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  Trigger Warning


Dear Reader, 

I want this story to be enjoyed by everyone, but it does explore some themes that may be difficult for some readers.
Vicky's experience as a survivor is central to this story. Her trauma, her recovery, and her courage are inspiring, but some scenes may be difficult for readers with similar experiences.

In the interest of letting you read this book on your own terms, here is a list of potentially triggering content:
-Domestic violence (past physical and emotional abuse)
-Stalking
-Kidnapping
-On-page physical assault and torture
-Attempted sexual assault
-Death of a character
-Gun violence
-PTSD symptoms, including dissociative episodes
-Consensual, open-door sex
-Consensual bondage within an intimate scene

If you or someone you know is experiencing domestic violence, the National Domestic Violence Hotline is available 24/7 at 1-800-799-7233 or by texting START to 88788.

Take care of yourselves,
Audrey 
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Chapter 1


Vicky
Nugget sat in the middle of the training room, tail thumping against the rubber floor, watching her owner walk toward the front door. 
"Keep going," I murmured from my spot on the bench along the wall, where I had a clear line of sight to both the door and the window. I'd been sitting so still that my left foot had gone numb. "Don't look back at her."
Deborah reached for the doorknob. Turned it. Opened the door six inches. My stomach clenched. Fear. Fear that something bad was on the other side. My therapist called this a false alarm. The body sends a danger signal without a rational reason. I could see through the ADU windows that the porch was clear, but I didn't fight the feeling, didn't judge it, just breathed through it.
Nugget's ears pricked forward. Her tail stopped mid-thump.
Deborah walked through the door but left it ajar.
Nugget looked at me. Looked at the door. Then she lay down, rested her chin on her paws, and sighed the deep, theatrical sigh of a golden retriever who has decided that her person leaving the room was disappointing but it was no longer a five-alarm emergency.
"Oh my God," Deborah whispered from the doorway. Her hand flew to her mouth. "She didn't even get up."
"Close the door all the way. Count to thirty. Then come back in."
Deborah shut the door with a soft click. I watched Nugget. Her ears tracked the sound of footsteps on the porch, but her body stayed loose, relaxed. When Deborah came back inside, Nugget sat up and her tail started up again, a lazy metronome against the floor.
"That," I said, "is a dog who trusts you'll come back."
It was the second time I'd seen Deborah cry. She'd been in tears when she first arrived. Nugget had been barking incessantly while she was at work and the neighbors were at their wits' end. Nugget had destroyed her furniture, gone potty on the floor. Deborah had been terrified that she'd have to give her up. She didn't want to, she loved Nugget, but she didn't know what else to do.
"I can't believe it." She crouched down and Nugget climbed into her lap. Sixty-five pounds of golden floof who still believed she was a puppy. "The last trainer told me she was unfixable."
"She was just scared." I scratched behind Nugget's ear, and she leaned into my hand with the full commitment of a dog who has zero concept of personal space. "You two have come really far."
Deborah wiped her eyes. "So what's next? Do we keep meeting weekly, or..."
I breathed in deeply. "Honestly? I don't think you need me anymore. Nugget's doing beautifully. You've got the tools."
I remembered the look on Deborah's face when I'd first quoted my fees. That quick blink, the way her mouth opened and closed while she did the math. I recognized that math. It was the same math I did every month staring at my own spreadsheets. So I'd knocked thirty percent off before she could ask if there was another way, and my profit margin had quietly screamed into a pillow.
One slot opening up could be a good thing. It meant one chance to book a client who could pay full price. But I liked Deborah. And I liked Nugget even more, with her ridiculous underbite and her newfound confidence. I got too attached to my clients. Well, to their dogs. The dogs were the easy part.
"What if things go backwards?" Deborah's hands found Nugget's ears, rubbing them in slow circles. "I mean, it'll definitely help with my expenses, not having the weekly—" She caught herself, cheeks flushing. "Not that you're too expensive. I know you gave me a discount. You're worth every penny, I didn't mean—"
I smiled. "It's okay. I've done my job right if I become unnecessary." I squeezed her arm. "You can always call me if something comes up."
We hugged at the door. I hugged Nugget more and gave her some extra ear scratches. I watched her walk to her car with Nugget trotting beside her, leash loose, tail up. I let myself feel it for a second. Pride. Satisfaction. The sadness of it coming to an end.
Then I turned to my desk and the math kicked in. Deborah's sessions were a hundred and twenty dollars a week. Four hundred and eighty a month, gone. I opened up my laptop and pulled up my spreadsheet. I removed her payment and watched the bottom line turn negative and red. Shit. I needed another client fast. Maybe I should try advertising, but that would absorb more money before it paid off. If it paid off.
I slammed my laptop shut and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. I needed air.
I opened the front door and cold air rushed in. My rental property wasn't much to look at, but I'd chosen it because it already had everything my business needed. An ADU that worked as an office, a fenced yard for training, a large driveway with room for clients to park. Technically not zoned for commercial use, but someone would have to file a complaint with the town, and I'd made sure I was on good terms with every neighbor on the block.
I was stepping off the porch when I noticed the welcome mat. It had paw prints on it and the words "All Dogs Welcome. (Humans by appointment only)" scrawled across it. It sat in front of the door, centered, the corner lined up with the second plank of the porch, or at least it should have been.
It was pulled way over to the right.
My hand was already reaching for my phone before the rational part of my brain caught up.
Stop. Don't do this to yourself.
It's a mat. Mats shift. Clients step on them. Deborah was here for two hours—she probably nudged it. Or Nugget, she's a big dog. Still, this looked like more than a nudge. I looked over my shoulder, scanning.
My pulse was already climbing, and I could feel the familiar tightness in my chest.
It had been more than three months since the note arrived. A single line on a piece of paper, tucked into my mailbox with no return address, no stamp. Like someone had walked right up to my front door and slipped it in. See you soon. The timing was too perfect—the same day Derek was released from prison early for good behavior.
I reported it right away. Darby came with me, my closest friend since I was seven, ready to walk through fire on my behalf. But there was no proof it had been Derek, no proof he'd even come to Crystal Lake. I could see it in the officer's eyes—she wanted to help. "We'll make a note of this in the file and, if you see anything else, come back and report it." That was the best she could do. Darby was furious. I had to walk her outside before she made it worse.
But, after that, nothing. No more notes. No calls. No Derek materializing out of the shadows like a monster from a bad movie. Three months of nothing, and I still couldn't shake the feeling that I was being watched.
You're spiraling. I forced myself to take a breath. Ground yourself.
Three things I can see. My car in the gravel lot. A crow on the fence post. The oak tree at the edge of the property, bare branches against the gray sky.
My breath started to slow.
Three things I can hear. Wind through the pines. A car engine somewhere distant. And—
What the hell is that?
It sounded like someone had taught a foghorn to yodel. A deep, mournful call that bounced off the buildings and probably registered on seismographs three counties over.
A coonhound rocketed into view, racing down the sidewalk, ears streaming behind her like surrender flags, leash dragging on the ground. She was a Bluetick—black ticking on white that gave her coat a bluish-gray hue, like someone had flicked ink across fresh snow. Young, maybe a year, with the long legs and loose skin she hadn't quite grown into yet. Objectively beautiful, if you could catch a moment where she held still long enough to appreciate it.
Right now, she was trying to climb the oak tree at the edge of my lot. The squirrel in the oak tree looked deeply unbothered.
"Topo—buddy—we talked about this—"
A man entered the scene at a sprint, wearing a beanie and a puffer jacket, cheeks pink from the cold. He lunged for the leash just as the dog took off again, the nylon slipping through his fingers.
My eyes shifted from the dog to him. The puffer jacket couldn't disguise the shoulders underneath, or the way his legs ate up ground when he committed to a sprint. He was fit, that was for sure. I'd put money on him being a runner.
"Topo, it's not a game," he said to the dog, but he was smiling.
He lunged again. The dog bolted, tail wagging, glancing back to make sure she was being chased. The man tried again. And again. Each time, Topo waited just long enough for hope to spark before sprinting away. She was teasing him. Clever girl.
Topo was putting him to work and he wasn't slowing down. My brain, unhelpfully, wondered what other scenarios that kind of stamina could be useful for.
It wasn't my fault. He was attractive. No. He was hot. The kind of man I would absolutely think about if I still let myself think about men. But after Derek, after learning exactly how catastrophic my judgment could be, how thoroughly I could convince myself that a dangerous person was a protective one, I had closed that door. Permanently. It was just me now, and I was more than okay with that. Well, just me and my stacks of romance novels. All the yearning, none of the restraining orders.
The man turned his back to the dog, studying the oak tree with exaggerated interest. He waited. The dog inched closer, curious. Then the man spun and lunged with surprising speed.
Topo yowled in betrayal and took off—straight toward me. Sixty pounds of hound, moving too fast to course-correct, slammed into my waist and sent me onto my butt on the front porch of my office.
"Oh geez." The man jogged over, winded but still grinning. "I'm so sorry, are you—"
He stopped in front of me. I looked up into bright green eyes and a smile so sincere I felt my own lips tugging upward in response. White teeth, wind-chapped cheeks, crinkles at the corners of his eyes, and dimples. I knew those dimples.
My shoulders loosened.
"Felix," I said, pointing to the dog. "Is this yours?"
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Chapter 2


Felix
Ihad a plan. It was a good plan. Walk to Vicky's training facility, introduce Topo, explain the situation calmly and professionally, and ask for help like a responsible adult dog owner. 
What I did not plan for was Topo spotting a squirrel the second we hit the parking lot.
And I definitely didn't plan for Topo to introduce herself by launching at Vicky like a projectile.
"Oh geez. I'm so sorry, are you—"
Vicky looked up at me from the ground. Dark eyes, dark hair half loose from her ponytail, a look caught between startled and amused. Casual fleece, black leggings over toned legs that I forced my gaze past, a treat pouch at her hip. She was dressed for work, not for anyone's attention. Definitely not mine. She was stunning.
"Felix," she said, pointing at Topo. "Is this yours?"
"Technically yes. Practically, I think she owns me."
She took my hand and I pulled her to her feet. Her grip was quick and firm, and she let go fast.
"Vicky, meet Topo. Topo, Vicky," I said, trying to regain some composure in this conversation.
"Topo?" Vicky asked.
"Short for Topographic. The markings on her back reminded me of a topo map the first time I saw her. All those spots and ridgelines." I rubbed Topo's ear. "It was either that or Contour, but Contour felt like a makeup brand."
Vicky smiled. "I love it. It suits her."
Topo was wrapping her leash around Vicky's legs with the enthusiasm of a dog who'd just found her new favorite person. Vicky stepped out of the tangle, grabbed the nylon, and held it at arm's length while Topo wagged everything she had.
"So," Vicky said. "I have a feeling you were on your way to see me?"
"Okay, so, funny story. I was actually on my way here. To see you. Professionally. For Topo. Because we need help. And you're a trainer, and I figured, who better than—" I heard myself rambling and couldn't stop. It was like watching myself trip down a flight of stairs in slow motion.
This was a problem I'd had my entire life. Nerves made me verbal. Other people's nerves made me verbal. "But then she saw a squirrel in the parking lot and the leash came out of my hand and I think you saw the rest."
This was not the first impression I wanted to give her of me as a dog owner. Heat rose on my cheeks.
"You were coming to see me."
"For the dog."
She looked at me. Not the way she usually did. A deep look, direct and assessing. It was like being evaluated by someone who understood exactly what she was looking at. Her eyes were so dark they were almost black, and they gave away nothing.
"How long have you had her?" she asked.
"About a month."
"And how's it going?"
I laughed. "Great. Amazing. She's the best dog in the world and I love her and she has completely destroyed my life."
I hadn't made this decision lightly. When Topo showed up on the adoption page, returned three times for being "too much," I thought I'd be different. I worked from home, so she'd never be alone. I ran every day, so the energy wasn't a problem. I'd done the research. Months of it. I knew about coonhound stubbornness, the prey drive, the noise. I'd bought the puzzle feeders, the long line, the GPS collar, the front-clip harness for the pulling. I was the ideal owner for this dog.
Then the 3 a.m. baying started. Baying is a hound thing, a deep, sustained howl designed to carry across miles of forest so hunters can track the pack. Useful in the backcountry. Less useful in a quiet Sierra neighborhood in the middle of the night.
Last night she'd gone for a solid hour while I begged her to stop, and my neighbor Doug slid another note under my door. This one threatened to get animal control involved. I couldn't blame him. She was loud, it was disruptive, and I was in over my head.
Topo sat at my feet and looked up at me like she knew she was being discussed and wanted to put her best paw forward. I told Vicky everything. The baying at raccoons, the wind, the sprinklers. The anxiety vest she'd chewed through. The white noise machine she'd serenaded. The calming frequency app that had turned into a duet.
Vicky pressed her lips together. "That sounds like a lot. You must be exhausted."
I straightened up. I may have overshared. "No, I'm good. We're good. It's just a learning curve." The truth was I hadn't slept a full night since I'd brought Topo home, but I'd get through it. I always got through it.
"Are you doing anything when she bays during the day?" she asked.
"I talk to her. Tell her it's okay, there's nothing out there, she doesn't need to worry."
"And does that work?"
"No. She bays louder. I think she thinks we're having a conversation."
I scratched behind Topo's ears and she leaned into my hand, her body going soft. I loved her ears. They were ridiculous, too long for her head. "She's just fully herself, you know? No filter."
Vicky was quiet for a second. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and cleared her throat, and when she spoke again her voice was all business. "What about on walks?"
I told her about the pulling, how she wouldn't come, the selective deafness. She asked what I did when Topo didn't come.
"I go get her."
"She's probably learned that 'come' means 'stay where you are and I'll come to you.'"
I stared at her. That was so obvious and so right that I couldn't believe I hadn't figured it out.
"She's smart," Vicky continued. "You've accidentally trained her to do exactly what she's doing."
"That makes so much sense," I said, and I meant it. This was why I'd come. Vicky was good at what she did, everyone in town knew that.
"So, yeah. Could definitely use your help." I adjusted my backpack straps, suddenly unsure what to do with my hands. I was nervous. Standing in front of Vicky, asking for something, while she looked at me with those dark, careful eyes.
Vicky looked down at Topo, then back at me. Something was working behind her expression. She was weighing this, measuring it against something I couldn't see.
"Let's see what she can do," she said.
It wasn't a yes. But it wasn't a no either.
She turned toward the office, adjusted the welcome mat that had slid out of place, and led us inside. The office was small and warm and smelled like dog treats and coffee, with an open space in the middle for simpler training before going into the yard. A laptop sat on the desk beside a paperback lying face-down, its spine cracked open to hold her place. I caught the cover. Bewitched & Bothered. Sounded like a romance. She grabbed a clipboard and clicked a pen. Vicky always looked composed, but this was another level. Professional, focused. This was her world, and in it, she stood taller.
"Can she sit?"
"Oh yeah." I nodded confidently. "We've been working on this one. She's solid." I turned to Topo. "Topo, sit."
Topo investigated the baseboard with forensic intensity.
"She knows it," I said. "Well, she did once. I'm pretty sure."
"Down?"
Topo dug at the floor.
"Stay?"
Topo trotted to the door and bayed so hard the windows vibrated.
"I wish I could say she's not usually like this." I laughed because what else could I do.
"Let me try." Vicky pulled a treat from her pouch, pinched between two fingers. Her hand moved over Topo's head in a slow, deliberate arc, guiding the nose up so the hindquarters had nowhere to go but down. "Topo. Sit."
And Topo sat. Just like that. Nose followed the treat, butt hit the ground, treat delivered.
"That's a smart trick," I said. "Can I try?"
"Sure, but, Felix—"
I was already grabbing a treat. "Hey Topo, sit." I held my arm out and looked at Vicky. "Yeah? What's up?"
Topo started baying. The sound bounced off every wall in the small space.
"You're talking too much," she said. "Say the command and then stop talking."
"Makes sense. I actually knew that, but I talk a lot."
She smiled. A real one, not the careful half-smiles she usually gave. It changed her whole face, softened the sharp edges, and I lost my train of thought.
"Try again."
"Sit," I said. I held up my hand. Topo turned toward me. I moved my arm over her head, her back arced, and she sat.
"Good girl." I gave her the treat. "You did it, Topo. Good girl!"
We moved outside to evaluate her walking. Topo pulled immediately, throwing her full weight into the leash, and I just let her drag me because that was what we did. That was our system. It was a terrible system, but it was ours.
"Redirect her," Vicky said. "Change direction."
I tugged. Barely.
"Firmer."
I tugged again, and even I knew it was pathetic.
"Felix. She weighs sixty pounds and she has the determination of a bull. You're not going to hurt her."
"But she just wants to see what's over there. I don't want to be rough with her."
Vicky lowered the clipboard. She walked toward me, and there was something different in her expression. Not impatient. Something softer.
"You don't have to be rough. You shouldn't be. Just firm." She took my hand. Her fingers wrapped around mine to adjust my grip on the leash, and my brain, which had been running a steady stream of commentary all afternoon, went completely quiet. Her skin was warm and her grip firm. The motion made her step close. Close enough that I could see the smoothness of her skin. A small scar through her left eyebrow that I'd never noticed before. Her lips were pink and full and shaped in a way that made it impossible to look at them without thinking about what they'd feel like.
"Like this. Short check, then release. The pressure is the information. The release is the reward."
She lowered her voice, and goosebumps prickled up my back.
This. This was why I'd waited a month to come here. Why I'd bought six training books and watched a hundred videos and tried to do it all myself. Because something about Vicky Le turned me into a hormonal teenager, and I wasn't good at keeping secrets.
Darby had introduced us. She and Vicky had been best friends since grade school, and Darby and I had our friendship forged through SAR training. Darby had also told me, in the direct way that only Darby could, that Vicky wasn't looking for a relationship right now. She didn't give me details and I didn't ask. It wasn't my business. But I was going to respect it.
I was at a loss for how to help Topo though, and I didn't want to lose her, so here I was. I could do this, get the training, while also containing myself. For Topo.
She guided my hand through the motion. Once. Twice. Then she let go. Relief and remorse twisted in me.
She stepped back. "Try it on your own."
I looked down at my hand. It felt like it belonged to someone else. I started mimicking what she'd shown me, and Topo was jerky but she was responding, pulling less, checking back with me.
"That looks better," Vicky said.
"You're a really good teacher." I kept my eyes on Topo because if I looked at Vicky right now she'd see everything on my face. I'd come here for help with my dog and instead I was standing in a training yard with my pulse hammering in my ears because a woman had held my hand for ten seconds to show me how to use a leash.
Get it together.
"Okay. I can see what we're dealing with now." Vicky clicked her pen and tucked the clipboard under her arm. "She's a good dog. Sweet." She looked at Topo, and her expression softened for half a second before she reset it. "I'll have to check my schedule and get back to you."
She walked away, toward the office. I stood there in the training yard with Topo sitting at my feet, looking up at me like I had all the answers. I realized how much I was counting on this. On Vicky taking us on, helping us. I was desperate.
Topo licked my hand.
I walked out front with Topo and waited in the driveway, replaying the last hour. Trying to commit everything Vicky had taught me to memory, but my mind kept wandering to the feel of her fingers over mine, the way her voice dropped when she was close.
I heard her voice, sharp and strange.
"Felix? Did you come back in the office?"
I peeked around the corner. She was standing in front of her office, staring at a door that was open about six inches. Her hands were tense at her sides and her face had gone flat. I'd seen this look on her once before, about three months ago, when she'd shown up at SAR looking for Darby. The expression had been unmistakable. Fear. I didn't know what of, but she and Darby had left in a hurry.
"No, why?"
"The door is open. I thought I closed it."
She stared at that door like it was something alive, and every alarm in my body went off at once. The same fear. The same flat mask trying to hold it down. Whatever had sent her running to Darby three months ago, it was here now.
"I'll check it out," I said. I was already walking toward it.
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Chapter 3 


Vicky
It's the wind. You left it unlatched and the wind pushed it open and scattered the papers. You were distracted by Topo and Felix. I must have forgotten. 
Except I never forgot. Not anymore.
Something warm pressed against my leg. Topo had walked over and leaned her full weight into my calf. She looked up at me with those brown hound eyes, calm and steady, and I rested my hand on her head.
Felix moved toward the door. I wanted to protest. I should do it myself. Every time I spiraled like this, I handed Derek another piece of the power I'd spent three years clawing back. But my breathing was shallow and fast, and the ground had taken on that distant, cottony quality it got when my body decided to leave without me.
He moved differently than he had all afternoon. The bouncing energy was gone. His shoulders were set, his stride deliberate, and for the first time I saw the SAR responder underneath all that sunshine.
He was only six steps away and each one closed the gap between him and that door, and my brain filled the dark space beyond it with everything it could. Derek waiting inside. Derek hearing footsteps. Felix didn't know what he was walking toward. He was fast and fit but Derek was bigger, and Derek didn't fight fair, and if he had a weapon it wouldn't matter how fast Felix was.
"Felix, wait."
But Felix's hand was already on the door. He pushed it open.
A loud beeping sound filled my ears. I jumped and let out an embarrassing shriek. Topo barked. Felix raised his hands, palms out.
"That's just my phone," he said. He scanned the office behind him. "It's empty."
Over his shoulder, papers fluttered at the gust coming from the open door. His eyes were full of concern and I hated it. I didn't want anyone to see me like this. Scared and pitiful. I took a deep breath and a burst of sound came from his phone again. Topo howled along.
"You can answer it," I said. Felix was still holding his hands out, hesitating like he wanted to do something, wanted to help me but was also afraid of coming too close.
I went up on my tiptoes and looked over his shoulders, surveying the empty office again. "Seriously, answer it. It just surprised me." I tried for a smile, wasn't sure if I was pulling it off.
"Okay," Felix said, and he pulled his phone out of his pocket. I walked slowly up to where he was standing in front of the open doorframe. I peeked my head in and looked around. Empty. Definitely empty. There were a lot of papers on the ground. That must have been the wind, right? I stepped inside my office. Topo followed, still pressing against my leg. Could the wind have made this much mess? The door had only been open a fraction.
I turned and scanned the room. The filing cabinet was closed. The cash box was where I'd left it. My mug sat on the desk, same as always. But the stack of paper that had been weighed down by my stapler was scattered across the floor, and the stapler had rolled to the baseboard. It couldn't have been windy enough for that.
The chair behind my desk was pulled out at an angle. Had I left it like that? I always pushed it in. I was sure I always pushed it in. But maybe I hadn't today. Maybe Deborah had come back here to use the bathroom and bumped it. Maybe she left the door open.
The computer screen was on. It glowed at me with the login screen. It should have been asleep by now unless someone had touched the mouse.
The room was hot. I needed to get out of this jacket. The earth under my feet was unstable and nausea began to grow.
You're okay. It's just an office.
I inhaled through my nose.
Name three things I can see. The papers on the floor. The filing cabinet, still locked. Felix in the doorway, his phone to his ear, his eyes on me.
Three things I can hear. Topo panting beside me. The wind pushing against the windows. And Felix's voice, talking into his phone. Coordinates, logistics, the practical language of a rescue. He sounded far away and I closed my eyes to focus on it. I'd never taken notice of his voice before, but now, as I reached for it trying to calm myself, I realized how low it was. He spoke differently when he was planning, steadier, none of the rapid-fire enthusiasm. His voice was clear and deep. I let it wash over me, the sound of him, cool and even, until the nausea loosened its grip and I could feel the floor beneath my feet again.
I exhaled and opened my eyes. To my embarrassment he had hung up the phone and was waiting, watching me.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
"What was the call about?" I deflected.
"There's an injured climber, but I don't have to go. Someone else will go if I can't."
"Go." I said it too fast. "I'm fine."
He didn't move. His eyes tracked from my face to the papers on the floor, and I could see him trying to put the pieces together.
"I'll help you clean this up." He came into the room and dropped to his knees, picking up the fallen papers.
"It's fine," I said. "Go."
His phone beeped again. He paused, and I could see the pull. My pulse kicked up again. I didn't want him to go. I didn't want to be here by myself. To my relief, Felix shoved the phone in his pocket and kept grabbing papers.
"If you go, what do you do with Topo?" I asked.
"Drop her at my dad's. It's on the way, mostly. Adds about twenty minutes."
I looked at Topo, still pressed against my leg, warm and solid and surprisingly calm.
"I'll come with you," I said. "To the start of the trail. I'll watch her while you go out."
"You don't have to do that," he protested, but his face lit up. I couldn't tell if he was excited or relieved. I hoped it was the former because I hated the thought of him worrying about me.
"You need to get there fast. You can't waste twenty minutes driving to your dad's. I'll sit with Topo. It'll give me a chance to try some more training with her."
Felix stood up. "You're awesome." He beamed and I caught myself admiring his dimples again. "Let's go." He stuffed the papers he had grabbed into the tray. Not particularly tidy, but his mind had already moved on.
I grabbed the keys from my pocket and realized with a rush of embarrassment that I would have to do the whole routine. My therapist called it a "checking compulsion." I called it "acting batshit crazy." I had a thing about locks. I had to check them, multiple times, and I had to say out loud that I'd done it. The verbal confirmation created an anchor memory. It was completely ridiculous, but when my brain whispered are you sure? at 2 a.m., I'd have evidence. And it beat driving back to check.
"Umm, I just have to check a few things but I'll be quick. You can wait in the driveway with Topo." I handed him the leash and immediately regretted it. I was still anxious and I wanted someone nearby. But I also didn't want him to see this.
"We'll wait out here. Come on, Topo, let's play." Topo barked and hopped along with Felix out the front door, but he stopped short of going to the driveway. He was far enough to give me privacy but close enough that he'd see if anything happened. My heart slowed.
I headed back to lock up the training yard. Gate latch, then padlock. I checked it twice, tugging the lock to make sure it caught. The equipment shed was next—door handle, deadbolt, padlock. I checked those twice too.
Double-checking is a trauma response. My brain trying to create safety through control. I know this, but knowing why I do something doesn't make me less embarrassed.
The front office took the longest. Computer off. Space heater unplugged. Cash box locked in the filing cabinet. Window latches, check those twice. Back door deadbolt. Lastly the front door. Deadbolt, then knob. Test. I stood on the porch and watched my hand reach for the knob to test it again, even though I'd just locked it, even though I'd watched myself lock it.
"It's all locked," I said quietly to myself.
"What's that?" Felix was right behind me and I spun around. Topo scrambled sideways when I moved.
"You scared me."
"Sorry. You were standing here for a while. I thought maybe something was stuck."
"I was just making sure it's locked."
Felix's face changed. The brightness dimmed, replaced by something careful and steady. His eyes searched mine and I had the uncomfortable feeling that he heard more than what I had meant to tell him. He nodded. He reached his hand toward the door and gave it a twist followed by a good shove.
"It's locked," he said. Completely serious. He tried the door again. "Really locked," he confirmed. "You should try too," he offered.
I did.
"Any other doors we should check?"
I shook my head.
"Then adventure awaits," he said. And his smile was back, bright and completely unbothered. He moved on like helping a woman test her locks for the third time was a normal afternoon for him. I watched him go, stunned.
A different fear crept in underneath the first one. I liked how he hadn't made a big deal of it. I liked how the knot in my stomach had loosened the moment I'd recognized him. I liked that he was here, and I hated that I liked it.
I should train Topo. She needed the help. Felix needed the help, and I needed the money. It was the rational thing to do.
But something about Felix made me afraid. His presence made things feel safer. And that was dangerous, because the last time I'd trusted that feeling, Derek had nearly killed me.
I followed Felix toward the truck.
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Chapter 4 


Felix
Atechnical rescue on the north ridge, a climber stuck on a ledge forty feet up with a suspected wrist fracture and incoming weather. This was my favorite kind of call. 
It sounds weird. Nobody should have a favorite kind of emergency. But I loved climbing. I loved the gear, the teamwork, the adrenaline. I'd been climbing since I was fourteen, and the moment I strapped into a harness and felt the rope go taut, my brain went quiet in a way it almost never did. Everything narrowed to handholds and foot placements and the weight of my body against the rock.
I glanced in the rearview mirror. Topo was in the backseat, nose pressed to the window, breath fogging up the glass. Vicky sat in the passenger seat, her jacket zipped to her chin, arms crossed, watching the road. She hadn't said much since we'd left her place. I wanted to ask if she was okay. I wanted to ask about the door. It wasn't any of my business though, and if she wanted to tell me she would.
So I focused on the road. Or, I tried to, but my mind was going a mile a minute.
The silence was killing me. I finally had Vicky alone with me, a chance to talk, to get to know her, and well, I could see she was far away. Her mind drifting to something dark and heavy. I knew that look. My dad got that look.
"So I've been reading about coonhound tracking instincts," I said.
Nothing. She didn't even turn her head.
"Did you know they can follow a scent trail that's over a hundred hours old? That's like four days. Most breeds top out around twelve, maybe twenty-four. But coonhounds have this thing, I can't remember the exact term, but basically their nasal membrane surface area is something like sixty times larger than a human's. Which, when you think about it, is kind of insane for an animal that also uses its nose to investigate garbage."
There was the tiniest shift. Her arms loosened, just a fraction. She turned toward me.
"And the ears," I continued, leaning into it. "They actually drag along the ground and sweep scent particles up toward the nose. It's like a built-in scent collection system. Topo's ears are perfect for it. They're enormous. I measured them once. They say size isn't everything but she's above average."
A snort of laughter. I glanced over. She was looking right at me, and the smile underneath her fingers was wide and surprised.
My own smile stretched wider. The golden light through the windshield caught her hair. Long and dark and impossibly straight, the kind of shiny that made you wonder what shampoo she used.
I turned back to the road.
"I found this forum, right? Coonhound owners. And there's this whole thread about whether treeing walkers are better trackers than blueticks, and it got heated. Like, people were writing thousand-word essays about nostril width. One guy posted a diagram. Multiple diagrams. There was a citation page."
"A citation page," Vicky repeated. She was with me now. Fully in it.
Enthusiasm is contagious. Not the fake kind, not the motivational poster stuff, but the real thing. When you genuinely care about something, even something ridiculous like coonhound nostril width, people lean in. They can't help it.
I'd figured this out as a kid, sitting across from my dad on his bad days, hunting for topics that could pull him back to the surface. I collected enthusiasms the way other people collected hobbies, stockpiling them for the moments when someone needed a way out of their own head.
"Full APA format. I respected the commitment."
We hit a small bump and Vicky tensed, turning to look out the window. Her hand, resting on the door, tightened its grip. I immediately wanted her back. The attention, the smile.
"You should know, I really tried to train Topo on my own. I watched a million videos, tried different techniques, but somehow I always got it wrong. Like how I taught her to shake and now she slaps me in the face every time I'm holding a treat."
A laugh burst out of Vicky, sharp and surprised. Her head snapped toward me, her mouth open in disbelief. That got her attention. I beamed.
"That's not true," she said.
"No, it's not," I admitted.
She shook her head, but the smile stayed. And the way she was looking at me right now, relaxed and open and maybe a little bit curious, made me want to keep driving past the trailhead and find more things to say that would keep her looking at me exactly like that.
I pulled into the parking lot. One truck was already there. Rick's mud-splattered Tacoma.
I jumped out, grabbed my pack from the bed of the truck, and started pulling on layers. February in the Sierra Nevada meant the temperature dropped fast once the sun moved behind the ridge, and we'd be racing daylight.
"You can wait in the truck if you want," I said to Vicky. "Here are the keys. There's a blanket in the backseat."
My fingers brushed her palm as I placed the keys in her hand.
"I'm fine." She scanned the trailhead. She grabbed Topo's leash, opened her door, and began climbing out. "I'll stay at the staging area with Topo."
"Great." I headed for the staging area. Cole wasn't on scene yet, which put Rick in charge. I adjusted the shoulder straps, and then, because I had zero self-control, I looked back.
Vicky was fixated on Topo, who was amped up, feeding off the commotion of the scene, lunging in every direction. Vicky had repositioned herself between Topo and the chaos, her body calm and square, talking to her in that low, steady voice she used during training. Topo was still pulling, but her head kept swinging back to Vicky.
I walked directly into Rick.
"Sorry, sorry—"
"Get your head on straight." He didn't step back. "This is an emergency operation."
Somewhere behind me, Topo let out a long, piercing bark. Rick's expression, already grim, dropped another full shade.
"Don't tell me you brought that mutt."
"Oh, she's a purebred," I corrected cheerfully. "Bluetick coonhound."
"Whitaker, you know how I feel about dogs."
"She's staying at staging. Vicky's watching her."
Rick looked at Vicky, then at Topo, then at me. His expression could best be described as a man who had been handed a sandwich he didn't order.
"Victim is a male climber, mid-twenties," Rick said, turning back to his map. "Partner called it in. He's on a ledge about forty feet up on the east face, below the second pitch. Took a fall, landed on the ledge instead of going all the way down, which is the only lucky thing about this situation. Suspected wrist fracture. He's conscious and responsive but he's been up there for two hours and the temperature's dropping."
"I can lead the climb," I said.
Rick studied me. He did this thing where he looked at you like he was running calculations, measuring whether you were worth the risk. After a year on the team, I'd learned not to take it personally. Rick measured everyone.
"You're on lead," he said. "I'll set the anchor and run the belay. Cole and Darby are fifteen minutes out with the litter. Alicia's coming with medical."
I was first on scene, so I'd be first to climb. I pulled on my climbing gloves and checked my rack, the familiar clink of carabiners and cams settling against my harness.
The approach took twenty minutes of steep trail through snow-covered pines, then a scramble across a boulder field to the base of the east face. The climber's partner was sitting on a rock, pale-faced, wearing the expression of someone who'd been useless for two hours and knew it.
"You did great," I told him. "Getting help, not trying to extract him yourself. You did the right thing." The guy's shoulders relaxed. I wanted to say more, but I had a rescue to start.
Rick walked him through what was happening while I studied the route.
Forty feet up, the climber sat on a shelf with his back against the wall, cradling his wrist. His shoulders were hunched against the cold.
"Hey!" I called up. "I'm Felix, with Crystal Lake SAR. We're coming to get you."
"Thank God." His voice was thin, strained. "My wrist's pretty messed up."
"We'll take care of it. Just sit tight."
"Not like I have a choice," he called back, and I liked him immediately.
Rick clipped into the anchor, threaded the belay device, and gave me the once-over. "On belay."
"Climbing."
I placed my hands on the rock and the world got simple.
The first twenty feet were straightforward. After that, the crack system narrowed and the holds got thin. My right foot pressed into a smear that was more faith than friction. The rock was cold under my hands, the kind of cold that pierced your fingertips if you stayed too long on any single hold.
A sound drifted up from below. Distant at first, then building. A long, wavering bay that echoed off the rock face like a siren.
Oh no. Topo.
I looked down. From this height, the staging area was a cluster of tiny figures. Vicky was standing with Topo straining at the leash. The dog's head was thrown back in a full-throated howl.
"What the hell is that?" the climber called from above me.
"My dog."
My foot slipped. Just half an inch, but enough to send a jolt through me. I pressed into the rock, rebalanced. Focus.
I forced my attention back to the rock. Placed a cam. Tested it. Moved up. The baying continued, but I boxed it out, the way I'd been taught to compartmentalize during training.
"Almost there," I called up. "Two more minutes."
I reached the ledge and pulled myself up beside him. The shelf was about four feet wide, enough for both of us if we didn't mind getting cozy. He looked at me with the kind of gratitude that made this whole thing worth it.
"Hey." I unclipped from my protection and set a new anchor. "I'm going to check you out, and then we're going to get you down. Sound good?"
"Sounds amazing."
His name was Greg. Twenty-four. His wrist was swollen, tender to touch, but he had good circulation and sensation in his fingers. He'd been lucky. The ledge had caught him after a ten-foot fall. Without it, he'd have gone all the way to the deck and this would probably be an extraction rather than a rescue.
Cole and Darby arrived with the litter. Cole took over the rigging while Rick directed from below.
The litter came up on a haul line. I got Greg secured and we began the lower, me rappelling alongside, guiding the litter past snags while Rick directed from below.
Greg's partner rushed forward before the litter touched ground. He grabbed Greg's good hand and pressed it to his mouth. Greg said something back, and the guy laughed, the kind of laugh that's pure relief.
Alicia moved in to start her assessment. I reset my rappel device and began my descent.
Somewhere below and to the left, a bark echoed off the rock. Distant, but familiar. I kept my eyes on the wall, my feet steady against the granite, brake hand controlling my speed.
Another bark, closer. Then Vicky's voice, sharp and urgent, words I couldn't make out over the wind. My shoulders tightened but I had to focus. I was still twenty feet off the ground.
Smooth descent, steady pace, feet flat on the rock.
A bay split the air. A full-throated coonhound bay that ricocheted off the granite and filled the entire canyon. Then another, and another, each one louder, each one closer.
I couldn't help it. I looked.
Topo exploded out of the tree line.
She came in hot, baying at full volume, leash dragging behind her through the snow. The sound bounced off the rock face and hit me like a wall. I jerked instinctively toward the noise, my weight shifted wrong, and my boot slipped off the hold.
For one awful second I was spinning, free hand grabbing at nothing, the rope sliding through my device before my autoblock caught and jerked me to a stop. The rock scraped across my jacket sleeve. I heard Rick shout something sharp below me. I got my brake hand locked, my feet back on the wall, my weight centered.
My hands were shaking.
Below me, chaos. Topo was racing toward the litter where Greg lay strapped in. Alicia crouched over Greg. Cole moved fast, stepping between the dog and the patient, and Topo banked hard, circling, baying, tail going wild. Greg's partner stumbled backward out of her path.
"Somebody grab that dog!" Rick bellowed.
I finished the rappel in about four seconds, unclipped, and hit the ground in a crouch. Topo jumped hard at my chest and I caught her collar before she could bolt again. She licked my face and whined.
"It's okay, girl," I said softly. "I'm okay."
"Are you hurt?" Rick was in front of me, concern on his face.
"I'm okay."
"You almost fell." The concern drained out and something harder took its place. His voice dropped, controlled and deliberate, which was worse than yelling. "You almost fell from twenty feet. A fall like that isn't something you walk away from."
"I know."
Vicky came around the tree line at a run. She was flushed, breathing hard, and the look on her face when she saw the scene told me she'd heard enough to understand what had happened. Dirt streaked down one side of her jacket, her ponytail had been yanked halfway loose, and her palms were scraped raw and bleeding. Topo had pulled hard enough to take her down.
"I'm so sorry," she said, and her voice was shaky. "The harness clip failed. I grabbed her collar but I didn't have my footing. She pulled me down."
I pulled the broken leash toward me and tied a quick overhand knot through Topo's collar ring, cinching it tight. Not pretty, but it would hold.
She turned to Rick. He was squared up, jaw tight, arms rigid at his sides, radiating the kind of anger that took up physical space. "What the hell happened?" he bellowed.
Vicky's face went pale. She stepped back and her hand came up, palm out, a protective reflex.
"Hey." I stepped forward, putting myself between them. My voice was firm. Firmer than Rick was used to hearing from me. "Back off, Rick."
Rick had seen Vicky's reaction too. I watched it register on his face, the quick flicker of confusion followed by regret. He relaxed his arms. Dropped his shoulders. Took a half step back to give her room.
When he spoke, his voice was level. "This isn't on you





OEBPS/images/9bce1370-26a1-4a40-97d9-1835380c631b.png





OEBPS/images/d842e185-71ba-437c-b5f5-ed4a0e3cce5a.png
CRACKED PEPPER

BOOKS








