it out had gone overboard. They dressed the kid in a style that would have been cuter on a much younger child.

"It's ugly, right?" The girl's nose wrinkled, lifting her pink glasses. "My mom made me wear it. I like your dress better."

"It itches, too." Sierra leaned closer to the girl. "Truthfully, I'd rather be wearing sweats and a t-shirt."

"Me too." The girl giggled, looking at Sierra's camera. "That's a humongous camera. I've never seen one that fancy."

"Really?" Sierra eyed her brown leather-covered gold camera with its matching neck strap. She showed the girl the customized lens cover with the title of her website, Sierra's Snapshots.

Seeing the girl's awe, Sierra walked her through how to use the device and let her take some photos.

"Let's take a selfie." The child eagerly leaned close to Sierra.

Laughing, Sierra posed with the kid, taking some silly photos. She got into her camera bag to fish out a business card. She handed it to the girl. "Here you go. Have your parents contact me, and I'll forward the pictures to you."

With the biggest grin, the girl tucked the card into her phone case, between the cell and the silicone cover. "Thanks. My name is Nikki, and I have two K's and two I's."

"I love your name. Mine is Sierra."

The music changed to an upbeat melody, and Nikki perked up. "I'm going to find my dad and see if he wants to dance with me."

Sierra warmed. The girl was darling.

Nikki eyed the dance floor and groaned. "I'm stealing Dad away from that lady. She's too ug-faced for him."

"Ug-faced?"

"You know, ugly face," drawled Nikki.

Sierra bit back a snort of laughter at the girl's spunk as she ran off. She caught a glimpse of the child stealing a man wearing jeans and a blazer away from a woman before she lost them in the crowd. The rejected woman stomped off to talk to a plain-dressed couple near the east door.

The idea of a father-daughter dance warmed Seirra's heart. Wishing she'd had such a relationship with her father as a child, she found the little girl's shoes between the other legs on the dance floor. She was standing on her daddy's feet. She raised the camera lens, drawn to the sparkly pink dress shoes on top of a pair of big men's dress boots. Unable to resist, she captured the moment. The music changed. Sierra set the camera down as the dancing feet were cut off from view.

Drawn across the room, she shivered. The ug-faced woman glared at someone on the dance floor.

"Sierra." A nasally voice sent chills down her spine. 

Without turning, she knew her Uncle Jerry would find fault with her crashing a wedding in his hotel.

He cleared his throat.

"Yes, Uncle Jerry?" She turned to her uncle, a man whose vibes screamed that he wanted to rub elbows with the rich but would never succeed. Her family came from money, but his rotten personality was worse than his sense of style.

He narrowed his beady eyes. "Why are you working for others when I told you to focus on the job I gave you? I wanted all new photos of my hotel, shot day and night."

On day three of her stay, Sierra wanted to flatten the place into rubble. Sierra resisted the urge to snap at her uncle. It wouldn't end well for her.

"Uncle Jerry, the weather wasn't cooperating. I have nearly all the photos taken. I'm here killing time, not taking another job. Is there something wrong with sitting here enjoying a beautiful wedding reception instead of possibly falling asleep in my room due to boredom because you can't control the weather?" She kept her tone polite and soft. Anything else risked his wrath.

Her uncle clenched his perfect-as-money-could-buy teeth. "Sierra, I expect those photos by the end of the week, or you won't get paid. You have two days."

She bristled. Again, her family had unreal expectations of her. 

"Uncle Jerry, unless you can get the weather to cooperate, you'll only have a few outside photos of the hotel. I finished everything inside and have the daylight photos. I'm now waiting for a night when it's not raining like crazy. As soon as the storm passes, I'll take the photos. I need the ones at night, and you are having me do this at the worst possible time of year. If you waited a month or two, I could have completed this job by now."

He grumbled under his breath. Sierra never failed to tick him off with her existence alone, much less if things failed to go along with his plan. She watched him storm out the south door without a word. No doubt, he revoked her continental breakfast. If Uncle Jerry got real petty, he'd turn the hot water off to the cheap room he stuck her with, calling it part of her payment for the job.

He wasn't above scamming her out of the piddly cash she worked for.

Sierra got to her feet only to notice the little girl's phone left on the table. She glanced around and found the child with a plain-clothed couple at the east door. A soft laugh escaped her. The ug-face woman must have gone over to the parents to tattle on the child getting in her way.

She picked up the cell and carried it over to Nikki. The woman bristled, glaring at Sierra. "Whatever you want, we don't care. Go away."

Tired of her uncle's and the perfect strangers' attitudes, Sierra approached the woman and discretely held the phone out to Nikki, who snatched it. 

Then she looked the woman in the eyes. "Ma'am, you're blocking the door. Move."

Nikki clamped a hand over her mouth. The little girl backed up, pleased but afraid to vocalize her amusement.

The man glanced behind them at the door. "Sorry, we didn't realize we were blocking the door." 

His gaze went to her earrings, necklace, camera, and watch. The man appeared to size her up, judging her on her apparent wealth.

"Excuse me." Sierra's firm tone got the couple out of her way, allowing her to leave the wedding she wasn't invited to. At least she managed to return the kid's phone without drawing attention to the child's blunder.

Sierra knew from experience what pushy, controlling parents were like. If she dared to lose something they paid good money for, she'd never hear the end of it. She hoped Nikki's parents were kinder than hers because she wouldn't wish her childhood on anyone else.
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Chapter Two
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The rain finally stopped a little after two in the morning. Wide awake after a ridiculously early wake-up, Sierra passed by the near-empty bar to find the bartender annoyed with a straggler. She would have ignored the situation and let the guards handle it if she hadn't recognized the man's face.

What was John Crane, the sworn enemy of the Anston family, doing in an Anston-owned hotel? The way he swayed on the stool, he seemed drunk while showing off something in his wallet, probably another black credit card.

She was already in a bad mood because of her uncle's treatment, so she approached the man. "John?"

He turned to her and squinted. "Sierra?"

"What are you doing?" She stepped up only to spot what he flaunted. Her gaze landed on a photo of Nikki holding a cat, a bright smile on her face.

"Have I ever shown you a picture of my daughter?" John let out a yawn.

The bartender glanced from Sierra to John and back to her. "If you know him, you deal with him. If not, I'll have him arrested."

Conflicted, Sierra would have typically abandoned John. Still, the little girl from earlier had dug her way into her heart because of her spunk. With a groan, she grabbed John by the arm. "Let's talk about your daughter as we walk to my room."

"Isn't Nikki the prettiest little girl? Look at her smile." John blathered on about his daughter the entire walk and elevator ride back to her room.

She got him to the bed. He turned to her with a confused expression on his handsome face. "Whoa, I don't drunk take girls to hotels."

"Well, I don't normally take drunk men to my room."

"Drunk?" He made a face. "I don't like drinks. I don't like the taste."

She raised a brow. The man before her had a few too many. He couldn't even focus his eyes. "John, tell me that in the morning when you wake up with a killer hangover. However, I'm busy with work and can't babysit you. So you can sleep it off in my room alone." She pressed her hands against his chest, giving him a push.

John fell back onto the mattress. Before she could fully recognize the firmness of his torso, he let out a snore.

Heat crept into her face. She bristled. What was she thinking? 

John Crane was a menace to the Anstons. She should've let the bartender call the police.

Frustrated with herself, she pulled the boots off his feet that she'd seen Nikki step on for their dance and set them on the floor before she dragged his legs into the bed. Satisfied he'd stay on the mattress, she backed out of the room, letting it lock behind her.

With her mind cluttered with thoughts of both John and her demanding family, she went outside and took pictures of the hotel at night, which had pretty reflections of the lights on the damp concrete. She even took her rental car around the large tourist lake to try and get some nice shots of Alice-way Lake.

In love with the lights and wet pavement, she drove around town, stopping to get pics in the dark. Out long enough to see the sunrise, she continued getting beautiful shots of Dually-Idaho at dawn.

She preferred the small-town feel of the original town as opposed to the newer addition of Alice-way—a newer sub-city built within the city limits. Despite being one town, Dually-Idaho and Alice-way were split down the center, with her uncle's hotel sitting on the Alice-way side. The location would have been perfect to set roots down, offering small-town living with city shopping— if the Anston family hadn't dug their claws and ruined the area. 

She refused to live close to her family. She wanted freedom from their authoritarian personalities.

The long night caught up with her, she stopped at the hotel for breakfast. Denied service per the orders of her uncle, she childishly hoped a disgruntled employee would spit in her uncle's food for her. 

Irritated because her uncle was petty and unfair toward her, she drove to a cute bakery in the older part of town.

Dually Sweet Bakery offered freshly baked delights and coffee acclaimed to be the best in the state. The scent of the place left her hungrier than when she walked in. As the day's first customer, she took her time to review the options.

Recalling John asleep in her room, she softly groaned. If she returned to the hotel, then she probably had to feed him, too. "I'll have two of the following— the local's favorite coffee, coffee cake, chocolate maple log, and chocolate muffin."

The brown-haired man with hazel eyes behind the counter chuckled. "That'll be just a minute."

"No problem. The man who gets some of that doesn't deserve the food." She blew out her breath, thinking of the task ahead.

The man glanced at her. "Did you fight with your boyfriend?"

She shrugged. "I'm in a mood and dealing with someone I don't like who got drunk at a wedding last night. I'm hoping the coffee will fix his hangover, and he can leave my sight."

"It can't hurt to try the coffee. Just give me a minute to get this all together." While he worked, the clerk hummed a country melody she couldn't place but sounded familiar.

He set both coffees in a cardboard carrier and placed the food in a white box. "The straws are in with the napkins. I hope you have a good day."

"Thank you." She accepted her purchases.

Back at the hotel, she spotted her smug uncle in the lobby. She sniffed the box she held. "Hmm, this smells better than the standard free continental breakfast that my heartless uncle won't let me eat from his hotel after making me stay out all night in the cold and improperly paying me— a professional photographer."

Her uncle snorted in a pig-like fashion. "Stop being so sour and just get me the photos."

"Hopefully, I wasn't so tired, cold, and hungry that they weren't all ruined." She stomped past him.

Angry because he expected fast and perfect results for little to nothing, she went to her room and found John still asleep. Dividing the food in half, she sat at the small table with her laptop to get to work.

A groan drew her from sorting out the edited hotel pictures she chose to hand over to her uncle. She turned to John to find him frozen, staring at her, clueless.

"Did...?" He paused, swallowing hard.

"Did I save you a trip to jail because you were drunk at the bar? Yes. Did I bring you up to my room and push you down onto the bed while I went out to take night pictures of the hotel until morning? Yes."

He gawked at her.

"Calm down. I only helped you because I met your daughter Nikki yesterday."

"Yesterday?" He pulled out his phone to check it. "Uh, the wedding was yesterday? I barely remember it. Did I introduce you to my daughter?"

"Of course not. I was working for my uncle and crashed the reception to take pictures of the food." She brought up a selfie of her and Nikki together. "Your daughter came over and sat beside me. We talked, and she wanted to play with my camera. I was happy to take a few photos of us together for her. I gave her my business card and told her to have her parents email me for them." She leaned back in the uncomfortable wooden chair. "If I would've known you were her father..."

She left the rest unsaid.

John got up. He took unsteady steps toward her, leaned down, and checked the image. "Nikki's shy. She doesn't normally approach people."

"Maybe she sensed we were kindred spirits. We both prefer T-shirts and sweats over dresses. She was sweet. You two danced together. Or, I think it was you. All I could see were your feet. Did you drink enough to forget an entire day?"

He ran a hand through his dark brown hair, disheveling what he usually kept neat. "How was I even drunk? I'm not fond of alcohol. I never go to bars. I would've only drank pop or water at the party."

"I don't know what to tell you, but drunk John sits at the hotel bar, pulls out his wallet, and gushes over his daughter to strangers. The picture of her holding the cat is the only reason I let you sleep it off in my room." She brought up the photographs of him dancing with his daughter—specifically, his boots dancing with her party shoes. "It was cute, I couldn't resist. I planned on sending it with the package of selfies your daughter took with my camera. She was fascinated with it." When he continued to stare at her, she added, "I wasn't taking random pictures of your daughter. They were taken for her."

"I never assumed anything." He sniffed. "Coffee and chocolate?"

She pointed to the other cup. "That half of the food and drinks is yours. It might be a little cold now."

He took the cup. "Dually Sweet Bakery, good stuff. They run Café on Wheels. They have the same coffee at both places. My brother Sam has us all hooked on their coffee. I buy the beans in bulk. He's the one whose wedding reception was yesterday." He took a sip only to frown her way. "How'd you know what I get?"

"Don't flatter yourself. I have no idea what you like. I got the local special, times two."

Sierra packaged all the photos for John while he savored his drink. "Give me your email."

He slid a business card on the table in front of her. "What do I owe you for the save?"

"Nothing. I wasn't using the bed. My stupid uncle forced me up before two in the morning. He had me go outside to take pictures of his dumb hotel for far below my typical pay, without credit, calling the free room a part of my salary. Because the weather wasn't good for photos and I had the night ones left, he cut off my continental breakfast, probably banning me from eating anything under his roof." She took a large bite of her chocolate donut. "Ask me if I'm sour."

John bristled. He lowered his gaze to the box of food in front of him. "How often does your family take advantage of your services?"

She took a moment to chew and swallow before answering him. "It's the story of my life. I didn't become powerful or successful, so I'm a pawn with a pretty face to show off. I have to look the part. You should know how things in our circles run, John Crane of Flying Crane. You dabble in the same stuff my family does— real estate, finance, horses, boats, planes, investments, and all that boring junk I prefer to avoid."

"We have a different opinion. Family shouldn't treat family like that." He stared at her with pity, not an expression she'd thought to see from the man who always scowled her way. "You've got an excellent poker face. Please remind me never to play against you. I never would have known you were suffering. You were always Little Miss Perfect whenever I've seen you."

Not surprised by his opinion of her, Sierra sighed. "I was raised to be Little Miss Perfect, as you called me. I couldn't be anything less."

An urgent fist beat on her door. She knew without question who knocked.

"Sierra, where's the photos? You're working like a slug. I don't pay you for this. I want them within the hour, or you won't get a cent from me." Uncle Jerry banged once more on the door as if to threaten her without words.

John took a step toward the entrance. Sierra pitched herself to the side to grab his sleeve. She shook her head and held her finger to her lips. 

Then, she shouted, "Uncle Jerry, your internet is lagging. The email has failed to go through three times. Do you have sufficient space for the package of pictures?"

"Are you telling me it won't go through? How many emails do I need to delete this time?" His angry stomps retreated away.

John's gaze locked on the doorway. "Why didn't you let me open the door?"

"And what, have him see my family's enemy in my room? Do you know that they call you that? John Crane is the number one enemy of the Anston family, always swooping in, stealing deals they were gunning for. I risked a lot saving you from a night in jail. Do not make me have to listen to lectures from everyone about having helped the notorious John Crane." She let him go. "Besides, my uncle is awful with managing his inbox and overstretches his reach while trying to make more money. I just gained myself half a day to a day without seeing him. Once I finish this job, I'm out of here. I'll go somewhere else, find clients who need a photographer, and hope my family doesn't contact me for anything else for a while."

"Have you tried telling them all no?"

"Have you ever tried talking to my family? Nothing gets through to them. Everything has to be their way or no way." She checked the time on her computer—barely seven-thirty. "Now would be a good time to sneak you out of here. I'll walk you out."

She packed his share of breakfast and escorted him out, only to find police in the lobby. "I wonder what happened."

"No idea. Maybe your uncle had more than a few email issues." John muttered under his breath, just loud enough for her to hear.

She lightly smacked his shoulder. "Funny. Okay, you should go before he catches you here."

"John Crane?" An officer stepped up, cuffs in hand. "We'd like you to come to the station to talk."

"About what?" John glanced at the handcuffs. "Can you tell me why you're threatening to arrest me?"

The officer scoffed. "You know what you did."

Sierra wouldn't put it past her uncle to pull a stunt—such as arrest their mortal enemy on a petty charge. If she vouched for John, her uncle might get in trouble for a false report. She wouldn't mind a bit if karma came back to bite him. "I want to know too. John isn't taking a step until you tell us. We know our rights."

Another officer sighed. "John Crane, you are suspected of kidnapping your daughter and ex-wife yesterday."

"Wait, what?" All color drained from John's face. He dropped his breakfast. "What happened to my daughter?"

"John wouldn't do that to his daughter. What time did you say it was?" Sierra bristled. She might not like John, but having lived with her family, she prided herself on her instincts regarding liars and crooks, and John was neither.

The first cop stared down his nose at Sierra. "Six-fifteen, a report came in that someone saw somebody matching John Crane's description dragging his ex-wife and daughter away in a white pickup."

"That's fake. It has to be. For one, John was dancing with his daughter at that time. I have photos to prove it." Sierra crossed her arms, ticked off. "Someone isn't telling the truth."

She wouldn't put it past her uncle to create false charges filled with lies, but kidnapping his kid seemed to be a risky story, not something he could wiggle his way out of. If not her uncle, then somebody fibbed. "That was moments after I spoke with Nikki. I'm a photographer. I thought the moment of the father-daughter dance was sweet, and I couldn't resist capturing them. I didn't leave the party until a quarter to seven."

John put his hand on Sierra's shoulder. "And my white truck is in the shop for repairs. I met my ex-wife, her boyfriend, and my daughter at the hotel for the wedding. I brought my red truck here. It's new. I've only had it a couple of days. That report is false."

"We still have to address it." Stated the second officer.

"Hold on, let me call my daughter's cell." John got out his phone and dialed.

A phone rang from the front counter. John frowned, hung up, and dialed again, causing the same ringtone to go off. "Why is my daughter's cell..." He grabbed his shirt, pained. "Where is my daughter?"

"I handed her phone back to her at quarter to seven. Her mother got in my face with an attitude. They were blocking the east door. Nikki was with her mother, who was with a man, probably her boyfriend. I quietly passed the phone to Nikki because I remember being a kid and losing my phone once. I got into major trouble with lectures on responsibilities." Sierra rested her hand on John's shoulder. "My business card should be under the silicone case. I had let her take a few pictures and gave her the card so her parents could email me for them."

One of the officers retrieved the cell, bringing it back in an evidence bag. "So I'll find your fingerprints on here?"

"Yes, sir. She had left it on the table to dance with John, so I passed it to her when I noticed she'd stopped dancing and went to her mother when I was ready to leave. You'll find my fingerprints on the phone and my business card inside the case where Nikki put it so she wouldn't lose it." Seirra answered firmly. 

She had nothing to hide.

"We'll still need to talk to you two down at the police station while we get the footage from the hotel." A female officer motioned to the doors. "Ma'am, would you come with me?"

"Of course. My uncle owns this hotel. He has a state-of-the-art security system inside and out—he tells everyone. I'd help you with that, but I don't work here. I was here to take photos of the hotel and planned to leave shortly for more work." Sierra turned to John. 

He did not look well. She'd never seen anyone look so heartbroken.

"John, let's cooperate so we can get this over quickly. The sooner they're done questioning us, the faster they'll find Nikki. Right now, our focus should be on figuring out what happened."

He turned to her. The confusion and worry hung deep in his eyes. "I don't remember yesterday at all. You said I was drunk, but I never drink alcohol. If I was that drunk, wouldn't I have a hangover? Why don't I remember anything about yesterday? Somebody took my daughter, and I can't remember a thing."

"What did you drink at the wedding reception?" An officer grabbed John's arm.

"Pop or water. I'm not fond of the taste of alcohol. I never even went out drinking with my friends when I was younger." John walked with the officer. "I lost my father when I was young, and I had four younger siblings who needed me to be the man of the house. I never let loose and would never try it around my daughter. I have eighty percent custody of my daughter. My ex-wife gets one weekend a month and visitation rights..."

John rambled on his way out. To Sierra, he sounded lost and confused. 

She turned to the female cop. "I can tell you exactly where John was all night."

"We'll talk about that at the station." The female officer insisted.
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