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      The greatest thing you’ll ever learn is just to love and be loved in return

      
        
        - Eden Ahbez
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      Shannon

      The ledge was narrower than dispatch had estimated. Shannon registered this as she rappelled the final thirty feet, rope singing through her descender, boots finding purchase on granite that wanted to crumble.

      Twelve inches. Maybe fourteen. The hiker had wedged himself into a crack where the rock face angled back, one leg dangling over a drop that would kill him if he moved wrong. He was conscious. He was also talking, which didn’t help.

      “Oh thank God, oh Jesus, I thought nobody was⁠—”

      “Don’t move.” Shannon freed herself from the rappel line and locked into her anchor in one motion. “What’s your name?”

      “Derek. Derek Howland. I was just trying to get a photo of the⁠—”

      “Derek. Stop talking. Breathe.”

      He stopped. His chest heaved twice, three times. She watched his pupils, the sheen on his face, the way his fingers gripped the rock. Shock was settling in, but not deep. He’d been here three hours. Long enough to stiffen up, not long enough to deteriorate.

      Above her, the rest of the team held position on the ridge. Martinez had the stretcher ready. Colton was managing the rope system. Kep was waiting with them, still as stone the way two years of this work had taught him. He knew his job was done, but hers wasn’t.

      Shannon pulled out a sling and began rigging the hiker into a harness.

      “I can’t feel my left leg,” Derek said.

      “You’ve been sitting on it for three hours. It’s asleep.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      “It’s asleep.” She threaded webbing around his thigh. “When we move you, it’s going to hurt. Pins and needles, then burning. That’s normal. Don’t fight me when it happens.”

      He nodded too fast. She could see the questions stacking up behind his teeth. How did I get here, how did this happen, I was only going to take one picture. But he swallowed them. Good. She didn’t need his story. She needed his cooperation.

      The wind shifted. Shannon paused, her hands still on the harness, and lifted her head.

      East. The wind was pushing east now, earlier than the forecast had promised. Up on the ridge, the team would know, be securing positions to allow for the change. If the shift held, the updraft on the east face would strengthen within the hour. That face was two hundred yards from their current position. Not a problem today.

      But if this had been a more technical extraction, if Derek had fallen another fifty feet, if the anchor points had been on the east face instead of the south, she’d be making a different call to his family tonight. Third time this month the models had been wrong.

      She filed it away. Updated the mental map she carried of every ridge and drainage in the Elk Ridge Wilderness.

      She keyed her radio.

      “Alpha to ridge. Wind’s shifted.”

      “Copy, Alpha. We see it.”

      “Twenty minutes.” She went back to the harness. “I want him up in twenty.”

      “Understood.”

      The hiker’s grip on the rock had loosened. He was watching her hands now instead of the drop. His breathing had evened out.

      “You’re going to be fine,” she told him. Not because it was comforting, but because it was true. “This is a straightforward extraction. You’ll be at the hospital by four, home by tonight.”

      “Really?”

      “I don’t waste words on things I don’t mean.”

      She finished the harness, checked every buckle twice, then removed his grip from the rock face. He flinched when she moved his hand.

      “Trust the system,” she said. “Not the rock.”

      The haul took eighteen minutes.

      Shannon climbed alongside the stretcher, one hand on the frame, guiding it past the sections where the rock jutted out. Derek had gone quiet, either from the pain in his waking leg or from the vertigo of being lifted up a cliff face in a metal basket.

      At the top, Martinez grabbed the frame and swung it onto flat ground. The team moved in, checking vitals, prepping for the hike out.

      “Worst part’s over,” Martinez told Derek, one hand on the stretcher frame. “Downhill from here. Literally.”

      Derek managed a laugh. “I’m never hiking again.”

      “You say that now. Give it six months.” Martinez grinned. “We get a lot of repeat customers.”

      The team worked around him, needing no direction. Shannon unclipped from the rope system and stepped back, allowing them to do what they knew how to do.

      Kep was there.

      He didn’t push or whine. Just arrived, the way he always did when the hard part was over. A presence at her knee she didn’t have to acknowledge but always felt. His fur was warm from lying in the sun.

      Her hand found his head. Rested there.

      She didn’t look at him. Didn’t speak. Just let her fingers settle into the familiar texture of his coat while her eyes tracked the team securing Derek for the carry out. Around her, the volunteers laughed, riding the energy that came after a clean extraction.

      She stood apart from it, her hand on her dog’s head, and let the moment hold. Kep leaned into her palm. One slow press, then he straightened. Back to professional. He understood the job wasn’t finished until they were off the mountain.

      The hike out took just under an hour. Downhill, easier terrain, but slow work with the stretcher. Shannon took a rotation on the carry, then dropped back to let fresher legs take over.

      At the trailhead, they loaded Derek into the ambulance.

      Shannon gathered the team while the EMTs worked.

      “Ledge was narrower than the terrain file shows. I’ll update it tonight.” She pulled off her gloves, tucked them into her pack. “And the forecast was off again. Wind shifted two hours ahead of prediction. Third time this month.”

      Colton grunted. “Fire season’s going to be fun.”

      “Fire season’s going to require better data.” She shouldered her pack. “Good work today. See you Saturday.”

      The team dispersed to their vehicles. The clouds were building over the peaks to the north.

      Colton drove. He had the sense not to talk. Kep sat in the back seat, nose pressing against the window when something interested him.

      At base, she helped unload gear. Ropes coiled and hung. Harnesses inspected and stored. Colton and Martinez were talking about a barbecue someone was hosting. She heard her name mentioned, an invitation, maybe, and didn’t respond.

      They’d learned not to push.

      “Heard it went smooth.” Jake Reiner appeared from the back office, coffee in hand. He was fifty-six, had been volunteering since before Shannon took over, and had opinions about everything. She’d learned which ones to listen to.

      “Smooth enough.”

      “Hiker okay?”

      “Sprained ankle. Maybe bruised ego.” She hung the last coil of rope. “He was trying to get a photo.”

      Jake snorted. “They always are.”

      “Trail’s not even that scenic from that angle. He’d have gotten a better shot from the overlook.”

      “You going to tell him that?”

      “I’m going to let his medical bill tell him that.”

      Jake laughed. Shannon allowed herself a twitch at the corner of her mouth.

      “You want me on the Saturday training?” Jake asked.

      “If you’re available.”

      “I’ll be here.” He raised his coffee cup in a half-salute and headed for the door. “See you tomorrow, boss.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Late afternoon light came through the high windows, catching the dust on the storage racks. She checked the weather models on her phone. The system building over the Pacific had strengthened. If it tracked inland, they’d see moisture by Wednesday. Good for fire risk. Bad for high-altitude work.

      Kep’s tags jingled as he stood and stretched.

      “Ready?”

      He walked to the door and waited.

      She grabbed her jacket, turned off the lights. Outside, the parking lot was empty except for her truck. The mountains rose behind the building, still touched with snow at the peaks even though it was late July.

      She unlocked the truck and let Kep jump into the back seat.

      Tonight, she would eat standing at the counter while the jazz played low, and she would not ask herself any questions she wasn’t prepared to answer.

      She pulled out of the lot and pointed the truck toward home.
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      Shannon

      The paperwork took longer than the rescue.

      Shannon had learned to accept this years ago. An eighteen-minute extraction generated two hours of documentation: incident reports, equipment logs, volunteer hour tracking, medical handoff forms. The county required it. So did the insurance. But the grant that funded her position required it most of all.

      She sat at her desk in the back office, Kep curled on the dog bed in the corner, and worked through each document. Time of dispatch. Time of arrival on scene. Personnel involved. Equipment deployed. Condition of subject upon contact. Condition of subject upon transfer to EMS.

      Derek Howland, forty-six, sprained left ankle, mild dehydration, no other injuries observed. Transferred to Elk Ridge EMS at 15:47. Transported to Valley Health for evaluation.

      She signed the form and moved to the next one.

      Outside her office, the base was quiet. Mid-morning, the day after the extraction. Most of the volunteers were at their day jobs. The teams were made up of a mixture of teachers, contractors, ski patrol in the off-season, a few retirees who came in to help with equipment maintenance. Jake was somewhere in the building; she’d heard him earlier, talking to someone about the weekend training schedule. He lived for search and rescue.

      Her phone buzzed. She glanced at it. Her mother, again. Third time this week.

      She turned the phone face-down and kept writing.

      The equipment log was next. All ropes inspected and cleared. Harnesses showed normal wear. The anchor system had performed within expected parameters. She confirmed the terrain file update was logged, the details of the ledge now documented, and added a note about the forecast discrepancy. The wind models had been unreliable all month. If the pattern held, they’d need to build wider margins into their operational planning.

      She was reviewing the volunteer hour summary when she heard the front door open. Someone crossed the main room, steps heavier than Jake’s, more deliberate.

      A knock on her office doorframe followed.

      Sheriff Bill Hannigan stood in the entrance, hat in his hands. He was sixty-two, had held the office for eleven years, and never once in that time had he knocked on her doorframe. He usually just walked in, dropped into the chair across from her desk, and started talking about whatever was on his mind.

      “Bill.” She set down her pen. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” He came in, sat in the chair, turned his hat over in his hands. “Not exactly.”

      Shannon waited.

      Hannigan was a competent sheriff, politically savvy in the ways that kept county operations funded and functional. He’d supported her since she’d taken over ten years ago, had gone to bat for her with the commissioners more than once. She respected him.

      “The Regional Hub grant,” he said finally. “The commissioners are asking questions.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “The kind that come with a budget review.” He shifted in the chair. “New administration at the state level wants to audit discretionary spending in emergency services. They’re looking at consolidation opportunities.”

      Shannon’s expression didn’t change. “Consolidation.”

      “Whether certain roles are necessary, or whether operations could be restructured with volunteer leadership.”

      “Whose idea?”

      Hannigan turned the hat again. “Hendricks has been pushing this for months. He sees a paid coordinator as a line item he can cut. Sell it as efficiency, take the savings to the next election.”

      “And the other commissioners?”

      “On the fence. Which is why Hendricks got them to agree to bring in outside assessment. Harder to argue with a consultant’s recommendation than a politician’s opinion.” He met her eyes. “They’ve hired a consultant to assess emergency services spending. We’re the test case.”

      “When?”

      “She arrives next week. Three-month contract.”

      Shannon pulled a notepad toward her and began writing. “I’ll compile the incident reports from the past five years. Training records too. Equipment logs are already organized by quarter⁠—”

      “Shannon.”

      She stopped writing. Looked up.

      “I’m going to fight this,” Hannigan said. “I’ve already told the commissioners that eliminating your role would be reckless. But I need you to understand what we’re dealing with. If this consultant gives Hendricks the recommendation he’s looking for, my opinion won’t be enough to stop it.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Your best case. Every number, every outcome, every call that went right because you were the one making it. Give this consultant so much evidence that she can’t write the report Hendricks wants.” He leaned forward. “I’ll protect you from the politics. But you need to give me the ammunition.”

      “I’ll have the preliminary documentation ready by Friday.”

      Hannigan studied her for a moment. Then he nodded and stood, put his hat back on.

      “Her name is Tess Calder. She’s out of Portland, comes with good references. I’m told she’s thorough.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.”

      He paused at the door. “You know, most people would have a reaction to hearing their job might be eliminated.”

      “My job is to run effective search and rescue operations for this county. That doesn’t change based on who’s watching or why.”

      Hannigan shook his head and left. She listened to him cross the main room, heard the front door open and close.

      Shannon sat motionless for a moment. Then she turned to a fresh page in her notepad and began listing the files she’d need to compile.

      Jake found her twenty minutes later in the equipment bay, checking the rope inventory against the log.

      “Heard Hannigan stopped by.” He leaned against the storage rack, arms crossed. “Bad news?”

      “News.” She ran her hand along a coiled rope, checking for wear. “Grant audit. Consultant coming to assess whether my role is justified.”

      Jake was quiet for a moment. “That’s bullshit.”

      “That’s county politics.”

      “You’ve run this operation for ten years. Recovery rate is up. Response times are the best in the region. They can’t seriously be considering⁠—”

      “They can consider whatever they want.” Shannon moved to the next rope. “My job is to make sure the data speaks for itself.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      She didn’t answer. There wasn’t an answer to give, not one that would satisfy Jake. She’d learned a long time ago that worrying about outcomes she couldn’t control was a waste of energy better spent on preparation.

      Jake watched her work for another minute. Then he pushed off the rack and headed for the door.

      He stopped at the threshold.

      “You can’t control everything, boss.”

      Shannon’s hands paused on the rope. Just for a second.

      “Watch me,” she said.

      But Jake was already gone, and she’d said it to an empty room.
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      Tess

      The apartment was almost empty now.

      Tess stood in the doorway of what had been her bedroom for three years and took inventory of what remained. The bed frame, which belonged to the landlord. The curtains, same. A stack of flattened boxes she hadn’t needed. The mattress would go to charity tomorrow; she’d scheduled the pickup for 9 a.m., timed to coincide with her departure.

      Everything she was keeping fit into fourteen boxes, currently stacked in the living room in order of destination. Eight for the storage unit in Southeast Portland. Six for the rental in Colorado.

      Six boxes for three months. It was more than she needed. But certain comforts were non-negotiable. Her burr coffee grinder. The reading lamp that saved her eyes. The Japanese knives from a grateful client. The Lelo Enigma she’d bought herself after the divorce was finalized.

      The divorce. It was behind her now. She rarely thought about it anymore, which she supposed was the point. Marcus had been a safe choice, a partner who made sense on paper and never quite made sense in person. They’d unraveled the way she suspected most marriages did. Over time. Politely. She’d felt relief when he finally said it out loud. It’s impossible to miss what you don’t have.

      She’d kept the knives. He’d kept the house. Neither of them had kept in touch.

      Tess pulled the bedroom door closed and walked back to the living room. The afternoon light came through the windows at a low angle, catching a film of dust on the sill she’d missed in her final clean. She made a mental note to wipe them down again before she left.

      Her laptop was open on the kitchen counter, displaying her flight confirmation. Portland to Denver, departing 6:15 a.m. One-way. The return or onward ticket would come later.

      The Colorado contract had come through three weeks ago. Assessing emergency services coordination for a mountain county west of Denver. The commissioners were using it as a test case for potential consolidation across the region. She was to review budgets, analyze staffing structures, evaluate whether the regional coordinator position was necessary or whether responsibilities could be distributed across existing volunteer leadership.

      She’d read the preliminary files twice. The coordinator had held the role for ten years, the youngest person ever appointed to it. Response times were the best in the region. Recovery rates had improved steadily under her tenure. Budget allocation suggested efficiency. Costs fell squarely within three main categories: equipment, training and operational costs.

      By the numbers, it looked like a job worth keeping.

      But Tess had learned not to trust paper. The truth lived in the gaps between what was documented and what happened. She needed to see the things that weren’t in the files, the patterns that emerged only when you watched long enough to catch them.

      Her phone buzzed on the counter. She glanced at the screen.

      Mom.

      Tess watched it ring. Four times, five. Then it went to voicemail.

      She turned back to her laptop and pulled up the rental listing for the apartment in Colorado. Characterless, month-to-month lease. Close to the county offices but not too close. A gym within walking distance.

      The phone buzzed again. Voicemail notification.

      She’d listen to it later. Or she wouldn’t. Colette’s voicemails followed a predictable pattern.

      “I just worry about you, darling. You should get out more. I might pop out for a weekend — wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      Her mother meant well. That was part of the problem.

      Tess closed the laptop and began her final check of the apartment.

      Kitchen: empty except for the coffeemaker she’d use in the morning and the cleaning supplies she’d leave for the landlord. Bathroom: towels folded on the counter, toiletries in her carry-on. Living room: fourteen boxes, a suitcase, and a carry-on. Bedroom: closed. Closets: empty.

      She’d lived here for three years. It had taken her four hours to erase all evidence of her presence.

      The consulting firm, Bravis and Coots, had let her go three months ago.

      Not fired. Restructured. There was a difference, according to Human Resources. Something about severance calculations and unemployment eligibility. But the end result was the same box of desk belongings, the same Norfolk pine wedged into the back seat, and the same long drive home.

      The irony was that she’d done it to herself. Six months earlier, the partners had asked her to review the firm’s internal operations. Staffing redundancies, workflow inefficiencies, opportunities for consolidation. Standard reviews they did for clients all the time.

      Tess had delivered a forty-page report, unflinching in its specificity.

      Her own position had been on page twenty-three.

      The Senior Consultant role in Municipal Services could be consolidated with the Infrastructure Practice Lead, eliminating one FTE while maintaining service capacity.

      She could have buried it. Fudged the numbers. Found a way to make herself look essential. Other people would have. But Tess didn’t lie to make things comfortable, not even for herself. If the analysis was sound, it went in the report.

      She ran her thumb along the edge of the counter, collecting dust she’d already cleaned once.

      She’d expected — and this was the part that made her jaw tighten even now, three months later — she’d expected the partners to find another way. To see her thoroughness and reward it. Eight years of building their municipal practice from nothing. Surely that counted for something. Surely they’d read her report and think: this is someone who tells the truth even when it costs her. Let’s keep her.

      Michael, the senior partner, had called her into his office on a Thursday afternoon. Polly, the HR manager had sat next to him. Tess had known from their expressions what was coming, and still some part of her had thought: no, not me, I did everything right.

      They’d accepted her recommendation. Thanked her for her professionalism. Offered a severance and a reference. Everyone was civilized about the whole thing.

      She hated them for it. But mostly she hated herself for being naive enough to believe that integrity was a shield, that doing things correctly would keep her safe. She’d handed them the knife and then stood there surprised when they used it.

      Contract work was the logical next step. Short-term engagements, defined scope, no expectation of loyalty on either side. She hated it. Hated the adjustment, the way each contract meant learning new systems and new people only to leave them behind. It was her mother’s life, rootless, provisional, always moving on to the next thing. Everything Tess had spent forty-two years trying to escape.

      But it was work. A problem to solve.

      And Colorado was far from Portland, where she’d have to explain to colleagues why she was still around, still looking for a new role. The butt of office jokes, the woman who analyzed herself out of a job. Just thinking about it made her cheeks burn.

      At seven o’clock, she ordered takeout from the Vietnamese place on the corner, whose owner still didn’t know her name. She ate standing at the kitchen counter, scrolling through the preliminary files on her tablet.

      Shannon McAllister. Emergency Services Coordinator, Elk Ridge Creek. Thirty-nine years old, appointed at twenty-nine. Before that: wilderness guide, EMT certification, search and rescue volunteer. Multi-generational Colorado family.

      The photo in the personnel file was standard-issue — flat lighting, unsmiling face. Dark hair, a face that gave nothing away, the kind of tan that came from years of outdoor work rather than a beach vacation. She looked like a woman who didn’t waste time on things that didn’t matter.

      Tess swiped to the next page. Incident reports, organized by year. Equipment logs, volunteer retention data, budget allocations. McAllister ran a clean operation, at least on paper.

      It would be easy to write a report that justified keeping the position. The data supported it. The outcomes supported it. Tess could spend her contract going through the motions and deliver exactly what the coordinator probably expected: a rubber stamp.

      But that wasn’t how she worked.

      She closed the tablet and carried her empty takeout container to the trash. The apartment was still around her, no hint of traffic noise from the street below, no neighbors she’d recognize by voice. She’d never learned a single name in this building.

      Her phone sat on the counter, the voicemail notification still glowing.

      She picked it up. Opened the app and let her thumb hover over the play button.

      Then she set the phone down, screen-first, and went to finish packing.

      Tomorrow she’d be in Colorado. Tomorrow she’d start the work she’d agreed to do, assess what needed assessing, make her recommendations based on evidence and logic.

      Tonight, she would not listen to her mother’s voice asking questions Tess didn’t know how to, or even want to answer.

      She sealed the last box, labeled it in block capitals, and added it to the stack.

      Fourteen boxes. One suitcase. One carry-on.

      Everything accounted for. Everything in its place.

      She turned off the lights and went to bed early, because her alarm was set for 4 a.m. and she believed in being rested for travel. The empty apartment held its silence around her, and she didn’t ask herself whether silence was the same as peace.

      She knew the answer. Knowing was enough.
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      Tess

      Tess listened to the voicemail while standing at the kitchenette counter of her hotel room, eating the salad she’d picked up from the Whole Foods near the airport.

      She’d landed in Denver three hours ago. She’d taken a window seat. The businessman next to her spent the entire flight on his laptop. No conversation. She wasn’t complaining. She’d done the same, reviewing her notes for tomorrow’s meeting, refining questions she’d already refined twice.

      The rental car had been waiting at the lot. A gray Camry, fuel-efficient. She’d programmed the hotel address into her phone, ignored the GPS’s suggestion of a scenic route, and driven straight there.

      The extended-stay hotel was exactly what she’d expected from the photos: clean, impersonal, functional. A kitchenette with a two-burner stove and a microwave. A desk by the window. A bed that would do for two weeks, which was all she needed before the rental apartment was ready.

      She’d unpacked her carry-on within the first five minutes of arriving. Work clothes hung in the closet by category: blazers, then blouses, skirts, then trousers. Toiletries arranged in the bathroom cabinet in the order she used them. Laptop set up on the desk, charger plugged in, files downloaded for offline access.

      The mountains were visible from the window. She’d glanced at them once, noted their presence, their scale, then returned to her spreadsheets. The mountains would still be there tomorrow. The spreadsheets needed attention now.

      Now her mother’s voice filled the room.

      “Tempest, darling, it’s me. I heard about Colorado — Sarah mentioned it, we had lunch last week, she said you’d taken a contract out there. The mountains! How wonderful. I’ve always wanted to spend time in Colorado. The light is supposed to be extraordinary. Do you remember that painter I dated in Santa Fe? He always said the light in the high desert changed everything about how he saw color. I imagine the mountains are similar.”

      Tess chewed her salad and waited for the pivot. It came six seconds later.

      “I was thinking, darling, I could come out for a bit. Help you settle in. I’m between projects anyway… The gallery space fell through, did I tell you? The landlord wanted to raise the rent by forty percent, which is simply predatory. And it’s been so long since we’ve spent real time together. Not just a weekend here and there. Real time. I could find a little place nearby, something charming, and we could explore together. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      The message ran for another forty seconds. A friend who’d hiked in Rocky Mountain National Park and seen elk at sunrise. The energy of high altitude and how Tess had always been too tied to sea level. How Tess worked too hard and needed someone to remind her to enjoy life, to breathe, to stop and notice the beauty around her.

      Tess deleted the voicemail and finished her salad.

      The salad was fine. Spinach, chicken, a vinaigrette she’d asked for on the side. She’d eaten the same meal three times a week for the past year. Easy to order, easy to track, and she could eat it standing up without making a mess.

      She should call back. She knew she should. Ignoring Colette only delayed the inevitable and gave her mother ammunition for guilt. I left three messages, darling. I was worried. You know how I worry. Plus, Sarah, her cousin, knew where she was staying, so by extension, so did her mother.

      She rinsed her fork, dried it, put it away. Wiped down the counter even though it wasn’t dirty. Checked her email.

      Nothing urgent. A confirmation from the county administrator’s office about tomorrow’s meeting. A receipt from the car rental company. A newsletter from a professional organization she kept meaning to unsubscribe from.

      The first meeting with the county was at nine. She’d reviewed the files twice, had her questions prepared, had mapped out the first two weeks of assessment. There was nothing left to do tonight except sleep and not think about her mother’s voice saying “real time together” as if that were something either of them actually wanted.

      She picked up her phone and called.

      Colette answered on the second ring. “Tempest! I knew you’d call. I had a feeling. I was just thinking about you. I’d pulled out that photo album from when you were little, do you remember the trip to Big Sur? You must have been seven or eight. You were so serious even then, writing down every shell you found on the beach.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “How was the flight? How’s the hotel? Is there a view? I read that Denver has over three hundred days of sunshine a year, can you imagine? Though I suppose that’s Denver proper, the mountains might be different. More clouds, probably. Weather patterns. You’d know more about that than I would.”

      “Mom.”

      A pause. Colette recalibrated. “Yes, darling?”

      “I got your message.” Tess sat on the edge of the hotel bed. The mattress was too soft, the kind that seemed comfortable for the first five minutes and then offered no support. She’d request a different room tomorrow or learn to live with it. “I appreciate the offer, but this isn’t a good time for a visit. I’m going to be working long hours. I won’t have time to explore or⁠—”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t expect you to entertain me. I’d find my own things to do. I always do. You know me, I make friends wherever I go. Remember Lisbon? I knew half the neighborhood within a week. I just thought it might be nice to be nearby. In case you needed anything.”

      In case you needed anything. As if Colette had ever been the person Tess called when she needed something. As if Colette had ever been available for the needing — not away on some adventure, not wrapped up in some new passion, not too busy living her extraordinary life to notice her daughter was struggling.

      “I don’t need anything,” Tess said. “I have everything handled.”

      “You always do.” Tess knew that tone. The retreat of a woman who’d had practice being told no. “You’ve always been so capable, Tess. Even as a child. You never needed anyone. I used to watch you play by yourself for hours, so content, so self-contained. Your aunt said it was a gift. I always wondered if it was something else.”

      Tess closed her eyes. The way Colette could make self-sufficiency sound like a character flaw. Like something Tess had done to her, rather than something she’d had to become. Like Tess had chosen independence instead of having it thrust upon her by a mother who was always somewhere else, always mid-departure, always just out of reach when it mattered.

      “It’s a three-month contract,” Tess said. “I need to focus on the work.”

      “Of course. The work.” A small sigh. “Well, if you change your mind, darling. I’m between things anyway. The gallery space fell through. I told you about that, didn’t I? The landlord was impossible. And the collective I was working with has scattered, everyone off to their own projects. But something else will come along. Something always does.”

      Something always did. That was the problem. Colette moved on. She’d always moved on. From project to project, place to place, relationship to relationship, always certain the next thing would be the thing that finally made her happy. She’d been moving on Tess’s entire life. Artists’ colonies and pottery studios and that year in Provence that had stretched into two. The boyfriend with the sailboat. The girlfriend with the gallery. The commune in Vermont that Tess still didn’t understand. Colette had lived a dozen lives, and Tess had learned early that she couldn’t count on any of them lasting.

      “I should go,” Tess said. “Early meeting tomorrow.”

      “Of course, of course. Get your rest. You always did need your eight hours. Even as a teenager — none of that staying up all night like other kids. You had a schedule. A routine.” There was something in Colette’s voice that might have been admiration or bewilderment. With Colette, it was hard to tell. “And Tess?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m proud of you, you know. This contract sounds very impressive. Very important. Assessing emergency services, that’s real work. Work that matters.”

      Tess didn’t know what to say to that. She never did. Colette’s pride felt like weather — unpredictable, unconnected to anything Tess had done. She’d been proud when Tess graduated summa cum laude, and equally proud when Tess had once, at sixteen, skipped school to go to an art museum. Tess had learned not to rely on it.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Call me sometime? When you have a chance? I’d love to hear about the mountains. And if you meet any interesting people out there, artists, or creative types, you could introduce me. When I visit.”

      There it was. When not if.

      “Sure,” Tess said. “I’ll call.”

      She hung up before Colette could extend the conversation into another ten minutes of cheerful, scattered non-communication.

      The hotel room was quiet. Outside, the sun had dropped lower, the mountains now silhouettes against a sky turning pink at the edges. Tess looked at them for a long moment. They didn’t look like healing. They looked like geology. Rock and snow and the slow work of erosion. Indifferent to whether anyone found them beautiful.

      She preferred the indifference. It asked nothing of her.

      She turned back to her laptop and opened the files again. Not to review them — she knew them well enough — but to have something to look at that wasn’t the window, wasn’t her phone, wasn’t the soft bed that would give her a backache by morning.

      The photo of Shannon McAllister looked back at her, and she found herself looking at the photo longer than necessary. Wondering if the woman in it ever smiled, or if the camera had just caught her between tasks.

      Tomorrow they’d meet.

      She worked until eleven, making notes she didn’t need, polishing questions that were sharp enough. The kind of over-preparation that happened when anxiety had nowhere else to go. She set her alarm for six and turned off the lights.

      The conversation with her mother sat somewhere at the back of her skull, but she didn’t examine it. She’d said no. Colette had accepted it. That was the end.

      She knew better. With Colette, no was never the end. It was just the opening position in a negotiation Tess hadn’t agreed to enter.
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      Shannon

      The house was dark when Shannon pulled into the driveway.

      She’d left a lamp on a timer, but the timer had stopped working three months ago and she hadn’t replaced it. The hardware store in town carried them. She drove past it twice a week. She still hadn’t stopped.

      One more thing on a list she never got to. The list didn’t bother her. The dark didn’t either.

      Kep jumped out before she’d fully opened the back door. He knew the routine. Front porch, wait for the key, through the door, to the water bowl. She’d had him two years now, since Ali Ritchie had called her about a dog who’d washed out of therapy training. Too much drive, not enough settle. The families he was supposed to comfort found him exhausting. Shannon had found him perfect. He’d learned her patterns before she’d realized she had any.

      Inside, the house was the same as she’d left it. Small rooms, furniture that had come with the place when she’d bought it from an estate sale seven years ago. The previous owner had died at eighty-three, had lived alone for the last decade of her life, had kept the house free of clutter. Shannon had appreciated that. She’d replaced the mattress and the appliances. Everything else remained.

      She dropped her keys in the bowl by the door. Hung her jacket on the hook. Checked the windows by habit, even though she’d checked them this morning.

      The kitchen was at the back of the house, small but functional. A window over the sink faced the mountains. This time of evening, the light was flat, the peaks just outlines against a graying sky. In the morning they’d be sharp again, defined, the snow on the upper ridges catching the early sun. She’d run the south trail with Kep before the day got too warm.

      She filled his bowl with kibble. Refreshed his water. Stood back while he ate.

      The refrigerator held eggs, bread, half a bag of spinach going soft at the edges, a container of rice she’d been avoiding for three days. Martinez had opinions about old rice. Graphic opinions. She threw it out.

      She pulled out the eggs and the spinach. Cracked three eggs into a pan, added the spinach, scrambled it all together without ceremony. Toasted two slices of bread. Put everything on a plate she didn’t bother to warm.

      She took her plate to the living room and dropped onto the sofa. The cushions sagged in the middle, worn to the shape of someone else. She was sure the previous occupant hadn’t died on it. The bedroom had been more likely, statistically. She ate while the jazz played low from the speaker on the shelf.

      She didn’t know the name of the album. A volunteer had given it to her years ago, burned onto a CD back when people still did that. Lauren. She’d left at the end of that summer, moved back to Phoenix for a job she couldn’t turn down. Martinez had mentioned later, casual, that Lauren had been carrying a torch the size of a flare gun. Shannon hadn’t noticed. By then it was too late to matter.

      A woman’s voice over piano, the kind of music that made silence feel like something else. She’d transferred it to her phone eventually, played it so many times the songs had lost their individual shapes and become one long, familiar sound. She played it when she needed to think and when she needed to stop thinking. It served both purposes equally.

      Kep finished his dinner and found her. He settled at her knee, head level with her hip, his eyes tracking her fork as it moved from plate to mouth.

      “No,” she said.

      He waited, patient, in case the rules had changed since yesterday.

      They hadn’t. She finished her eggs, scraped the last of the spinach onto the toast, ate that too. Washed the plate, the pan, the fork. Wiped down the counter. The jazz played on.

      Her phone buzzed on the counter where she’d left it.

      She glanced at the screen. Mom.

      She let it ring. Four times, five. Then voicemail.

      Her mother would have called about Sunday dinner. Or about her father’s retirement party next month, the one Shannon had already said she’d attend and already regretted agreeing to. Or about one of her brothers, their kids, their lives that seemed to generate endless news that Elaine McAllister felt compelled to share.

      Shannon would call back tomorrow. Or the day after. Her mother was patient. She’d learned to be.

      The phone buzzed again. Voicemail notification.

      She didn’t listen. Whatever it was could wait. Everything could wait that wasn’t a call-out.

      Kep’s tags jingled as he shifted position. She looked down at him. He looked up at her, ready for whatever came next.

      “Outside,” she said.

      Kep stood immediately and walked to the back door.

      The yard was small, fenced, more dirt than grass this time of year. The previous owner had kept a garden along the back fence. Shannon had let it go wild the first year, then pulled everything out the second. Now it was just dirt and a few stubborn weeds that came back every spring no matter what she did.

      She stood on the back porch while Kep made his circuit. Nose to the ground, following trails only he could smell. A rabbit had been through recently, or a fox. He tracked it to the corner of the fence, lost it, circled back. The same route every night, with minor variations.

      The stars were coming out. She could see the first few, bright enough to cut through the last of the twilight. Later, when the sky went fully dark, she’d be able to see the Milky Way. Not as clearly as she could from the high ridges, but clear enough. Her father had taught her the constellations when she was young. She still knew them all.

      She didn’t look for them tonight. She looked at the mountains instead.

      Dark shapes against a darker sky. The peaks she’d climbed dozens of times, the drainages she knew by heart, the ridgelines she could navigate blind if she had to. This was her territory. Had been for twenty years, longer if you counted the summers she’d spent here as a teenager, working trail crew, learning the land.

      Tomorrow the consultant would arrive. Tess Calder, out of Portland. She’d start asking questions Shannon would have to answer. Poking at budgets, protocols, staffing structures. Looking for ways to cut corners.

      Shannon didn’t resent it. Audits happened. Consultants came and went. The grant that funded her role was large enough to attract attention. She understood the politics, even if she didn’t enjoy them.

      What she resented was the time. The hours she’d spend in meetings, compiling reports, explaining decisions that should be self-evident to anyone who understood the work. Hours she could have spent training volunteers, maintaining equipment. Hours that really mattered.

      But that wasn’t how county government worked. That wasn’t how any of it worked. You justified your existence on paper, in spreadsheets, in presentations to commissioners who’d never set foot on a mountain. You proved your value in metrics they could understand, because the value they couldn’t measure didn’t count. Until it was their loved one injured or lost in the wilderness.

      Kep returned from his circuit and sat beside her on the porch. She dropped her hand to his head and let it rest there.

      The consultant would do her job. Shannon would do hers. In three months it would be over, one way or another. Either the grant would be renewed and her position secured, or it wouldn’t, and she’d figure out what came next.

      “Inside,” she said.

      Kep went.

      She followed, locked the door behind her, checked the windows one more time. The jazz had stopped at some point. She didn’t restart it. The silence was fine. The silence was usually fine.

      The living room held a couch, a television she rarely watched, a bookshelf filled with field guides and topographical maps and a few novels she’d been meaning to read for years. She passed through it without stopping.

      The bedroom was at the end of the short hallway. Small, like everything else in the house. A bed, a dresser, a lamp on the nightstand. Kep’s bed in the corner, the expensive orthopedic one the vet had recommended for his joints.

      She brushed her teeth. Changed into the shirt she slept in, soft from years of washing. Set her alarm for five-thirty.

      Kep was already on his bed, circling once, twice, three times before settling. The same ritual every night. She’d read somewhere that dogs did it to flatten grass, a holdover from when they slept outside. Kep had never slept outside a day in his life, but the instinct remained.

      The bed was cool when she got in. Mountain nights dropped fast, even in July. She lay still and let her breathing slow. Let the day’s tension drain out of her muscles and into the mattress beneath her.

      The settling exhale of a dog giving himself over to sleep.

      Shannon closed her eyes. Let the dark settle around her the way it settled around the mountains every night, indifferent, asking nothing.
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      Tess

      The drive from Denver took longer than the GPS predicted. Construction on I-70, then a detour through a canyon that wound along a river she didn’t know the name of. The mountains had grown as she drove, shifting from backdrop to presence, their scale impossible to gauge from behind a windshield.

      She wasn’t sure yet whether she found them beautiful or oppressive. Both, maybe. The way anything that large could be both.

      Tess pulled into a visitor space at 8:47, thirteen minutes before her scheduled meeting, and sat for a moment with the engine running.

      The building that would serve as her base for the next three months didn’t try to compete with the landscape. It hunched against the hillside, unambitious, the kind of structure built in the seventies and maintained just enough to keep functioning. A flagpole out front. A few bushes that had given up on thriving. A sign that read ELK RIDGE COUNTY SERVICES in letters that had faded from black to gray.

      She turned off the engine and checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. Hair pulled back. Makeup precise. The blazer she’d chosen because it fit well and projected what she intended: authority, containment, nothing given away. She knew the effect it created. She’d seen it often enough in the way people straightened when she entered a room, the slight wariness that preceded any handshake. Some consultants tried to seem approachable. Tess had learned that approachable meant dismissible. She’d rather be taken seriously than liked.

      She gathered her bag, her tablet, the leather portfolio she used for meetings. Locked the car. Walked across the cracked asphalt toward the entrance.

      Inside, the building smelled like every government office she’d ever been in: old coffee and paper that had been sitting in filing cabinets for decades. A woman at the front desk looked up as Tess approached.

      “Help you?”

      “Tess Calder. I’m here to see Sheriff Hannigan.”

      The woman checked something on her computer, then picked up a phone. “Bill? Your nine o’clock is here.” A pause. “I’ll send her back.”

      She pointed Tess toward a hallway. “Second door on the right.”

      Hannigan met her before she reached his office. Sixty-two, weathered. He extended his hand.

      “Ms. Calder. Bill Hannigan. Welcome to Elk Ridge.”

      “Sheriff. Thank you for making time.”

      “Walk with me. I’ll show you where you’ll be working.”

      The space he led her to was not, in any generous interpretation, an office. It was a converted supply closet at the end of the hallway, cleared of mops and buckets but still bearing the faint smell of cleaning products. A desk had been wedged against one wall. A filing cabinet occupied the corner. A window, narrow and high, let in a stripe of morning light.

      “It’s not much,” Hannigan said, with the air of a man who knew it and wasn’t going to apologize. “But it’s private, and it’s yours for the duration.”

      Tess set her bag on the desk and looked around. The contrast with her office in Portland was almost funny. Glass walls, city views, a standing desk that had cost more than this entire room’s furnishings. Just as well she hadn’t brought Simon, her Norfolk pine, currently residing with her cousin Sarah. He’d have taken up half the available floor space.

      “It’ll do fine,” she said.

      Hannigan nodded, satisfied. “Shannon’s office is through there.” He gestured at the wall behind her desk. “So you won’t have far to go when you need her.”

      Something in his tone shifted. He turned to face her fully.

      “Before I introduce you,” he said, “I want you to understand something about Shannon McAllister.”

      Tess waited.

      This could be interesting.

      “She might not come across as warm. You gotta understand, she’s not the type who makes small talk or tries to make people comfortable.” He paused, rubbing his jaw in a gesture that seemed more habit than nerves. “But she’s got a good heart. Best I’ve seen in thirty years of this work. And if you ever found yourself in trouble out there—” He nodded toward the excuse for a window, toward the mountains Tess knew were beyond. “If you needed someone to come find you, to bring you home, you’d want it to be Shannon. There’s nobody else I’d trust with it.”

      Tess didn’t think Bill Hannigan was a man prone to exaggeration.

      “I appreciate you telling me,” Tess said.

      “Just want you to have the full picture.” He straightened, gesturing toward the door. “Come on. She’s expecting us.”

      The sheriff wasn’t kidding about close by. Shannon McAllister’s office was literally on the opposite side of the drywall.

      The door was open.

      Tess paused at the threshold while Hannigan knocked once on the frame.

      The woman behind the desk looked up.

      The personnel file hadn’t prepared her for this. Not because Shannon was more attractive in person, though she was, in a way the camera hadn’t captured, but because the photo had been static, flat, a moment frozen without context. In person, Shannon McAllister was completely still, and somehow that was more unsettling than movement would have been. Coiled. Waiting for something Tess couldn’t see.

      Dark hair, shorter than in the photo, pushed back from her face. Tense jaw. No jewelry except a watch, practical rather than decorative. Her hands rested on the desk with the easy confidence of someone who used them for real work.

      She stood as they entered. Tall. Taller than Tess had expected. A frame built by hauling and climbing, not reps. Tess’s gaze caught on her forearms before she redirected it to Shannon’s face.

      “Shannon, this is Tess Calder,” Hannigan said. “Ms. Calder, Shannon McAllister, Emergency Services Coordinator.”

      “Ms. Calder.” Shannon extended her hand. “Thanks for making the drive.”

      Tess took the hand. Calloused palm. Brief contact, released cleanly. She noted the calluses. Rope work, probably, or equipment. She noted, too, that she was aware of details that had nothing to do with operational assessment.

      “Shannon.” The corner of the woman’s mouth twitched. “I answer faster.”

      Tess met her eyes. “Thank you for taking the time.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Hannigan said. He caught Shannon’s eye briefly. Tess caught it but didn’t know quite what to make of it. Then he was gone, his footsteps retreating down the hall.

      Shannon nodded toward the chair across from her desk. “Sit, please. So, you’re the one doing the county a favor.”

      Tess sat. People whose positions were under threat didn’t usually thank the person holding the axe. They defended, deflected, or sometimes charmed. Shannon did none of those things. Either she was genuinely confident in her operation, or she was very good at hiding that she wasn’t. Tess couldn’t tell yet which.

      The office was compact, crowded with equipment she couldn’t name and maps. Topographical surveys covered most of one wall, marked with notations in what she assumed was Shannon’s handwriting. A dog bed occupied the corner near the window, empty but recently used. Tess could see the impression of a once-curled body in the cushion.

      “Your dog?” she asked, nodding toward the bed.

      “Kep. He’s with one of the volunteers today.” A pause. “Didn’t want him underfoot for this.”

      Underfoot. The word choice gave Tess pause.

      “Before we start,” Tess said, “I want to be clear about why I’m here and how I work.” She set her portfolio on her lap but didn’t open it. Eye contact first. Paperwork later. “The county has asked me to assess whether the regional coordinator model is sustainable. That’s not the same as looking for reasons to cut your position. It’s not the same as rubber-stamping it either.”

      Shannon’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes sharpened.

      “I’ve seen operations that look good on paper and fall apart under scrutiny,” Tess continued. “I’ve also seen operations held together by one person working unsustainable hours, and the moment that person leaves, everything collapses. My job is to figure out which one this is.”

      “And if you decide it’s unsustainable?”

      “Then I say so. And I explain why.” Tess held steady. “I don’t write recommendations I can’t evidence.”

      A pause. Shannon was studying her the way Tess imagined she studied a ridgeline before a search. Looking for the route. Assessing the risks. Alert to changing conditions.

      “Fair enough,” Shannon said finally. “What do you need from me?”

      “Honesty. Access. Your time, when you can spare it.” Tess opened her portfolio now. “I’ve reviewed the preliminary materials. Your numbers are strong. Response times, recovery rates, volunteer retention. But numbers don’t tell me how an operation functions. I need to see it.”

      “You want to observe.”

      “I want to understand. There’s a difference.”

      “Most consultants come in with their conclusions already written, don’t they?” Shannon leaned back slightly. “They’re just looking for data to support them.”

      “I’m not most consultants.”

      “We’ll see.” Shannon’s eyes moved over Tess’s face. A beat passed. “Actually, no. I’m starting to see that already.”

      The moment held a beat longer than it should have. Tess looked down at her tablet and started scrolling through her notes, a little too aware of her own pulse. She inhaled and retreated to safety. The data.

      “Your operation has maintained above-average results for a decade on a budget that hasn’t increased in real terms since you took over,” she said. “That’s unusual. Most operations either grow their funding or decline in output. You’ve done neither.”

      “We don’t spend money we don’t need to spend.”

      “That’s one explanation. Another is that you’re underfunded and holding things together through unsustainable effort.” Tess looked up. “The data doesn’t tell me which.”

      Shannon leaned back in her chair. The coiled energy was still there, but her shoulders had dropped a fraction.

      “What would tell you which?”

      “Time. Observation. Access to operational details. I need to see what doesn’t show up in budget reports.” She kept her focus on Shannon. “I’d like to observe field operations. Training exercises, if you have any scheduled. Actual call-outs if that’s possible and appropriate.”

      “Saturday. We have a training day. Multiple teams, simulated search scenario.” Shannon paused. “I can put you on the observer list.”

      “I can work with that.”

      “Dress appropriately. Boots, layers. We’ll be in the field most of the day.”

      “I know how to dress for fieldwork.”

      Shannon’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. “Good. Most people don’t.”

      Tess’s next question came out crisper than she’d intended. “Walk me through your volunteer retention numbers. The first-year drop-off is significant.”

      They spent the next hour going through Tess’s questions. Budget allocation by category. Volunteer scheduling and retention strategies. Equipment maintenance protocols. Communication systems and their limitations. This last seemed to be an area of concern for the unit.

      Shannon answered everything directly, without elaboration or evasion. She didn’t volunteer information, but she didn’t withhold it either. Every answer was to the point, complete, and delivered in a tone that assumed Tess would keep up.

      Tess did keep up. She asked follow-up questions that surprised Shannon. She could see it in the pause before certain answers, the reassessment happening in real time. She asked about the gap between budgeted equipment replacement and actual equipment age. She asked about the volunteer retention rate in the first year versus subsequent years. She asked about the forecast discrepancies and what they meant for operational planning.

      Shannon’s hands moved as she explained the communication system’s limitations — gestures Tess found herself tracking. She wrote comm system outdated on her tablet and didn’t write hands underneath it, though she thought it.

      Tess took notes. More notes than she usually took in an initial meeting. She told herself it was because the operation was complex, because the details mattered, because she needed to understand the full picture before she could assess sustainability.

      She didn’t tell herself that she was writing down observations that had nothing to do with budgets or protocols. The slight shift in Shannon’s posture when she talked about her volunteers versus when she talked about the county commissioners. The way her voice warmed, almost imperceptibly, when she mentioned the dog.

      At ten-fifteen, Shannon glanced at her watch.

      “I have a meeting with the sheriff at ten-thirty. Budget meeting.” The flatness in her voice suggested exactly how she felt about budget meetings. “Can we continue this another time?”

      “Of course.” Tess closed her portfolio, gathered her things. “I’ll email you a summary of what we’ve covered and a list of documents I’ll need access to.”

      “I’ll have them ready.”

      They stood at the same moment. Tess extended her hand, and Shannon took it.

      The second handshake lasted longer than the first. Not by much, a second, maybe two, but enough that Tess noticed. Enough that she wondered if Shannon noticed too.

      “Saturday,” Shannon said. “Six a.m. at the SAR base. I’ll send you directions.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Shannon released her hand. Nodded once. Sat back down and turned to her computer, dismissing Tess as efficiently as she’d greeted her.

      Tess walked back into her cupboard office, which suddenly felt very small and very close to the wall that separated her from Shannon McAllister.

      She sat at her desk. The chair creaked. She could hear the muffled sound of Shannon’s voice talking to someone, then footsteps. Shannon passed the open doorway. Tess dropped her gaze to her desk, unsure when she’d started watching for her.

      She opened her laptop. Began typing notes.

      Shannon McAllister. Competent. Drier than expected.

      She paused. Deleted Drier than expected. That wasn’t what was important.

      Neither was the way Shannon’s voice had dropped half a register when she’d said ‘we’ll see’. Or the calluses on her palm. Or the fact that Tess had counted the seconds of the handshake without meaning to. Three seconds. Maybe four. But she’d remembered all of it.

      She closed the laptop. Stared at the wall.
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      Shannon

      The budget meeting ran forty-five minutes. It felt longer.

      Shannon walked back to her office with the sheriff’s words still circling. Pressure from the commissioners. Timeline accelerated. The consultant’s preliminary findings will carry weight. Be nice to her. Maybe take her for a drink?

      She knew what he was really saying. Win her over. Make her feel welcome. Give her a reason to write a favorable report.

      Shannon didn’t do charm. And Tess Calder hadn’t struck her as someone who’d be swayed by a Fat Tire and small talk. She’d felt like someone looking for truth.

      Shannon pushed through the door to the main office. Denise looked up from her computer.

      “Someone’s here to see you.”

      Before Shannon could ask, she heard the scrabble of claws on linoleum. Kep came around the corner at speed, tail wagging, body wiggling with the enthusiasm he reserved for reunions.

      Shannon dropped to one knee. He pressed against her, nose pushing into her neck, and she wrapped her arms around him and held on. His fur was warm from the sun. He smelled like grass and Jake’s truck.

      “Hey,” she murmured into his scruff. “Hey. I know. I missed you too.”

      She stayed there longer than she needed to. Kep didn’t mind.

      When she finally stood, Denise was watching her with the expression she got when she was about to say something Shannon didn’t want to hear.

      “Someone’s out of sorts today.”

      “He seems fine to me.” Shannon eased back, her gaze now on Kep.

      “I ain’t talking about him,” Denise said. “It’s you I’m meaning.”

      “Me?” Shannon shrugged off her concern. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Denise turned back to her screen. “That dog gets extra love when you’re feeling off. He knows you better than you know yourself.”

      Shannon didn’t argue. There wasn’t any point. Denise had been at that desk for nine years. She’d seen Shannon through budget cuts, equipment failures, a wildfire that took out half the county’s western ridge. She’d seen Shannon after the Mattheson search, when they’d found the boy too late.

      Denise noticed things. Shannon had learned to live with it.

      “Jake dropped him twenty minutes ago,” Denise added. “Said the training went well. New volunteer shows promise.”

      “Good.”

      Shannon walked to her office, Kep at her heel, and sat at her desk. She pulled up her email. Stared at the screen without reading it.

      She should write up notes from the budget meeting. Document the timeline, the deliverables, the pressure points. That was the professional thing to do.

      Instead, she sat there, hands flat on the desk and let the morning wash over her.

      The meeting with Tess Calder had been something. She wasn’t sure what. Not what she’d expected.

      The woman was thorough. That wasn’t surprising. Consultants were paid to be thorough. But there was a difference between thoroughness that checked boxes and thoroughness that saw things. Tess Calder saw things.

      She’d asked about the forecast discrepancies. Single lines buried in incident reports, the kind of detail that didn’t show up in budget documents. But Calder had found them, and she’d asked what they meant for operational planning. Not what they cost. What they meant.

      Shannon had answered. She’d answered all of it. More than she usually gave auditors. More than she’d planned to give.

      And Tess had kept up. Shannon was used to consultants who nodded along and circled back to the budget. Tess had watched Shannon’s hands while she explained the communication system’s limitations, tracked the gestures like she was reading a second language underneath the first. Shannon had caught her doing it. Had felt, for the first time in a long time, genuinely read.

      She’d noticed, too, that Tess hadn’t taken the invitation to first names. Thank you for taking the time. Polite. Professional. A wall, kept firmly in place.

      Which was fine. Appropriate, even. They weren’t friends. They weren’t going to be friends. Tess was here to assess whether Shannon’s job should exist, and Shannon was here to make sure the assessment was accurate.

      That was all.

      Kep put his head on her knee with a sigh. He watched her, brown eyes calm.

      “I know,” she told him. “I’m fine.”

      He didn’t look convinced.

      And then there was the handshake. The second one. Shannon couldn’t say who had held on longer. She remembered the calluses Tess had clocked during the first — the slight pause, the assessment — and the way the second had lasted a beat past professional. Her own hands were rougher than most women’s. She mostly forgot about that until a stranger brought it back into focus.

      She pushed back from her desk.

      She couldn’t sit here. The walls were too close, and her head was too full and if she stayed at this desk she was going to start pulling files that hadn’t been requested and adding context that wasn’t necessary and doing all the things she did when she was trying to prove something to someone she shouldn’t be trying to prove anything to.

      “Stay,” she told Kep. He lifted his head, then settled back down. He knew the difference between work and restlessness.

      The equipment locker was at the back of the building, past the dispatch room and the storage closets. It was climate-controlled, organized, and empty at this time of day. Shannon pulled the door open and stepped inside.

      Harnesses hung on pegs along the left wall. Ropes coiled on hooks. Carabiners sorted by type and load rating. Helmets on the top shelf, headlamps beside them. Everything in its place.

      She started with the harnesses. Pulled each one down, checked the stitching, tested the buckles. Ran her fingers along webbing that didn’t need checking. She’d inspected this gear last week. Nothing had changed.

      It didn’t matter. Her hands needed something to do.

      The budget meeting had been what she’d expected. Hannigan was on her side, but his hands were tied. The commissioners wanted cuts. The state wanted consolidation. Everyone wanted someone else to make the hard decisions so they could point fingers later when things went wrong.

      And things would go wrong. They always did. That was why her position existed. Not to prevent emergencies, but to manage them. To be the person who knew the terrain, knew the teams, knew what questions to ask before the helicopter was in the air.

      You couldn’t replace that with volunteer coordination. You couldn’t spreadsheet your way to faster response times.

      But try explaining that to someone who’d never stood on a ridgeline in a storm, watching the weather turn, calculating how long until the window closed.

      Tess Calder had never stood on a ridgeline. Shannon was willing to bet on that, and she never bet on anything.

      But Calder had asked about the forecast models. About what happened when they were wrong.

      Shannon hung the last harness back on its peg. Moved to the ropes.

      Tess didn’t fit the pattern. She wasn’t defensive or dismissive or transparently looking for ammunition. She was interested. Taking notes. Notes that Shannon, despite herself, was curious to see.

      Shannon uncoiled and recoiled the rope.

      She thought about Saturday. The training exercise. Tess in the field, watching Shannon work.

      Something turned in her stomach.

      I know how to dress for fieldwork. Yeah, well. We’ll see.

      The rope slipped through her fingers. Known weight. Known texture.

      She needed to stop thinking about this audit and the reports that would inevitably follow.

      Twenty minutes later, she’d reorganized equipment, putting everything back exactly where she’d found it, and burned off enough restless energy to function. She left the locker and headed back down the hallway.

      The bathroom was two doors past Tess’s cupboard. Shannon didn’t look at the open door as she walked by. Didn’t check if the woman was squished in behind the desk the sheriff had found for her after he’d removed the step-ladders, bottles of industrial bleach, and various boxes of lost and found that had taken root in there since time forgot.

      He’d suggested Ms. Calder share Shannon’s office. That wasn’t going to happen. It was her domain. Hers and Kep’s.

      She pushed open the bathroom door.

      And walked directly into Tess Calder.

      The collision was solid. Unavoidable. Tess was coming out as Shannon was going in and neither of them had been paying attention and suddenly they were pressed together in the doorway, chest to chest, Tess’s sharp intake of breath warm against Shannon’s collarbone.

      Pencil skirt against cargo shorts. Silk against cotton. Soft against⁠—

      Shannon stepped back. Fast.

      “Sorry.” Her voice came out higher than usual. “I didn’t see you.”

      Tess’s cheeks had flushed. She was straightening her blouse, not meeting Shannon’s eyes. “My fault. I wasn’t looking.”

      They stood there. Two feet apart. The bathroom door propped open between them.

      Shannon became aware of her own heartbeat. The heat where their bodies had touched. The faint scent of something expensive and subtle that had to be Tess’s perfume. Nobody else ever smelled that good in here.

      Straight women.

      She’d had her fill of that in her twenties. The curiosity that went nowhere. The intensity that meant something different to them than it did to her. The “I’m not really…” and “I’ve never actually…” and Shannon going home and not crying about it because crying didn’t change anything.

      She’d stopped playing that game a long time ago.

      “Excuse me,” she said, and stepped around Tess, and locked herself in the cubicle.

      She didn’t think about the collision. The warmth. The flush on Tess’s cheeks.
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      Tess

      The call had come on Thursday afternoon, while Tess was sitting in her cupboard with her blouse sticking to her back and her twelve-dollar Walmart fan doing nothing on its highest setting.

      “Great news,” the leasing agent had said. “The previous tenants moved out early. You can have the keys tomorrow.”

      Tess had said thank you. She’d said that was wonderful. She’d hung up and stared at the wall that separated her from Shannon McAllister’s office and thought: I have to pack tonight, move tomorrow, and be at a SAR training exercise at six a.m. on Saturday.

      But her hotel was costing ninety-three dollars a night and had air conditioning as dodgy as her office. Given her need to escape from the smell of detergent and the view of a blank wall during working hours, the chance to move somewhere with actual windows and a functioning thermostat was impossible to refuse.

      So she’d said yes.

      Now it was Friday evening, and she was standing in her new apartment surrounded by six boxes, a suitcase, and a growing sense that she had made a tactical error.

      She’d picked up the keys from the agent’s office at lunchtime but waited with her car packed until she’d finished for the week before heading to what would be her new home. It was bare. Two bedrooms she didn’t need, a kitchen with adequate counter space, a view of the parking lot on one side and mountains on the other. The air conditioning worked, though. That alone made it an improvement on the hotel.

      She’d started unpacking the moment the latch on the front door closed. Kitchenware first, then bathroom essentials, then the boxes marked OFFICE in her neat capitals. She had a system. The system worked.

      The doorbell rang.

      Tess checked her watch. 7:14 p.m. She wasn’t expecting anyone. She didn’t know anyone in Colorado except the sheriff, a receptionist named Denise, and the woman she was trying very hard not to think about.

      She opened the door.

      Colette stood in the hallway in a flowing dress the color of sunset, two oversized suitcases at her feet and a potted fern clutched to her chest.

      “Surprise, darling!”

      Tess took a step back. “Mom. What are you doing here?”

      “I told you I was coming.” Colette was already maneuvering past her, suitcase wheels catching on the threshold. “The cottage lease doesn’t start until next month, and I thought, well, Tess is all alone in a new city, she could use some help settling in. Isn’t this lovely? Very minimalist. We can fix that.”

      “You told me you were thinking about coming. I said no.”

      “Did you?” Colette set the fern on the kitchen counter and looked around with the assessing gaze Tess knew all too well. Feng shui. The ancient art of positioning your goldfish to align your chakras for future prosperity. Tess had stopped keeping track of her mother’s spiritual frameworks around the time crystals entered the conversation.

      “I don’t remember it quite that way,” Colette continued. “I remember you saying you’d be busy, and I said I wouldn’t be any trouble at all. Which I won’t be. I’m very low maintenance, you know that.”

      Tess knew nothing of the sort.

      “Mom.” She kept her voice level. Controlled. The voice she used in difficult client meetings. “I have a work thing tomorrow. Early. Very early. I need to unpack tonight and get to bed at a reasonable hour.”

      “Perfect. I’ll help you unpack.” Colette had already found the box marked KITCHEN and was pulling out Tess’s Japanese knives. “Oh, these are beautiful. Are these new? You always did have good taste in sharp objects.”

      “Please don’t touch those.”

      “I’m just looking. You’re so tense. Have you been doing your breathing exercises? I sent you that link to the guided meditation. The one with the Tibetan singing bowls.”

      “I’ve been working.”

      “You’re always working. That’s the problem.” Colette had moved on to another box. “What’s in here? Oh, books. Lovely. Do you have any crystals? I brought some, just in case. Rose quartz for the bedroom. Very good for the heart chakra.”

      Tess watched her mother pull out several management consultancy manuals before ripping off the tape to the box marked BEDROOM. Colette moved through the apartment like a weather system, touching everything, rearranging without asking, filling the silence with a steady stream of commentary. Within twenty minutes, there were scarves draped over the back of the couch, a collection of small stones on the windowsill, and the fern had been relocated three times before finding its “energy center” on the coffee table.

      “Mom. I need to finish unpacking.”

      “I’m helping.”

      “You’re not helping. You’re decorating.” That was the most diplomatic word Tess could come up with.

      “Ambiance is important, Tempest. You can’t live in a space that has no soul.” Colette picked up a box from the bedroom doorway. “What’s in this one? It’s heavy.”

      “That’s personal.”

      “Everything’s personal. That’s what makes it interesting.” She was already pulling back the flaps. “Oh, is this your bedding? You should really invest in organic cotton. The pesticides in conventional fabrics are⁠—”

      She stopped.

      Tess’s heart stopped with her.

      Colette lifted the Lelo Enigma from the box with the expression of a woman who had just discovered buried treasure. “Well, well, well.”

      “Put that down.”

      “Tess.” Colette turned to her, eyes sparkling. “This is wonderful.”

      “It’s private.”

      “It’s healthy. I’m so pleased you’re taking care of yourself. You know, I read an article about these. Apparently they’re very sophisticated. Multiple motors. Something about sonic waves?” She examined it with curiosity. “How does it work? Is this the⁠—”

      “Mom.” Tess crossed the room and extracted the device from her mother’s hands with as much dignity as she could muster. “Please. Boundaries.”

      “I don’t know why you’re embarrassed. It’s perfectly natural. When I was your age I had a whole collection. Now I content myself with just two. Lighter for traveling.” Colette moved toward the larger of her suitcases. “They’re in my case. I can show you⁠—”

      “I really wish you wouldn’t. And please don’t do a show and tell.”

      “Your father bought me my first one, you know. For our first anniversary. He was very progressive that way. Of course, he was also sleeping with his dental hygienist, so it was probably guilt, but still. It’s the thought that counts.” Colette sighed fondly. “I’ve never been able to part with it. Of course, it’s almost as old as you now. They weren’t nearly as sophisticated back then. Sounds like a lawnmower and takes four D batteries. You can hear it three towns away.” She smiled at the memory. “When your grandmother once visited she asked if I was doing home renovations.”

      Tess shoved the Enigma back into the box and carried it to the bedroom closet, where she placed it on the highest shelf, then pulled out a stack of sweaters from her case to put in front. When she returned, Colette was examining the contents of another box.

      “These are just files. Work things. Boring.” She straightened and kissed Tess’s cheek, leaving behind a trace of perfume that smelled like sandalwood and mayhem. “All right, I’ll let you get organized. But this weekend, we’re having dinner. A proper dinner. You can tell me all about this job that has you working on Saturdays.”

      “It’s a field observation. Research.”

      “Research.” Colette said it the way she’d say “water.” She picked up her handbag from where she’d dropped it on the couch. “I saw the most wonderful little restaurant on my way from the airport. Italian. Very authentic. The owner’s from Naples. Or was it Sardinia? Somewhere with good tomatoes.”

      “Fine. Dinner. Sunday.”

      “Perfect. Wear something nice. You always look so—corporate.” She was already wheeling her larger suitcase toward the spare room. “Now, if that’s your bedroom, this one must be mine. Oh, it’s lovely. A bit small, but I don’t need much space.”

      She emerged moments later, purse on her arm. “You don’t have any wine, do you? No, of course you don’t. I’ll run out and get some. And groceries. You can’t live on whatever protein bars you’ve got in that box. I saw this darling little family grocery store on the edge of town. Back in an hour. Don’t finish unpacking without me.”

      And then she was gone, sweeping out the door with her keys and her momentum, leaving Tess standing in an apartment that no longer felt like hers.

      Scarves on the couch. Crystals on the windowsill. Her mother’s suitcase in the spare bedroom.

      One hour. She had one hour of peace before Colette returned with wine and opinions.

      Tess looked at the remaining boxes. Looked at the clock. 8:47 p.m.

      She had to be at the SAR base in nine hours. She had to be sharp, professional, ready to observe Shannon McAllister running a training exercise. She had to prove that she knew how to dress for fieldwork, that she could keep up, that she belonged in that world even temporarily.

      Instead, she was standing in her living room with her mother’s rose quartz on her windowsill and the memory of Colette holding her vibrator with genuine fascination.

      The fern watched her from the coffee table. It looked smug.
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      Shannon

      The forecast held. Clear skies, moderate temps, wind from the northwest at eight to twelve. Good conditions for the exercise.

      Shannon arrived at the SAR base at five-fifteen. The sky was that gray-blue of early dawn, the peaks to the east just starting to catch the first light while the valleys below stayed in shadow. Another twenty minutes and the sun would clear the ridge. Another hour and the day would be bright and hot.

      Kep jumped down from the truck and followed her inside.

      She grabbed her clipboard and reviewed the team assignments one more time. No changes needed. She’d built this roster three days ago. It was solid. But she checked it again anyway.

      Jake arrived at five-forty, coffee in hand, moving with the confidence of a man who’d been doing this for half his life. He handed Shannon a coffee she hadn’t asked for.

      “So we’ve got ourselves an audience today.”

      “She’s here to observe. Part of the audit.”

      Jake’s expression soured. “Audit. Like our rescue stats don’t speak for themselves. Forty-seven successful extractions last year. Zero fatalities. But sure, let’s put a price tag on that.” He shook his head. “What would any of those bean counters give to save one of their own? Their kid stuck on a ledge? Their wife lost in a storm?”

      “It’s not about the value of life. It’s about whether my position is necessary or whether volunteer leadership could handle coordination.”

      “Which is bullshit.”

      “Which is politics.” Shannon took a sip of the coffee. Still too hot, but she needed something to do with her hands. “And this isn’t the first time we’ve had someone watching. Remember that reporter six years ago? The feature piece for the Denver Post magazine?”

      Jake grunted. “That was different. She wanted to make us look good. This one wants to make us look expendable.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know audits.” He drained his coffee. “They don’t send consultants to tell you everything’s fine.”

      Shannon didn’t argue. She wasn’t sure he was wrong.

      Frankie Martinez came in ten minutes later, dark hair pulled back tight, already talking, because Frankie was always talking. By six, the staging area was filling up. Colton with two newer volunteers he was mentoring. The Hernandez brothers, back from their fishing trip. Stan Murray, who’d taken last month off for his wife’s operation. A few others Shannon had called in specifically for the multi-team exercise. Fourteen volunteers in total, enough for three full search teams plus command support.

      Trucks lined the lot. Five of them now, plus Shannon’s, plus the trailer with the bulk equipment.

      Shannon moved through the volunteers with her clipboard, confirming assignments, answering questions. Kep stayed close, alert but calm.

      At six twenty-two, a gray Toyota Camry pulled into the lot. Rental plates. A sedan — nothing flashy, nothing wasted. It fit what Shannon knew of Tess Calder so far.

      Shannon didn’t watch it park. She was reviewing the communication protocols with Colton. But she tracked the door opening, the figure stepping out, the measured pace crossing the gravel toward the staging area.

      Frankie appeared at her elbow, voice low. “That’s the consultant?”

      “That’s her.”

      “Pretty. In that scary-competent way.” Frankie tilted her head, assessing. “Like she’d fire you and you’d thank her for it.”

      “Don’t you have gear to check?”

      “Already checked.” Frankie grinned. “I’m just saying. She’s got a look.”

      “She’s got a job to do. So do you.”

      Frankie raised her hands in surrender and wandered back toward her truck, still grinning.

      Tess Calder was dressed appropriately. Hiking boots, layered clothing, practical jacket. She’d either hiked before or she’d walked into REI and pointed at a mannequin. She wouldn’t be the first to have done that.

      But something was off. Shannon clocked it automatically: shadows under her eyes, hair pulled back but not as precise as Monday, a tightness around her mouth. Still put-together. Still controlled. But frayed at the edges in a way she hadn’t been five days ago.

      Shannon wondered what had happened. Then she stopped wondering, because it wasn’t her business.

      “Ms. Calder.” She walked over to meet her. Professional. Appropriate. “You made it.”

      “I said I would.”

      “I know. I believed you.” Shannon gestured toward the staging area. “We’ll brief in five minutes. You can observe from the command post. It’s at the overlook, about four miles up Ridge Road.”

      “I’ll follow you?”

      “Your car should handle it fine if you take it slow. Paved most of the way, gravel for the last half mile.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      Shannon turned to walk back toward the group and caught the scent. Faint. Expensive. The same perfume from the bathroom doorway, when they’d collided and Shannon had spent the rest of the day not thinking about it.

      She walked faster.

      The briefing was efficient. Shannon outlined the exercise: simulated search scenario, multiple teams, moderate terrain. Lost hiker, last seen on the Ridge Trail, standard training protocols. She assigned sectors, reviewed communication schedules, confirmed safety procedures.

      Tess stood at the edge of the group, tablet in hand, taking notes. Shannon was aware of her presence the way she was aware of weather patterns. A constant background consideration.

      “Questions?” Shannon looked around the assembled volunteers. No one spoke. “Then let’s move.”

      The teams loaded into their trucks. Jake rode with the Hernandez brothers, taking the south sector. Frankie had Colton and the two newer volunteers, heading east. Stan Murray led the third team northwest. Shannon climbed into her own truck, Kep jumping into the back seat, and pulled out of the lot.

      In her rearview mirror, the gray Camry followed.

      The command post was a flat clearing at the overlook, high enough to maintain radio contact with all three teams and close enough to deploy if anything went sideways. Shannon had used this spot dozens of times. She parked, let Kep out, and began setting up the portable table and radio equipment.

      Tess pulled in a few minutes later, the Camry bumping over the last stretch of gravel. She got out, testing the uneven ground as though she didn’t trust her own footing, and made her way over to where Shannon was working.

      “Coffee’s in the cooler,” Shannon said without looking up. “Help yourself.”

      Tess poured herself a cup and settled into the folding chair at the edge of the command post. She pulled out her tablet and began taking notes. Shannon focused on the radio, on the teams checking in on the exercise.

      She did not focus on the way Tess crossed her legs. Or the pen she kept tapping against her lower lip when she was thinking.

      The first hour passed in professional silence. Shannon coordinated, Tess observed. Kep lay in the shade of the truck, watching them both.

      At eight-fifteen, Tess asked her first question.

      “The check-in schedule. Every fifteen minutes. Is that standard protocol or your preference?”

      Shannon glanced over. “Standard is every twenty. I run it tighter.”

      “Why?”

      “Because fifteen minutes is a long time when something goes wrong.”

      Tess wrote something on her tablet. Shannon went back to the radio.

      At nine, the sun cleared the last of the morning haze and the temperature climbed. Shannon shrugged off her outer layer. From the corner of her eye she saw Tess do the same, revealing a fitted gray t-shirt underneath the practical jacket.

      She looked away. Checked the team positions on her map.

      Pretty, Frankie had said. In that scary-competent way.

      Shannon keyed her radio. “Team Three, status.”

      “Grid seven clear. Moving to grid eight.”

      “Copy.”

      At nine-thirty, Tess got up to refill her coffee. She paused by the map table where Shannon was working.

      “May I?”

      Shannon shifted to give her room. Tess leaned in to study the topographical markings, the team positions Shannon had flagged. She smelled like that perfume and something else underneath. Sunscreen, maybe. Sweat from the warming day.

      “You’ve got them in a modified spiral pattern,” Tess said. “Not a standard grid.”

      Shannon blinked. Most observers didn’t know the difference. “The terrain doesn’t suit a grid. Too many elevation changes. The spiral keeps them moving with the contours instead of against them.”

      “More efficient.”

      “Fewer injuries. Tired people make mistakes on uneven ground.”

      Tess nodded slowly, her eyes still on the map. “That’s not in any of the training documentation I reviewed.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Where did you learn it?”

      Shannon paused. The honest answer was experience and one bad call where a volunteer twisted an ankle because she pushed them across a ridgeline instead of around it. But that was more than she usually offered.

      “Trial and error,” she said. “Mostly error.”

      Tess looked up. Their faces were closer than Shannon had realized — close enough to see the flecks of darker gray in Tess’s eyes.

      “That’s how the best systems develop,” Tess said.

      Shannon held her gaze for a beat too long. Then she stepped back, reaching for her radio. “Team Two, status.”

      At ten, Kep stood, stretched, and walked over to where Tess was sitting. He sniffed her hand, then sat beside her chair, leaning slightly against her leg.

      Tess looked down at him, surprised. “Is this okay?”

      Shannon stared. Kep didn’t do that. Kep was friendly enough with strangers, but he didn’t seek them out. He didn’t lean.

      “He likes you,” she said, and turned back to the radio before her face could add anything her voice hadn’t.

      Tess’s hand hovered over Kep’s head. “May I?”

      “He’s already decided. Might as well.”

      Tess scratched behind his ears. Kep’s eyes half-closed in contentment.

      At ten-thirty, Shannon redirected Team Two away from a drainage. Routine adjustment. She’d done it a hundred times.

      She glanced toward Tess. Tess was writing something on her tablet, but her eyes were on Shannon. Watching.

      Shannon wondered what she saw.

      At eleven-fifteen, Stan Murray’s voice crackled over the radio. “Team Three to Command. We have visual on the subject. Grid nine, near the boulder field.”

      “Copy, Team Three. Confirm status.”

      A pause. Then: “Subject is responsive. Simulated ankle injury. We’re initiating contact now.”

      Shannon allowed herself a small nod. Ahead of schedule. “All teams, stand down search pattern. Converge on grid nine for extraction drill.”

      The “lost hiker” today was Danny Reyes, a nineteen-year-old forestry student who’d been volunteering with them for six months. He wasn’t field-ready yet, but he was eager, and playing victim was a good way to learn how an extraction felt from the other side. Shannon had given him a scenario card that morning: day-hiker who’d wandered off trail chasing a photo opportunity, turned an ankle on loose rock, couldn’t bear weight. Dehydrated, scared, but stable.

      From her chair, Tess watched the teams converge on the radio. She’d stopped writing, Shannon noticed. Just listening now.

      Fifteen minutes later, Danny was “extracted” to the overlook, grinning despite the fake limp he was maintaining for the sake of the exercise. Frankie’s team had handled the carry-out, improvising a support hold that kept weight off his “injured” ankle.

      “How’d I do?” Danny asked Shannon as they set him down.

      “You stayed in character. Good.” She looked at Frankie. “The carry was clean. Good improvisation on the terrain.”

      Frankie shrugged. “He’s light. Try that with a two-hundred-pound tourist who won’t stop asking if his phone is okay.”

      A few of the volunteers laughed. Danny looked mildly offended.

      The teams gathered for debrief. Shannon kept it brief: good work, clean execution, minor timing issue on the south sector approach they’d address next session. Stan’s team had made first contact efficiently. The extraction had gone smoothly. She released them to pack gear and compare notes.

      Frankie appeared at Shannon’s elbow as the others drifted toward their trucks.

      “Your observer’s been watching you all morning.”

      “She’s observing the operation. That’s her job.”

      “Uh-huh. The operation.” Frankie’s grin widened. “Also, ten bucks says her right foot is one giant blister by the time we walk back to the vehicles.”

      Shannon frowned. “What?”

      “The boots. Not a scratch on them. And her cargos have got shop creases. And the way she’s walking?” Frankie nodded toward where Tess was gathering her things. “She’s favoring that right foot, trying to hide it. At least she’s not complaining.”

      Shannon looked. Tess was standing now, movements stiff. When she shifted her weight, there was a hitch in her stance. Subtle. But there.

      “Stupid, buying new boots for fieldwork and not breaking them in.” Frankie shook her head.

      “Go help Colton with the gear.”

      “Yes, boss.” Frankie gave her a mock salute and headed toward the trucks.

      Shannon walked over to Tess. She was bent over her tablet, making final notes, and didn’t look up until Shannon’s shadow fell across her.

      “Good exercise,” Tess said. Her voice was steady, professional. “I have some follow-up questions when you have time.”

      “Now works.” Shannon sat on the tailgate of a nearby truck. “What do you want to know?”

      The questions were good. Specific. Based on observation, not assumption.

      Tess asked about the terrain redirect: “You pulled Team Two away from the drainage before they reached it. What did you see that they didn’t?”

      Shannon could have left it there. Instead, she found herself explaining: the slope angle, the vegetation pattern, the way water would move in a storm. She pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and sketched a quick map, marking the contour lines, the drainage pattern, the route she’d chosen instead.

      “Here.” She turned the paper so Tess could see it better. “The drainage looks like the fastest path, but the footing’s unstable. Loose rock, seasonal erosion. You lose more time picking your way through than you save on distance.”

      Tess leaned in to look. Their shoulders were inches apart.

      “So you’re reading the terrain in real-time,” Tess said. “Adjusting the search pattern based on conditions the teams can’t see from their position.”

      “That’s the job.”

      “Technically, it’s not in your job description. I’ve read it.”

      Shannon pulled back and let out a huff. “Job descriptions don’t cover everything.”

      Tess looked up. Their eyes met.

      “No,” Tess said. “I’m starting to see that.”

      The moment stretched. Shannon became aware of her own breathing, the space between them, the way Tess’s eyes were more gray than blue in this light.

      She stood. “Anything else?”

      Tess blinked. “That’s enough for now. Thank you for your time.”

      “Saturday’s my day off. You’re not taking my time.” Shannon paused. Watched Tess stand, saw the slight wince she tried to hide. “That foot’s going to get worse if you don’t deal with it.”

      Tess’s expression flickered. Surprise, then something that looked like irritation. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re limping.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “New boots. Should have broken them in first.” Shannon nodded toward the equipment trailer. “I’ve got a first aid kit. Moleskin, blister pads. Five minutes and you’ll be able to drive home without wincing every time you hit the brake.”

      Tess’s chin lifted. “Thank you for the offer, Ms. McAllister, but I can take care of myself.”

      Back to surnames. Shannon felt the wall go up between them.

      “Suit yourself.” She turned to walk toward the equipment trailer, then stopped. “Get that foot looked at, Tess.”

      The name slipped out. She didn’t correct it.

      She didn’t look back to see Tess’s reaction. But she heard the pause. The beat of silence before Tess’s footsteps, uneven on the gravel, moved toward her car.

      Jake was waiting by the trailer, pretending to organize rope that didn’t need organizing.

      “Went well,” he said.

      “The exercise went fine.”

      “I meant the debrief.” He glanced toward the lot, where Tess’s gray Camry was pulling away. “She asks good questions. For a bean counter.”

      “She’s not a bean counter. She’s a consultant.”

      “Same thing, fancier title.” But there was less hostility in his voice than before. “You heading out?”

      “Soon.”

      Her phone buzzed. Frankie.

      Did you administer some TLC to the consultant? She looked like she needed it.

      Shannon stared at the screen.

      Another message followed: Everyone’s heading to Rosie’s for a beer. You coming? Saturday’s no fun without the boss to torment.

      She should go home. Shower. Eat something. Prepare for the week ahead.

      Another buzz: Jake’s buying the first round. That NEVER happens.

      Shannon typed back: Fine. One beer.

      She pocketed her phone. Kep was watching her from the back seat of the truck, tail wagging slowly.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she told him.

      He kept wagging.

      She got in the truck, started the engine, and followed the others toward town. The scrap of paper with the terrain map was still in her pocket.

      She didn’t throw it away.
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      Tess

      Her right foot throbbed against the brake pedal. She’d taken her boot off in the car, unable to bear the pressure any longer, and driven home in her sock. The blister was exactly as Shannon had predicted. Apparently, her inexperience had been obvious.

      “New boots. Should have broken them in first.”

      Tess pushed the thought away. Forty minutes of highway still ahead of her, and Colette waiting at the other end. How was it? What did you see? Did you meet anyone interesting? Questions that sounded casual but weren’t. Details Tess didn’t want to give.

      She just wanted a shower and silence.

      The apartment complex came into view. She pulled into her assigned spot, gathered her things, and limped toward the entrance with one boot on and one boot in her hand.

      The apartment was quiet when she opened the door.

      “Mom?”

      No answer. No scarves in new locations, no crystals rearranged, no Colette emerging from the kitchen with wine and questions.

      Tess set her bag down and saw the note on the counter, written in her mother’s looping script on the back of a grocery receipt.

      Darling — Gone to volunteer at a dog charity fun day! Met the most wonderful woman at the grocery store last night — her name is Ali and she runs a pet therapy charity. She invited me to help out today. Don’t wait up. I made pasta for you — it’s in the fridge. Love, Mom

      P.S. If I’m not back tonight the fern will need water.

      Tess stared at the note.

      Of course. Her mother had been in town for less than twenty-four hours and had already made a friend, gotten herself invited somewhere, and found a cause to throw herself into. That was Colette. She couldn’t go anywhere without striking up a conversation with a stranger. She believed there were no strangers, just friends you hadn’t met yet.

      Just as well she hadn’t bumped into Ted Bundy at the produce section. It was a miracle she’d never been murdered.

      Tess set the note down and let out a long breath.

      Alone. She was alone.

      The apartment was warm, the afternoon sun streaming through the windows she’d forgotten to close the blinds on. She’d been outside for hours in the heat. Her shirt clung to her back, stiff with dried sweat. Her hair had escaped the arrangement she’d thrown it into hours ago. She felt grimy, tired, and restless in a way that had nothing to do with exhaustion.

      She turned up the air conditioning and headed for the bathroom.

      The shower was what she needed. Hot water sluicing away the dust and sweat, steam filling the small space, the tension in her shoulders releasing. She stood under the spray letting the heat work into muscles she hadn’t realized were tight.

      When she finally stepped out, wrapped in a towel, the apartment had cooled. She padded into the bedroom, leaving wet footprints on the hardwood.

      The closet door was open.

      Tess paused, looking at the stack of sweaters on the high shelf. Behind them, hidden from her mother’s prying eyes, was the box she’d shoved there last night.

      She thought about the morning. The long hours at the overlook, the sun on her face, the unfamiliar landscape stretching out below. Fresh air and physical stillness after a week of stale offices and spreadsheets. Her body wasn’t used to that kind of day. No wonder she felt restless.

      She was wound up with nowhere to go. That was all.

      And she was alone. Privacy, when sharing with her mother, was always in short supply.

      Tess reached up and pulled down the box.

      The Lelo felt cool in her hand, the silicone smooth. She ran her thumb along the curve of it, feeling the weight, the promise.

      She walked back through the apartment, still wrapped in her towel, and slid the bolt on the front door. When you had a mother as unpredictable as Colette, you learned to lock doors.

      Back in the bedroom, she opened the nightstand drawer and found the small bottle of lubricant she’d packed and let the towel drop and lay back on the bed. She’d had more and better orgasms since investing in her new friend than she’d ever had with Marcus or the few men she’d dated before him. Granted the bar wasn’t set high.

      The sheets were cool against her bare skin. Late afternoon light filtered through the blinds, painting stripes across her body. She took a breath, letting herself settle, letting the anticipation build.

      She knew what she liked. She knew how to give it to herself, without negotiation or performance. Just her body, moving toward release.

      She warmed the lubricant between her fingers, then applied it slowly, carefully, to herself first. The touch made her breath catch. She was more sensitive than she’d expected.

      She slicked the toy next, the silicone gleaming in the low light. Then she positioned it at her entrance, letting the curved tip rest against her without pushing in. Teasing herself. Making herself wait.

      She closed her eyes.

      In her mind, there were hands. There were always hands in this fantasy, one she’d cultivated over years because it was easy, because it required nothing from her but surrender. The hands had no face, no identity. They were simply there, touching her, knowing where to go.

      She pressed the toy forward, slowly, feeling herself open around it. The stretch was familiar and new at once. The internal arm settled against her G-spot, a gentle pressure that would become insistent once she turned it on.

      She did. The lowest setting first, a flutter that made her thighs tense.

      Her free hand moved to her breast. She found her nipple, already peaked, and rolled it between her fingers. A sound escaped her throat. She moved to the other, giving it the same attention, layering touch over touch until her breathing changed.

      The hands in her mind were doing this. Touching her breasts, teasing her nipples, while the pressure inside her mounted.

      She increased the intensity on the toy. The sonic pulses against her clit strengthened, and she felt her hips lift involuntarily, seeking more contact. The Enigma did what it always did — stimulating the hidden architecture of her pleasure.

      Her hand left her breast and traveled down, fingers splaying across her stomach, then lower. She used two fingers to spread herself open, pressing the toy more firmly against her clit, and the urgency sharpened.

      The hands in her fantasy moved with her, sure.

      She turned the toy higher.

      Her breath was coming faster now, her body moving in small, helpless motions against the sheets. She could feel the orgasm gathering, that tightening at her core, the pleasure climbing toward a peak she could almost see.

      The hands. She focused on the hands. They were inside her now, in the fantasy, moving with the same rhythm as the toy. Strong hands with rough palms.

      She was close. So close. The waves were cresting, and she let herself fall into it, let her mind empty of everything except the pleasure and the hands and the⁠—

      Forearms.

      Forearms, roped with tendon, dusted with fine dark hair.

      Shannon.

      Tess came with a cry she didn’t try to muffle, her back arching off the bed, her whole body shuddering with the force of it. The orgasm rolled through her in waves, stronger than she’d expected, stronger than she’d had in months, maybe years. The toy kept pulsing and she kept coming, aftershocks rippling through her until she finally had to pull it away, oversensitive, gasping.

      She lay there, chest heaving, staring at the ceiling.

      The room was quiet except for her ragged breathing. The toy lay between her legs on the sheets, still buzzing faintly until she fumbled for the button and turned it off.

      Shannon McAllister.

      She had just come harder than she could remember, and she had been thinking about Shannon McAllister.

      Tess pressed her hands to her face.

      This was not the plan. This was not anything close to the plan. She was here to do a job, write a report, and leave. She was not here to develop feelings for a woman who lived in the mountains and ran search and rescue operations. A woman she was supposed to be assessing, not fantasizing about.

      Straight women, Shannon had probably thought on Friday, after the bathroom collision. Tess had seen it in her face, the way she’d stepped back, the distance that snapped into place. Shannon had assumed, because everyone assumed. Because Tess had spent her entire adult life making sure they would assume.

      All those men who never quite seemed to fit.

      Her mother’s voice, echoing from years of gentle, oblivious commentary. Colette had never understood why none of Tess’s relationships lasted, why she’d married Marcus and then quietly let him go, why she lived alone with her Japanese knives and her expensive vibrator.

      Tess had never understood either. Or she had, somewhere deep down, in a place she’d bricked over so long ago she’d forgotten it was there.

      She sat up slowly. Her body felt loose, still humming. But her mind was racing.

      Shannon McAllister.

      “Get that foot looked at, Tess.”

      The way she’d said it. Her name slipping out.

      I’m obsessing over someone because they were interested in my blister. Clearly the altitude is affecting my brain.

      Tess got up, went to the bathroom, cleaned herself and the toy, immediately hiding the offending item back on the shelf where it belonged. She pulled on comfortable clothes. She watered the fern, because her mother wouldn’t be home, and because she needed something normal to do.

      Then she sat on the couch in her quiet apartment with the knowledge that everything she’d thought she understood about herself had just shifted like loose rock on a trail she’d never walked before.

      She didn’t know what to do with it.

      But she couldn’t unknow it now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Shannon

      Rosie’s was half full by the time Shannon arrived, the Saturday crowd filtering in from corners of the county. The jukebox was playing something country, which it always was, and the smell of deep-fried food hung in the air like a permanent fixture.

      Kep waited in the truck. He’d get a burger patty later, plain, no onions. He knew the drill.

      Shannon found the SAR contingent at their usual table near the back: Jake, Colton, the Hernandez brothers, Frankie with her hair down for once, dark waves spilling over her shoulders instead of the tight ponytail she wore in the field. A few others had already peeled off, family obligations and early mornings pulling them away. The ones who remained were the ones who didn’t have anywhere else to be.

      Shannon slid into the booth next to Jake.

      “Thought you weren’t coming.” Frankie pushed a beer toward her. “I ordered you the usual. It’s getting warm.”

      “Had to drop my gear.” Shannon took a pull from the bottle. Still cold enough. “Good work today. All of you.”

      “Save the performance review for Monday.” Frankie grinned. “Tonight, we drink.”

      The conversation flowed around Shannon without requiring much from her. The Hernandez brothers were arguing about the best approach to the south sector drainage, a debate they’d been having for three years. Colton was showing Jake something on his phone, probably the new grandkid. Shannon nursed her beer and let the noise wash over her.

      It was comfortable. The way post-training nights had always been.

      Frankie was watching her.

      Shannon felt it before she saw it. When she looked up, Frankie didn’t look away.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Frankie took a sip of her own beer. “You seem distracted.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Didn’t say you weren’t fine. Said you seem distracted.” Frankie tilted her head, dark eyes assessing. “You seemed pretty preoccupied up at that command post today. More than usual.”

      “I was coordinating an exercise. Looking at the command post is part of the job.”

      “Uh-huh.” Frankie’s mouth curved. “And the consultant? Was looking at her part of the job too?”

      Shannon’s fingers pressed harder against the bottle. She relaxed them. “She was observing. I was aware of her position.”

      “I bet you were.”

      “Frankie.”

      “What? I’m just saying.” Frankie leaned back in the booth, casual, but her eyes were sharp. “She’s interesting. Smart. Scary-competent, like I said. And you spent the whole exercise at the command post with her, then hung back to chat after the rest of us cleared out.” She tilted her head. “Was it cozy?”

      “When’s the last time you got laid, boss?”

      Jake snorted into his beer. The Hernandez brothers were still arguing, oblivious.

      Shannon set her bottle down carefully. “That’s none of your business.”

      “I’m not judging. I’m asking.” Frankie’s voice had dropped, the teasing gone. “Because you’ve been running on nothing but work for years. Longer than I’ve known you. But you seemed different with her.”

      “Nothing was different.”

      “You smiled.”

      “I smile.”

      “You smiled at her. Like, an actual smile. Not the polite one you give the commissioners or the grimace you give Jake when he makes a joke.”

      “Hey,” Jake said.

      “It’s true and you know it.” Frankie didn’t look away from Shannon. “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing. I’m saying it’s a thing. And you’re sitting here pretending it isn’t.”

      Shannon picked up her beer. Took a long drink. Set it down.

      “Drop it, Martinez.”

      The words landed harder than Frankie deserved.

      Frankie’s expression flickered, but she nodded once and turned to Colton. “Show me the grandkid photos. I heard there’s one with a cowboy hat.”

      The conversation shifted. Shannon finished her beer in silence.

      She lasted another twenty minutes before she dropped money on the table and stood.

      “Early night.” She said it to the table at large. “See you Monday.”

      Frankie caught her eye as she turned to leave. Lifted her chin slightly. We’re good.

      On the drive home, the sky bled from orange to deep blue, the last light draining out behind the peaks. Kep rode shotgun, nose pressed to the window, satisfied with his evening. Shannon’s hands stayed steady on the wheel. Her mind stayed blank.

      The house was dark when she pulled up. She’d left in a hurry that morning, hadn’t thought to leave a light on. It looked empty. It was empty. That was how she’d chosen it to be.

      Inside, she fed Kep and let him out into the back yard. Put her keys in the bowl. Hung her jacket on the hook.

      She stood in the kitchen for a moment, listening to the house settle around her. Then Frankie’s voice filled her head. “When’s the last time you got laid?”

      Long enough that she’d stopped counting. Not because she couldn’t find someone, not because opportunities hadn’t presented themselves over the years. Because it was easier not to. Because sex required a kind of presence she’d stopped being willing to give. Because the last time she’d let someone that close, she’d lost her. And she’d spent five years making sure it couldn’t happen again.

      She handled it the same way she handled everything else: efficiently and without sentiment. No different to equipment maintenance. Get it done, move on.

      She needed a shower anyway.

      The water was hot. She stood under it, letting the tension drain from her shoulders and her back, muscles she’d been holding tight since — since this morning. Since watching Tess Calder walk across the staging area in her new boots with her questions and her gray-blue eyes that saw too much.

      “Scary-competent,” Frankie had said. “Like she’d fire you and you’d thank her for it.”

      Shannon turned the water hotter.

      When she stepped out, wrapped in a towel, the house was quiet and her skin red. Kep was back inside, settled in his bed in the corner of the bedroom, one eye following her movements.

      “Go to sleep,” she told him.

      His tail thumped once against the cushion. He didn’t close his eye.

      Shannon dropped the towel and lay on the bed. The sheets were clean. She’d changed them yesterday. She knew her own body. Knew what worked, what didn’t, what got the job done. Her hand moved between her thighs without any great thought. A release valve, that’s all this was. She’d done this a thousand times over the years, quick, never lingering.

      She closed her eyes.

      Her hand moved. Waited for the pressure to build…

      And then⁠—

      Gray-blue eyes. How Tess had looked up from the terrain sketch, their faces closer than Shannon had realized. Close enough to see the flecks of darker color in her irises.

      Shannon’s rhythm faltered.

      She tried to refocus, banishing the image. Stick with the physical response, McAllister. Just the physical response, the building pressure, the⁠—

      Then Tess’s voice filled her head. “That’s how the best systems develop.”

      Shoulders almost touching over the map. The scent of something floral beneath sunscreen and body heat. How Tess’s hand had hovered over Kep’s head, asking permission even after the dog had already decided.

      “May I?”

      Shannon’s breath caught. Her hips moved against her hand without her permission. She opened her eyes. Stared at the ceiling.

      Tried again. Focus on the sensation. Nothing else. No face, no voice, no⁠—

      She’d trained herself years ago. No faces. No names. Just sensation.

      It had taken months to stop seeing Angie.

      And now Tess had broken through in a single week.

      She’d called her Tess without thinking. Because when she looked at her, that was who she saw. Not Ms. Calder. Not the consultant. Tess.

      “Get that foot looked at, Tess.”

      Shannon’s hand stilled.

      She lay there, breathing harder than she should be for this kind of release, her body humming with something she couldn’t finish. Wouldn’t finish. Because the moment she closed her eyes, Tess was there. And then this wouldn’t be about equipment maintenance anymore.

      She pulled her hand away. Curled it into a fist against her thigh and held it there until the wanting dulled to something she could ignore.

      Fuck.

      She lay still until her heart rate settled, until her body stopped demanding things she wasn’t going to give it.

      Kep whined softly from his bed.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      She wasn’t fine.

      At some point, Kep padded over to the bed and laid his head on the mattress beside her. She let her hand drop to rest on his fur.

      “We’re fine,” she told him.

      He didn’t believe her either.
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      Tess

      The Victorian house on North Downing Street looked like something from a period drama. Three stories of gabled roofs and wrought-iron fencework, a wraparound porch with baskets of flowers, windows that caught the afternoon sun and threw it back in gold. Tess sat in the passenger seat of her mother’s rental car and tried to think of a way out of this. She’d been trying since Colette had cornered her at breakfast.

      “Darling, these women are absolutely wonderful. Ali has the most extraordinary way with the nervous dogs, and Jessica’s house — you simply must see it. And you’ve been cooped up with that laptop for days. It isn’t healthy, sweetheart. You need people. You need life.”

      She’d eventually agreed. Compliance was easier.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Colette was already unbuckling her seatbelt. “Jessica inherited it from her great-aunt. There’s a whole story there, apparently. She traveled, Europe mainly, I think, but somebody said something about India. Anyway, she kept cats and collected lovers. Or maybe it was the other way around.”

      “Mother.”

      “What? I’m just telling you what Ali told me.” Colette checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror. Coral today, to match the scarf she’d draped over one shoulder. “I’ve such fond memories of Paris… Now, are you going to sit in the car all afternoon, or are you going to come inside and meet some lovely people?”

      Tess looked down at herself. She’d chosen flat sandals because her blister was still tender, and a linen shirt she’d thrown on without much thought. Her nose and cheeks were pink from yesterday’s sun, the kind of color that made her look feverish rather than healthy. She hadn’t slept well. Every time she’d closed her eyes, she’d seen forearms. Rough palms.

      She’d been thinking about Shannon McAllister’s hands while her mother drove them across Denver to a barbecue full of strangers.

      This was not how Tess had planned to spend her Sunday.

      “I have work to do,” she tried. “The audit⁠—”

      “Can wait until tomorrow. You’ve been hunched over that laptop for days. Fresh air. Good company. Wine, probably.” Colette opened her door. “Come on, darling. One hour. If you’re miserable after one hour, I’ll make your excuses and drive you home myself.”

      It was the kind of promise Colette never kept, but Tess found herself getting out of the car anyway. The alternative was sitting alone in the rental apartment, trying not to think about what had happened in her bedroom last night. About how her body had betrayed her, conjuring images she hadn’t invited, sensations she couldn’t explain.

      She’d had orgasms before. Plenty of them, most of them self-administered. But she’d never come apart like that. Never lost control of her own fantasy. Never finished with someone’s name filling her head — someone she barely knew.

      Shannon.

      Tess pressed her fingers to her sunburned cheeks and followed her mother up the porch steps.

      Colette walked in like she owned the place, calling out greetings, and Tess trailed behind, doing what she always did: noticing everything. Hercule Poirot, post-murder, her mother called it. She saw too much.

      The interior was eclectic in a way that suggested decades of accumulated taste rather than a decorator’s vision. Rugs layered over hardwood floors. Bookshelves stuffed past capacity. A cat — orange, enormous, and unimpressed — watched them from a perch near the window.

      “Colette!” A woman emerged from somewhere deeper in the house, wiping her hands on a dish towel. Jessica Taylor had amber skin, high cheekbones, dark curly hair pulled back from her face. Her clothes were casual but expensive. “You made it. And this must be Tess.”

      “Jessica, darling.” Colette swept forward for an embrace, the way she always did with people she’d decided to like, and Jessica accepted it, though Tess caught a hesitation before her arms came up. “Yes, I finally managed to drag her out of her cave. Tess, this is Jessica Taylor. She owns this beautiful house.”

      “Co-owns,” Jessica corrected, offering her hand. “My partner Ali would never let me forget that — she’s invested so much of herself in our home. It’s good to meet you, Tess. Your mother’s told us so much about you.”

      Tess took the hand, trying not to wonder what exactly Colette had shared. “Likewise. Although my mother has a talent for oversharing.”

      Jessica’s expression suggested she understood exactly what Tess meant. “She mentioned you work in consulting?”

      “Operational analysis, mostly.” Tess heard herself minimizing. “Nothing as glamorous as international fund management.”

      Jessica’s eyebrows rose. “Your mother told you what I do?”

      “My mother tells me everything about everyone she meets. Whether I want to hear it or not.”

      “Fair enough.” Jessica’s gaze was perceptive, weighing. “Well, for the record, analysts are the ones who understand how things work. The rest of us just move money around and pretend we know what we’re doing. Come on, let me get you a drink and introduce you to everyone. Fair warning: there are a lot of us, and most are nosy.”

      The backyard was larger than Tess had expected, bordered by mature trees that provided shade and privacy. A long table had been set up near the back, already laden with food. Smaller clusters of chairs and blankets dotted the grass, occupied by women in various configurations of conversation.

      And children. There were children here.

      Two toddlers, maybe eighteen months old, were engaged in what appeared to be a very serious negotiation over a plastic truck. One had dark curly hair; the other, lighter coloring and a determined expression. A golden retriever lay nearby, tail wagging, serving as silent referee to the proceedings.

      “The twins are Flor and Usha,” Jessica said, following Tess’s gaze. “Fenna and Kristi’s girls. They’re at the stage where sharing is a theoretical concept rather than a practiced skill.”

      “They’re beautiful.”

      “They’re chaos incarnate, but yes.” Jessica steered her toward a cooler. “Wine? Beer? We have sparkling water if you prefer.”

      “Water. Please.” Tess needed something to do with her hands.

      Glass acquired, she let Jessica lead her toward a cluster of women near the food table. Colette had already vanished somewhere into the garden, drawn by laughter or instinct or whatever internal compass always led her to the most interesting person in any room.

      “Everyone, this is Tess. Colette’s daughter.” Jessica made the introductions. “Tess, this is Ali, my partner. Kristi. Fenna.”

      “Your mom’s already found Yaya,” said Ali. Dark hair, warm eyes, an easy manner. She nodded toward the far end of the garden. “By the roses. You know how Yaya gets when there’s a new audience.”

      “Yaya?” Tess asked.

      “Fenna’s grandmother. She’s the guest of honor. Always.” Ali offered her hand. “It’s good to meet you. Your mom’s been a godsend at Healing Paws this week. She’s got a way with the nervous dogs.”

      “That sounds like her.” Tess shook it. “She’s always had a talent for charming creatures who should know better.”

      Ali laughed. “I’m going to take that as a compliment on behalf of the dogs.”

      Kristi, tall with striking reddish hair and blue eyes, was watching Tess with curiosity. “Colette mentioned you’re here doing some work for the county?”

      “An operational audit. Emergency services coordination.” Tess took a sip of her water, grateful for the prop. “It’s temporary.”

      “You’re working with Shannon McAllister, then.”

      Tess’s grip shifted on her glass. She made herself take a breath. “You know her?”

      “Everyone knows Shannon.” This from Fenna, dark-haired and attentive, with a gaze that suggested a medical background. “She’s been running SAR for what, ten years now?”

      “Longer than I’ve had Healing Paws,” Ali said. “When it became obvious Kep wasn’t right for therapy work — he had too much energy — she was the first person I thought of. He needed a job that would tire him out.” She paused. “He’s been with her ever since.”

      “Kep?” Tess asked, though she already knew.

      “Her dog. Working collie. He came through Healing Paws originally, but he washed out of therapy training. Too intense. I persuaded Shannon he’d be perfect for search and rescue, and I wasn’t wrong. The two of them clicked.” Ali’s expression eased. “She’s got good instincts. For dogs and for people.”

      Tess thought about Kep pressing against her leg during the training exercise. How he’d sought her out, leaned into her touch. How Shannon had watched it happen but didn’t comment.

      “She seems very competent,” Tess said.

      “She’s the best.” Ali said it simply, like a fact. “The work she does out there, the lives she’s saved, the families she’s helped — it’s important. I hope the county understands that.”

      There was a question buried in the statement. Tess heard it.

      “The audit is about operational efficiency,” she said. “Not about whether the work matters.”

      “Those things aren’t always as separate as they should be.” Ali’s tone was mild, but her eyes held steady. “Budget decisions have consequences. I’ve seen good programs gutted because someone in an office decided the numbers didn’t add up.”

      “Ali.” Jessica’s hand found her partner’s shoulder.

      “I’m not interrogating her. I’m just saying.” Ali offered Tess a look. “Sorry. I get protective. Shannon’s done a lot for this community, and she doesn’t always get the recognition she deserves.”

      “You’ve known her for some time?”

      “Years now. The queer world in Denver is smaller than you’d think.” Ali’s mouth quirked. “Everyone crosses paths eventually. Give it long enough, and you’ll find out your ex dated your coworker’s sister’s best friend from college. It’s like six degrees of separation but make it sapphic.”

      Fenna snorted. “That’s how we ended up meeting each other. Kristi bumped into Ali on a plane to South America⁠—”

      “And you. That’s how I met you,” said Kristi.

      “Mm. Technically, you hit on me in a bar, but that’s beside the point. You met Ali on a plane, Ali weirdly met Jessica through Vivian, and somehow that turned into monthly dinners that turned into—” She gestured at the crowded backyard. “This.”

      “We rotate houses in the summer,” Kristi explained. “Different host each month. But Yaya is always the guest of honor, no matter whose turn it is. House rules.”

      “She’d show up anyway,” Fenna said. “Might as well make it official. She’s eighty-something, four foot ten, and absolutely certain she knows what’s best for everyone. You’ll love her. Or she’ll terrify you. Possibly both.”

      A shriek of laughter cut through the conversation. Tess turned toward the sound, already knowing what she’d find.

      Colette.

      Her mother was standing near a cluster of rose bushes at the far end of the garden, hands moving in the gestures Tess knew so well. She was talking to a woman in bright yellow pants and a coral blouse that somehow didn’t clash with Colette’s scarf. Yaya was laughing, one hand pressed to her chest, the other gripping Colette’s arm like they’d known each other for decades instead of days.

      And Colette was leaning in. Tilting her head. Touching Yaya’s shoulder. Tess saw the intimacy of the gesture and knew what it meant.

      “I see they’ve found each other,” Ali said, following Tess’s gaze. There was amusement in her voice. “They hit it off at Healing Paws.”

      “Hit it off,” Tess repeated flatly.

      She watched her mother throw her head back and laugh at something Yaya said. Watched Yaya pat Colette’s hand. Watched two women in their sixties and eighties respectively behave like — no. She knew that laugh. She knew those gestures. The firefighter in San Fran, the waitress in Vegas, the golf pro in Miami. Her mother was flirting with an octogenarian grandmother.

      Her eyes widened, and she turned away, unable to keep watching.

      This was fine. This was absolutely fine.

      “Come on.” Ali touched her elbow gently. “Let me introduce you properly. Yaya will want to meet Colette’s daughter. She’s been asking about you.”

      “She has?”

      “She asks about everyone. It’s her superpower.” Ali steered her across the lawn, past the twins — who had apparently resolved their truck dispute through the time-honored method of abandoning it for a new toy — past a second cat, black and imperious, who observed their passage from a garden chair.

      “Yaya,” Ali called as they approached. “This is Tess. Colette’s daughter.”

      The tiny woman turned, and Tess found herself subjected to a gaze she wouldn’t soon forget. Yaya’s eyes were dark, set in a face lined with decades of laughter and opinion. She looked like someone who had never been uncertain about anything in her life.

      “Ah.” Yaya reached up — she had to reach up; Tess was nearly a foot taller — and took Tess’s face in both hands. Her palms were warm and dry. “Yes. I see it. You have your mother’s eyes, but not her—” She made a gesture that seemed to encompass Colette’s entire personality. “Muchness.”

      “That’s one word for it,” Tess managed.

      Yaya laughed, delighted. “She is honest. Good. Honesty is important.” She released Tess’s face but kept hold of one hand, patting it between both of hers. “Your mother tells me you are here to look at Shannon’s work. To decide if it is worth keeping.”

      “That’s not exactly⁠—”

      “Shannon is good.” Yaya’s grip firmed. “Did you know she saved my great-niece’s husband’s cousin? On the mountain, three years ago. Broken leg, very cold. Shannon found him. She brought him home.” She nodded firmly. “You’ll write good things. I know you will.”

      “Yaya.” Colette’s voice was gently chiding. “Tess has to do her job. She can’t just write good things because we ask her to.”

      “Why not?” Yaya seemed genuinely puzzled. “If the things are true, why not write them?”

      Tess opened her mouth to explain the difference between advocacy and analysis, but Colette was already jumping in.

      “Because my daughter is very serious about being objective, darling. It’s her way.” There was a note in Colette’s voice Tess couldn’t quite place — close to pride, but warmer. “She’s always been like that. Even as a child. She’d make lists of pros and cons before deciding which breakfast cereal to eat.”

      “This is good,” Yaya decided. “Careful people are important. But careful people sometimes forget to look up from the paper.” She fixed Tess with another of those penetrating looks. “You have a heart, yes?”

      “I’ve been told I have one somewhere.”

      Yaya laughed again, that laugh that seemed too large for her. “I like this one,” she announced to Colette. “She is funny. Dry, like good wine.” She patted Tess’s hand once more, then released it. “Come, dulzura. You will eat. You are too thin. Both of you. I made tamales.”

      She marched toward the food table with the confidence of a general commanding troops. Tess watched her go, slightly dazed.

      “She’s amazing,” Colette said, the creases at the edges of her eyes easing.

      “She’s terrifying.”

      “That too.” Colette’s face had gone quiet, open in a way Tess rarely saw — no performance in it, no sparkle turned outward. “But wonderful, don’t you think?”

      Tess looked at her mother. Really looked. Colette was sixty-three years old, had been married twice, had broken hearts across three continents. She’d never stayed anywhere long, never committed to anything that might tie her down. She was a force of nature, impossible to predict or contain.

      And she was looking at a tiny Nicaraguan grandmother like she’d found something precious.

      “Mother,” Tess said carefully. “Are you⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Colette’s expression didn’t waver. “Don’t analyze it, darling. Not everything needs to be understood to be enjoyed.”

      She walked away before Tess could respond, following Yaya toward the food table, already reaching out to touch her arm, to lean close, to laugh at something only the two of them shared.

      Tess stood alone in the garden, surrounded by strangers who all seemed to know each other, and wondered how her mother could walk into any situation and find connection while Tess herself had been in Colorado for a week and knew no one.

      “You look like you could use another drink.”

      Kristi had appeared beside her, holding two glasses of wine. She offered one to Tess.

      “That obvious?”

      “Yaya has that effect on people. She’s like being caught in a warm undertow.” Kristi clinked her glass against Tess’s. “For what it’s worth, she likes you. If she didn’t, she would have told you so. Loudly. In Spanish.”

      “Comforting.”

      They stood in companionable silence for a moment, watching the party flow around them. The twins had found their way to Jessica, who was now sitting on a blanket with one girl in her lap and the other attempting to put a flower crown on the patient golden retriever. Ali was helping Fenna carry more food to the table. Colette and Yaya were deep in conversation, heads bent close.

      “She really does know Shannon well,” Kristi said quietly. “Yaya, I mean. Shannon doesn’t come to these things often — she’s not much for crowds — but when she does, Yaya always makes sure she eats. Takes plates of food to her, sits with her when it gets too loud.” She paused. “I think she reminds Shannon of someone. Or maybe Shannon just likes being fussed over by someone who won’t take no for an answer.”

      Tess thought about Shannon’s controlled expressions, how she seemed to hold everyone at a measured distance. But then yesterday, when Shannon had noticed her foot was sore, she’d offered to help. And how she’d said her name — Tess — like it had slipped out without permission.

      “She seems like someone who doesn’t let many people in,” Tess said.

      “No.” Kristi’s voice was thoughtful. “But the ones she does let in, she’d do anything for them. That’s just who she is.” She glanced at Tess. “She doesn’t usually come to these barbecues. But Ali mentioned she might make an exception today. Something about it being at Jessica’s, and Jessica having good bourbon.”

      Tess’s chest constricted. “She’s coming here?”

      “Maybe. She said she’d think about it.” Kristi’s tone was just a shade too casual. “Why? Would that be a problem?”

      “No.” The word came out too fast. “No, of course not. I just — I wasn’t expecting to see her outside of work.”

      “Denver’s small,” Kristi said, echoing Ali’s earlier words. “Everyone crosses paths eventually.”

      From across the garden, Yaya’s voice rose above the general chatter, calling everyone to the table. The twins shrieked with excitement. The dogs began their hopeful migration toward the food. Colette appeared at Tess’s elbow, flushed and happy, looping her arm through her daughter’s.

      “Come on, darling. Yaya says the tamales wait for no one, and I believe her.”

      Tess let herself be pulled toward the table, toward the noise and warmth and chaos of this strange extended family she’d stumbled into. She found a seat between Colette and Ali, accepted a plate loaded with more food than she could possibly eat, and tried to follow the overlapping conversations that seemed to require knowledge of shared history she didn’t have.

      The tamales were extraordinary. The wine kept flowing, though Tess switched back to water. She was working tomorrow. And the sun began its slow descent toward the mountains, painting everything gold and amber.

      The promised hour had come and gone. Tess sat in the middle of it all, surrounded by laughter and connection, and could not find a way in.

      She’d spent her adult life avoiding this. Not the people — the exposure. When she was married, she’d had Marcus to stand behind, his easy charm deflecting attention while she observed from the margins. When the marriage ended, she’d stopped going. Easier to be alone than to feel the gap between herself and everyone else.

      But here, watching her mother bloom among strangers, watching these women move around each other with the ease of long history, Tess felt the edges of something she couldn’t dismiss. She sat back and tried not to name it, because so far there were only two candidates. Longing, which was uncomfortable enough. Or the beginning of wanting something she’d spent her whole life training herself not to want.
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      Shannon

      Sunday mornings had a rhythm.

      Shannon ran the south trail with Kep before the heat set in, three miles out and three miles back, the ground still cool under their feet. She showered while he ate his breakfast, then made coffee and took it onto the back porch where she could watch the mountains change color as the sun climbed higher.

      She left the radio off. Left her phone on the counter. Sunday mornings were for silence, for the stillness that came from having nowhere to be and no one expecting her.

      By ten, she was in the garage, working through the equipment she’d brought home. Her personal gear, not county property. The harness she’d used for twelve years. The ropes she trusted more than any relationship she’d ever had. She tested carabiners, ran her hands along webbing to ensure it was intact. You could never be too sure. And idle hands led to idle thoughts, which led to places she had no intention of going.

      Kep lay in the open doorway, half in sun and half in shade, watching her work. He hadn’t settled properly all morning. Kept shifting position, sighing, standing up and circling before lying down again.

      “I know,” she told him.

      He didn’t believe her.

      She’d slept badly. Woken at three, then again at five, her body restless.

      Her phone buzzed on the workbench. She ignored it. Kept working on the harness, checking buckles.

      It buzzed again.

      Shannon set down the harness and picked up the phone. A text from Ali.

      Don’t forget the BBQ at ours. 4pm. Yaya’s making tamales. You should come.

      Shannon stared at the screen. She’d known about the barbecue for weeks. It was on the calendar. Jessica’s house this month. Fenna and Kristi’s next month.

      She should go. She usually went, at least for an hour. Stood at the edges, nursed a drink, let Yaya fuss over her, left before it got too loud.

      She thought about yesterday. The training exercise. Tess watching from the command post. How Shannon had been aware of her the entire time, a low-grade current she couldn’t switch off.

      She wasn’t fit for a party. Not today. Not with her head full of things she couldn’t afford to think about.

      She texted back. Can’t make it today. Family thing.

      At least that part was true.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Her parents’ house sat at the end of a cul-de-sac in a subdivision that had been new when Shannon was in middle school. The lawns were neat, the cars sensible, the whole neighborhood designed for people who valued order over character. Shannon had grown up here, in the room that was now her mother’s sewing room, and she still couldn’t drive down this street without feeling like she was shrinking.

      She parked behind her brother David’s minivan. Sat for a moment with the engine off.

      Sunday dinner. Once a month, sometimes twice. Her mother called it tradition. Shannon called it obligation. But she showed up, because showing up was easier than explaining why she didn’t.

      The front door was unlocked. Nobody locked their doors in this neighborhood.

      “Shannon.” Her mother appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. Elaine McAllister was sixty-four, silver-haired. “You’re late.”

      “Traffic.” There hadn’t been traffic.

      “David and Michelle are already here. The kids are in the backyard.”

      Shannon could hear them through the sliding glass door. Her niece and nephew, seven and nine, shrieking over something. She should go say hello. She would, eventually.

      Her father was in his recliner. His cane leaned against the armrest, within reach. He raised a hand in greeting but didn’t get up. Not anymore.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      He nodded. Turned back to the television.

      Her mother was already heading back to the kitchen. “Dinner’s in twenty minutes. David’s helping with the grill.”

      Shannon stood in the living room for a moment, suspended between spaces. The house looked the same as it had her entire life. Same furniture, same carpet, same family photos on the wall in frames that had been there since the eighties. Her father on a summit, grinning, thirty pounds lighter and a lifetime younger. Her father with his SAR team, holding a commendation. Her father teaching a young Shannon to coil rope in the backyard. One frame held a yellowed news clipping: LOCAL MAN LEADS FOURTEEN-HOUR RESCUE.

      That was before. There were no news clippings about the fall.

      Her parents had lived in this house for twenty-seven years and changed almost nothing.

      She wondered sometimes if they’d even notice if they stopped loving each other. If they ever had. She’d never seen them fight, but she’d also never seen them touch. No hands held across the table. No affection at all. Just two people moving through the same space, coordinating logistics, waiting for something no one seemed to know.

      This was what staying looked like. Years of politeness and coordinated routines.

      In the kitchen, her mother was arranging vegetables on a platter with the concentration of someone defusing a bomb.

      “How’s work?” Elaine asked without looking up.

      “Under control.”

      “That audit still happening? The one Bill mentioned?”

      “Still happening.”

      “Must be stressful. Having someone looking over your shoulder like that.”

      Shannon leaned against the counter. “I can handle it, Mom.”

      “I’m just saying. You work so hard, and then they send someone in to—” Elaine waved a hand vaguely. “Question everything.”

      “She’s not questioning everything. She’s doing her job.”

      Her mother looked up at that, the knife paused mid-slice.

      “She?”

      “The consultant. Tess Calder.”

      “Pretty name.” Elaine went back to her vegetables. “Is she nice?”

      Shannon thought about Tess’s handshake. Her questions that missed nothing. How she’d looked at Shannon across the command post yesterday morning.

      “She’s professional.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “It’s the only answer you’re getting.”

      Elaine pressed her lips together. The expression Shannon had seen a thousand times.

      Angie had come to this table once. Just once.

      Shannon remembered it clearly. Angie in this kitchen, helping Elaine with the salad, filling the quiet with easy chatter while Shannon stood where she was standing now, watching her mother’s politeness and her father’s bewildered distance.

      Afterward, in the car, Angie had told her, “They love you. They just don’t know how to show it.”

      Shannon had wanted to believe her. Angie had that effect. She made you believe things could be different, could be better than the hollow shape you’d been given.

      And then Angie was gone, and Shannon was left with this. The quiet house. The parents who asked about work but never about her heart. The brother who was too busy with his own family to notice that Shannon had stopped being present years ago. It hadn’t been the fights that ended them, or the silences. It had been the discovery that they couldn’t share their lives and still keep them intact.

      “Shannon?” Her mother’s voice pulled her back. “Could you take the salad out?”

      “Sure.”

      Dinner was what it always was. David talked about his job. Michelle talked about the kids’ school. Her mother talked about the retirement party next month, the guest list, the catering options. Her father ate without contributing, occasionally nodding at something that didn’t require a response. He hated his desk job, a constant reminder of everything he couldn’t do. But it was what got him out of bed in the morning.

      Then David asked about work, and Robert looked up.

      “They’re reviewing your position?” he asked. He didn’t talk much anymore, but when he did, it was usually about this.

      “It’s routine,” Shannon said. “State-level review of emergency services.”

      “We didn’t have paid coordinators in my day.” He cut into his meat with too much force, his knife screeching against the plate. “Volunteers ran it. Worked fine.”

      “Times change, Dad.”

      “Not always for the better.” He didn’t look at her. “Still, bureaucrats don’t know mountains. They know spreadsheets.”

      Shannon felt the pressure settle behind her ribs. Her father had been the one to teach her to climb, to read terrain, to understand weather. He’d run volunteer SAR for fifteen years before the fall.

      She’d taken the paid position partly because of him. To carry on what he’d started. He’d never said whether that made him proud or just reminded him of what he’d lost.

      She suspected both. She suspected that was worse.

      “The consultant’s been in the field,” she said. “She’s thorough.”

      “She.” Her father’s fork paused. “City person?”

      “Portland.”

      He made a sound that might have been a laugh. “Portland. They’ll send someone from Portland with its sweet little hills to tell us how to run mountain rescue.” He shook his head and went back to his food.

      Shannon didn’t respond. He wasn’t wrong. But he wasn’t right either. And she’d stopped trying to bridge that gap years ago.

      Her mother changed the subject to summer camp. Shannon pushed food around her plate and waited.

      She sat at the table where she’d sat for twenty-seven years and wanted to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      Angie would have hated this. She’d have kicked Shannon under the table, leaned over, whispered something that would have made Shannon choke on her water. She’d have drawn Robert out, charmed Michelle, asked about the old rescues until he forgot to be bitter. Filled every corner of this room with warmth and noise and life.

      That was the thing about losing Angie. It wasn’t just Angie she’d lost. It was the version of herself that existed when Angie was in the room.

      “Shannon.” David was looking at her. “I asked if you’re coming to Dad’s party.”

      “I said I would.”

      “You said you’d come to Emma’s birthday last month too.”

      “I had a call-out.”

      “You always have a call-out.”

      “People get lost in the mountains, David. I don’t control when.”

      Her mother made a small sound. Peacekeeper, as always. “Let’s not do this at dinner.”

      David subsided. Michelle changed the subject to the summer camp spelling bee.

      At seven, she made her excuses. Early morning tomorrow. Work to prepare.

      “You work too much,” her mother said at the door. “You should get out more. Meet people.”

      “I meet people, Mom.”

      “You know what I mean.” Elaine’s hand hovered near Shannon’s arm but didn’t land. It never did. “Your father and I worry about you. Alone in that house.”

      Alone. She’d been waiting for it. It came every visit.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I know you are. I just—” Elaine stopped. Started again. “Drive safe.”

      She stepped back. Her father had already retreated to his recliner.

      Shannon walked to her truck. Got in. Sat with her hands on the wheel while the engine idled.

      She’d taken over what he’d built. Turned it into something professional, funded, sustainable. She’d thought it might be a gift. A way of carrying his legacy forward.

      But he’d never said thank you. He’d never said anything at all.

      Her phone buzzed. She lifted it and saw Ali’s name.

      Missed you today. Met someone interesting — the consultant doing the county audit. Tess?

      Another message, seconds later.

      Contained, that one. Reminds me of someone.

      Shannon stared at the words, then put the truck into drive and pulled away.

      Was there anywhere this woman wasn’t appearing in her life?
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      Tess

      Tess arrived at the county offices early on Monday morning, the way she always did, and sat at her desk in the converted supply closet reviewing her notes from the training exercise.

      She’d slept badly. The barbecue clung to her in fragments: Yaya’s hands on her face, Colette laughing by the roses, Ali talking about Shannon with certainty. Everyone had spoken about Shannon like she was someone worth protecting.

      And when Kristi suggested Shannon might appear, the jolt Tess had felt — anticipation, unmistakably — she hadn’t imagined that. Nor the flatness that followed when Shannon didn’t come. She’d had a family thing, apparently.

      “She doesn’t always come,” Kristi had said. “But she might make an exception today.”

      She hadn’t.

      Tess told herself it didn’t matter. Told herself she was relieved, not to have to navigate Shannon in a social setting. Their interactions were complicated enough in a professional context.

      She’d told Ali that she found Shannon “very competent.” Bloodless words for what she’d really been thinking.

      She stared at her notes until they blurred.

      At nine, exactly nine, she’d watched the clock on her laptop count down, she gathered her notebook and walked through to Shannon’s office.

      Shannon was at her desk, head down, writing something. The morning light caught her profile: strong jaw, the slight furrow between her brows that appeared when she concentrated. She looked up when Tess appeared in the doorway, and for a moment neither of them spoke.

      Shannon’s posture was straighter than usual. Her jaw set tighter. The authority Tess had observed in the field was still there, but underneath it, a tension that pulled at something low in Tess’s stomach.

      “Ms. Calder.” Shannon gestured to the chair across from her. “Have a seat.”

      Back to Ms. Calder. As if Saturday’s Tess had never happened.

      She could sort that now. Just say, Call me Tess, please, but it seemed too large a step. Too intimate. Definitely too intimate after what had happened on Saturday evening — even if it was only in her imagination.

      Instead, she opted for safety. “I wanted to follow up on the training exercise,” she said, settling into the chair, her notebook open on her lap. “I have some questions about the terrain assessment protocols.”

      “Of course.”

      Shannon’s voice was clipped. But her eyes kept sliding away from Tess’s, fixing on points past her shoulder. The window. The filing cabinet. The map on the wall.

      Anywhere but Tess’s face.

      She knows, Tess thought. She knows I was there. At the barbecue. With her people.

      The thought shouldn’t have mattered. It did.

      “You redirected Team Two before they reached the drainage,” Tess said, forcing herself to focus on the job she was here to do. “I noted the timing — you called them back a full three minutes before they would have reached the problem area. We touched on this Saturday, but I’d like you to walk me through the specifics.”

      Shannon’s fingers tapped once against the desk surface, then stilled.

      “Easier to show you.”

      She pulled a sheet of paper from the stack on her desk and picked up a pen.

      Sure strokes. A ridgeline took shape, elevation markers dotting the slope. Her hand moved with the same efficiency Tess had seen on the mountain — every mark deliberate. Tess watched the map emerge from nothing, watched Shannon’s fingers grip the pen, the callus on her middle finger from years of this work.

      “The slope angle here.” Shannon’s pen tapped the paper. “Thirty-two degrees. Looks manageable from the approach, but once you’re in it —” She drew a curved line. “Water moves this way in a storm. The soil can’t hold. You get debris flow. Takes out anything in its path.”

      Tess leaned forward to see better. The drawing was upside down from her angle.

      “Here.” Shannon stood, came around the desk. “Easier if you see it properly.”

      She set the paper on the edge of the desk closest to Tess, then leaned over to continue explaining.

      Her shoulder was no more than an inch from Tess’s. Close enough that Tess caught soap, warmth, something clean and outdoor that was Shannon.

      “The vegetation pattern tells you.” Shannon’s voice had dropped, the way voices do when proximity makes volume unnecessary. “See how the scrub oak clusters here but not here? That’s your warning. The ground’s unstable where nothing grows. Root systems can’t establish.”

      Tess nodded. Her throat was dry. She should be taking notes. She wasn’t taking notes.

      Shannon’s hand moved across the paper, tracing fault lines only she could read. Her forearm was bare below the rolled sleeve of her shirt. Tess watched the tendons shift under tanned skin, the fine hairs catching the light from the window.

      “And here —” Shannon reached across to tap a point on the far side of the paper, and her arm brushed against Tess’s shoulder.

      The contact lasted less than a second. Cotton against cotton. Nothing, really. But Tess’s breath caught anyway.

      “— three separate channels feeding into one choke point. In a storm, that’s where you’d lose someone.”

      “You read all of that,” Tess managed, “in the time it took to glance at the slope?”

      “Years of practice.”

      Shannon turned her head to look at Tess.

      Their faces were close. Closer than Tess had realized. She could see the small scar above Shannon’s eyebrow, the amber flecks in her dark eyes, the lines at their corners from years of squinting into mountain light.

      Neither of them moved.

      Shannon’s breath ghosted across Tess’s jaw. Warm. Barely there. Tess felt it travel down her neck, settle somewhere beneath her collarbone, a point of heat that had no business existing from something as innocent as respiration.

      Her pulse jumped. She was certain Shannon could see it, there in her throat, beating against skin that suddenly felt too thin.

      “You learn to see it,” Shannon said quietly. “After long enough, you don’t think anymore. You just know.”

      Tess couldn’t look away. Couldn’t remember what they’d been discussing. Terrain. Drainage. Scrub oak and debris flow, and none of it mattered because Shannon’s mouth was right there.

      Shannon’s eyes dropped — just for a second, just a flicker — to Tess’s lips.

      The door opened.

      They both straightened. Too fast. Tess’s chair scraped against the floor with a sound like an admission.

      Jake stood in the doorway, coffee cup in hand, eyebrows climbing toward his hairline. He was already backing out before his brain seemed to catch up with his feet.

      “Sorry. Didn’t realize you were —” He gestured vaguely at the space between them, the space that had been so small and was now a chasm. “I’ll come back.”

      “It’s fine.” Shannon’s voice was steady. Impressively steady. “We were just finishing up.”

      Were they? Tess couldn’t remember what finishing up would even look like.

      “Right.” Jake’s eyes moved between them one more time — carefully neutral. “I’ll just... yeah.”

      He retreated. The door clicked shut behind him.

      The silence that followed was excruciating.

      “Thank you for the explanation,” Tess said. The words felt like they belonged to someone else, someone who hadn’t spent the last five minutes forgetting how to breathe. “That was... illuminating.”

      Shannon nodded and rubbed her palms against her cargo shorts. The only outward sign she might, just might, have been affected.

      “Let me know if you have other questions.” Shannon had moved back behind her desk. The safe distance restored.

      But her hand, Tess noticed, was pressed flat against the wood surface. Fingers spread. Anchoring herself to something solid.

      Tess gathered her notebook, her pen, the composure she’d apparently left somewhere on the edge of Shannon’s desk. She walked back to her office on legs that felt borrowed.

      Closed the door.

      Leaned against it and let out a breath she’d been holding since Shannon came around the desk.

      Her heart was still racing. Her skin still warm in places Shannon hadn’t even touched. The ghost of that breath still on her jaw, her neck, that spot beneath her collarbone that pulsed like a second heartbeat.

      She raised her hand, pressing her fingers to the place where Shannon’s breath had landed. The skin felt sensitized. Awake. Like it remembered something her mind was still trying to process.

      Her eyes drifted closed.

      Her fingers moved lower. Tracing the path that phantom warmth had traveled. Past her jaw. Down her neck. Settling on her collarbone, then lower still, coming to rest just below the neckline of her blouse, low enough for her fingertips to skim her nipple. She could feel her own heartbeat pounding against her palm, urgent and undeniable.

      What would it feel like, she thought, if those were Shannon’s hands?

      The door opened.

      Tess’s eyes flew open. Her hand froze.

      Shannon stood in the doorway, holding the paper with the map. Her mouth was open, ready to say something — You forgot this, probably, or one more thing — but no words came out.

      She was staring at Tess’s hand. At where it rested, splayed across her breast.

      Their eyes met.

      Shannon’s face went red — a flush climbing from her collar to her cheeks, and Tess watched it happen with horrified fascination — watched composed, controlled Shannon McAllister come completely undone.

      “I —” Shannon started. Stopped. “You left — I mean, you didn’t — the map —”

      She held up the paper like evidence. Her hand was trembling.

      “Thank you,” Tess managed. She hadn’t moved. Couldn’t move. Her nipple hard against her own fingers and moving her hand now would only draw more attention to what they could both see, what neither of them could acknowledge without the floor needing to open up and swallow them whole.

      Shannon set the paper on the edge of Tess’s desk. Missed. It fluttered to the floor.

      Neither of them reached for it.

      “I should —” Shannon gestured vaguely toward the door, toward escape, but her eyes hadn’t left Tess’s hand. “Meeting. I have a —”

      Then she turned and walked directly into the door frame.

      The sound of her shoulder hitting wood was loud in the small room. She didn’t look back. Just corrected course and fled, the door swinging shut behind her.

      Tess stood frozen for a long moment. Then she sank into her chair, removed her hand, and pressed both palms flat against the desk until they stopped shaking. It took a full five minutes before she could bend down to retrieve the fallen map.

      She smoothed it flat against her desk.

      Shannon’s handwriting. The contour lines of a mountain Tess had never climbed.

      She traced a finger along the ridgeline.

      She was in so much trouble.
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      Shannon

      The equipment locker was empty.

      Shannon made it there on autopilot, her legs carrying her through the hallways while her brain short-circuited. She pushed through the door, let it swing shut behind her, and stood in the middle of the room with her hands shaking and her heart hammering against her ribs.

      What the hell had just happened?

      She knew what had happened. She’d seen it. Couldn’t unsee it.

      Tess. Eyes closed. Head tilted back. Hand moving down her own body, fingers splayed across her chest, lower, skimming the curve of her breast under her blouse.

      The look on her face. That was what Shannon couldn’t shake. The softness of it. The want.

      Tess had been thinking about her.

      Shannon pressed her palms against the nearest equipment rack. The metal was cool under her hands. Real. She focused on the texture of it, the solidness, anything to anchor herself to something that made sense.

      It didn’t help.

      Her body was doing things she hadn’t authorized. Pulse pounding in her throat, her wrists, lower. Heat spreading through her chest, pooling in places she refused to name. Her breath kept catching, shallow, like she’d been climbing at altitude.

      She’d walked into a door frame. An actual door frame, like a character in a bad comedy. Shannon McAllister, who had navigated ice fields and vertical rock faces and midnight extractions in whiteout conditions, had lost the ability to walk through a doorway because of the way Tess Calder’s fingers had looked against her own breast.

      Jesus.

      She pushed off the rack and paced the length of the room. Past the ropes. Past the harnesses. Past the helmets lined up on their shelf like witnesses to her unraveling.

      Tess hadn’t moved when Shannon walked in. Hadn’t dropped her hand, hadn’t tried to pretend she was doing something else. She’d frozen, eyes flying open, lips parted, chest rising and falling too fast beneath those splayed fingers.

      And Shannon had stood in that doorway and stared.

      She stopped pacing. Pressed her back against the wall and slid down until she was sitting on the concrete floor, knees up, arms wrapped around them.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      She’d been so careful. Had built her entire life around not letting anyone close enough to matter. After Angie, she’d sealed it shut. Five years of keeping the walls in place, and it had worked.

      And then Tess Calder walked into her office, asked a question about weather models that nobody else had ever thought to ask, and looked at Shannon like she wanted to understand. Not the data. Shannon. And nothing had been the same since.

      She could still smell her. Soap and skin and warmth, close enough that Shannon had breathed her in, felt the heat radiating off her, seen her pulse flutter against the soft skin of her throat.

      Close enough to kiss her.

      Fuck.

      Shannon’s head dropped back against the wall.

      She’d wanted to. In that moment, leaning over the map, their faces inches apart, she’d wanted to close that distance and find out what Tess tasted like. She’d felt the want in her teeth, in her fingertips, in the ache that had started building the moment she came around that desk.

      She hadn’t felt anything like it in five years. Hadn’t let herself.

      And now she couldn’t stop.

      The image kept replaying. Tess at her desk. Eyes closed. Hand drifting down. The soft intake of breath that Shannon had interrupted. What would have happened if she hadn’t walked in? How far would Tess have gone? Would she have said Shannon’s name when she⁠—

      Shannon’s hands clenched into fists.

      Stop. Stop it.

      But her body was storing every detail whether she wanted it to or not. The flecks of darker color in Tess’s eyes. The small mole just below her left ear. The exact curve of her mouth when she’d said “illuminating” like it meant something else entirely.

      Her body wanted things Shannon had trained herself not to want.

      And now she knew, God help her, that Tess wanted them too.

      It wasn’t one-sided. She didn’t know what to do with that.

      The door opened.

      Shannon scrambled to her feet too fast, nearly tripping over a coil of rope. Jake stood in the doorway, coffee cup still in hand, eyebrows raised.

      “You okay, boss?”

      “Fine.” The word came out sharp. She softened it, or tried to. “Just checking equipment.”

      Jake looked at the untouched racks. Looked at Shannon. His expression was carefully neutral in a way that suggested he was working very hard to keep it that way.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Did you need something?”

      “Just wondering where you disappeared to.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Thought maybe you had a meeting.”

      Right.

      “Finished early.”

      “I saw.” Another sip. “Seemed pretty intense. That terrain analysis.”

      Shannon’s jaw set. “It’s a complicated drainage system.”

      “Must be.” Jake nodded slowly. “Lot of... drainage to discuss.”

      He was fishing. Shannon could see it, the deliberate vagueness designed to get her to fill in the blanks. She’d known Jake for eight years. He’d never been subtle.

      “Is there something you need?” she asked again.

      “Nope.” He pushed off the doorframe. “Just checking in. Making sure you didn’t get lost on the way back to your office.” A pause. “Or walk into anything.”

      Shannon’s face went hot.

      Jake smiled, not unkind but definitely knowing, and retreated back down the hallway.

      Shannon stood alone in the equipment locker, surrounded by ropes and harnesses, and tried to remember how to breathe.

      She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t want Tess Calder. Couldn’t think about her hands, her mouth, the sound she might make if Shannon touched her. Couldn’t wonder what would have happened if she’d stepped forward instead of fled. She had a job to do. Tess had a job to do. There were professional boundaries, ethical considerations, a dozen good reasons why this was a terrible idea.

      She counted them in her head like rosary beads. Let them reinforce her resolve.

      It didn’t work.

      She pulled herself together, straightened her shirt, and walked back to her office.

      She didn’t look at Tess’s door when she passed it.

      She didn’t look.

      But she felt it. The pull. The gravity.

      And she knew, with the same certainty she knew weather and terrain and the way a mountain could kill you if you stopped paying attention, that she was already losing her footing.

      Unless she wasn’t.

      Shannon stopped at her office door. Forced herself to think clearly.

      Tess had been alone. Eyes closed. Hand on her chest. But that didn’t mean she’d been thinking about Shannon. Could have been anyone. Could have been some ex back in Portland, some partner Shannon knew nothing about.

      She’d walked in at the wrong moment, that was all. Read something into it that wasn’t there.

      The flush on Tess’s face could have been embarrassment. Nothing more.

      The thought should have been a relief. She waited for it to feel like one.

      It didn’t.
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      Tess

      Tess didn’t remember the drive home.

      She parked and sat with her hands on the wheel, engine ticking. The map was in her bag. She’d folded it into the pocket where she kept her pens without looking at it, as though not looking could undo the fact that she’d kept it at all.

      She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. Flushed. Eyes too bright. But presentable. Professional. Like a woman who hadn’t been caught with her hand on her own breast, thinking about her audit subject.

      God.

      She grabbed her bag and walked to the front door.

      Colette was in the kitchen, singing under her breath, some tune Tess didn’t recognize, while she stirred something on the stove. The apartment smelled like garlic and wine and herbs.

      “Darling!” Colette turned, wooden spoon in hand, beaming. “Perfect timing. I’m making risotto. Yaya gave me her recipe.”

      Tess set her bag on the counter. “You saw Yaya today?”

      “We had lunch. That café on Main Street, the one with the terrible art on the walls? The food is quite good.” Colette turned back to the stove. “She’s teaching me to make tamales next week. Can you imagine? Me, making tamales.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “It will be. She’s wonderful company. So warm. So… present.” Colette tasted the risotto, added something, tasted again. “I’d forgotten what that feels like. Being with someone who listens.”

      Tess opened the refrigerator. Stared at its contents without seeing them.

      “That’s nice, Mom.”

      “Are you all right? You seem distracted.”

      “Long day.”

      “The audit?”

      “Something like that.”

      Tess pulled out a bottle of water she didn’t want and closed the refrigerator. Colette was watching her now, spoon suspended, reading Tess with the accuracy she’d been deploying for four decades.

      “Did something happen?”

      “No.”

      “Tess.”

      “Nothing happened. I’m just tired.”

      Colette held her gaze for a moment longer, then turned back to the risotto. “If you say so, darling.”

      They ate at the small table by the window. Colette talked about Yaya—her garden, her family, the stories she told about growing up in Nicaragua. Her eyes lit up when she talked about her. Her hands moved through the air, animated, alive.

      Tess had lost count of the number of times she’d watched her mother fall in love.

      Colette was sixty-three years old. She’d buried a husband, outlived several careers, uprooted her life and reinvented herself time and time again. And here she was, glowing over a woman she’d met at a barbecue two weeks ago, making plans for tamale lessons, humming in the kitchen like a teenager with a crush.

      It should have been sweet. It was sweet.

      But Tess couldn’t stop thinking about the way Shannon had looked at her. The way Shannon had fled.

      “You’re not eating,” Colette observed.

      Tess looked down at her plate. She’d been pushing risotto around in circles.

      “Sorry. It’s delicious. I’m just not hungry.”

      “You eat like a bird as it is.” Colette set down her fork, studying Tess with the focus she usually reserved for choosing a shade of glaze. “The last time I saw you like this… when was it?” Her face shifted, the memory surfacing. “That girl. When you were in tenth grade. What was her name? Dark hair, played the cello…”

      “Mom.”

      “Rachel. That was it. Rachel Thornton. You couldn’t bear to be away from her. Moped around the house for weeks.” Colette’s eyes softened. “What ever happened between you two?”

      Tess’s fork clattered against the plate.

      “Nothing happened. You packed us up and moved us to Ecuador so you could be with Garrett on his ethical cacao farm.”

      The bitterness surprised her. Or maybe it didn’t. Colette’s face flickered—surprise, then something she smoothed away before Tess could name it.

      “Tess—”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “You never told me you were upset about that.”

      “Would it have mattered?”

      Colette opened her mouth, then closed it again.

      “I thought it was an adventure,” she said finally. “A chance to see the world. You were so young, I didn’t think⁠—”

      “I was sixteen. And she was—” Tess stopped. Swallowed. “She was the first person who made me feel like I wasn’t too much. Too careful, too contained. Rachel thought those things were—” She couldn’t finish. Twenty-six years and she still couldn’t finish that sentence.

      Colette set down her wine glass. Her hands were still for once.

      “I didn’t know,” she said quietly.

      “You didn’t ask.”

      The silence that followed was different from their usual silences. Neither of them filled it. They sat with the shape of something that couldn’t be taken back.

      “Is it the coordinator?” Colette asked softly. “Shannon?”

      Tess set her fork down carefully. Her mother had never asked directly. Not about Rachel, not back then. Not about anyone since.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you’ve mentioned her more than anyone else since you started this job. And because I recognize what I’m looking at.” Colette took a sip of wine. “What’s going on?”

      Nothing. Everything. I touched myself in my office thinking about her and she walked in and saw me and now I don’t know how to face her tomorrow.

      “There’s nothing going on,” Tess said. “She’s part of the audit. That’s all.”

      “Mm.”

      “What does ‘mm’ mean?”

      “It means I’ve known you for forty-two years and I can tell when you’re lying.” Colette’s voice was gentle. “It also means I’m not going to push. But if you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

      Tess looked at her mother. At the softness in her face, the openness. Colette had never been good at hiding her feelings. Had never tried to be.

      “How do you do it?” The question came out before Tess could stop it.

      “Do what?”

      “Just… let yourself feel things. Want things. Without being terrified of what happens next.”

      Colette considered the question. Took another sip of wine.

      “I’ve been terrified every time,” she said. “Every single time. Garrett terrified me. Your father terrified me. That woman in Lisbon, the potter, do you remember her? I couldn’t sleep for a week before I told her how I felt.” She set down her glass. “The difference isn’t that I’m not scared, Tess. The difference is that I’ve seen what happens when you let the fear win. You get a life that looks exactly right from the outside. And it’s hollow.”

      “That’s easy to say when you’re the one who’s always leaving.”

      Colette flinched. Tess hadn’t meant it to land that hard. Or maybe she had.

      “You’re right,” Colette said. “Leaving is easier than staying. I’ve always known that about myself.” She reached across the table and covered Tess’s hand with her own. “But you, darling—you’ve spent so long not even arriving. And at some point, you have to ask yourself what all that protection is costing you.”

      Tess looked down at their hands. Her mother’s fingers were warm, paint still faintly visible in the cuticles.

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It never is.” Colette squeezed her hand, then released it.

      After dinner, Tess helped with the dishes, then excused herself to her room. She needed to prepare for tomorrow. Review her notes. Focus on the job she was here to do.

      She sat on the bed and pulled the map from her bag. Shannon’s handwriting, marking contour lines and drainage patterns for a woman who’d asked the right question. She should throw it away. It was scrap paper. Evidence of nothing except a terrain redirect explained over a truck tailgate on a Saturday morning.

      She didn’t throw it away.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from head office, something about initial reports. She should read it. Should respond.

      Instead, she folded the map carefully, slid it under her pillow, and lay back to stare at the ceiling.

      You’ve spent so long not even arriving.

      Tess turned onto her side. Colette was wrong. Protection wasn’t a flaw. It was a system, tested and reliable, and it had kept her intact for twenty-six years since a girl who played the cello got left behind in a city Tess couldn’t even find on a map anymore.

      But Shannon had come back to her office with that map. After avoiding her all day, Shannon had still come back.

      Tess’s hand found the edge of the paper under the pillow. She didn’t pull it out. Just rested her fingers against it, like proof.

      Tomorrow she’d have to face Shannon across a conference table and pretend none of this had happened.

      She had no idea how she was going to do that.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Shannon

      Shannon told herself, when she arrived at the conference room thirty minutes early, it was preparation. Reviewing notes, setting up the space, making sure the projector worked even though no one ever used it.

      It had nothing to do with sweaty palms at the thought of facing Tess Calder again. Nothing whatsoever.

      She spread her papers across the table at the front. Incident reports from Saturday. Training assessments. Feedback notes she’d typed up at two in the morning because sleep hadn’t been an option.

      The room filled slowly. Martinez first, still in her khaki ranger shirt from work at the wildlife center, pulling her hair back as she settled into a chair. Colton, checking his phone as always, probably coordinating care for his wife. The Hernandez brothers, arguing about some football game. Jake, coffee in hand, giving Shannon a look she pretended not to see.

      She focused on her notes. On the agenda. On anything except the door.

      At six fifty-eight, movement in her peripheral vision. A figure settling into a chair at the back of the room, near the wall.

      Shannon didn’t look up.

      She knew it was Tess. She didn’t need to look up.

      She kept her eyes on her papers.

      “All right, let’s get started.” Seven o’clock exactly. Her voice held. Thank God. “Saturday’s exercise. Overall assessment: good, but not great. We’ve got some things to work on.”

      She moved through the debrief on autopilot. Team One’s response times, solid, room for improvement. Team Two’s navigation error, the drainage issue, which she now couldn’t think about without thinking about the map table, Tess leaning close, their shoulders almost touching.

      She kept her eyes moving around the room. Martinez. The Hernandez brothers. Jake. Everyone who sat in that meeting.

      But not the back corner. Never the back corner.

      “Martinez, your radio discipline was solid. Good clear calls, proper protocol. Whatever you did different, keep doing it.”

      Her skin prickled. She could feel Tess watching her, studying her movements, her gestures, the way she ran a room. Shannon set her shoulders and moved on.

      “Jake, we need to talk about your pack weight. You were dragging by hour three.”

      “I had extra water⁠—”

      “You had extra everything. Pare it down. We’ve discussed this.”

      Laughter from the group. Shannon allowed herself a small almost-smile, grateful for the normalcy of it.

      The meeting continued. She worked through each team, each volunteer, delivering feedback she’d prepared. Praise where it was earned. Criticism where it was needed. The rhythm of it was familiar, steadying.

      She could do this. She could stand in this room with Tess Calder ten feet away and run a meeting and not think about what she’d walked in on. What she’d seen. What she hadn’t been able to stop seeing since.

      Her pen bent in her grip. She loosened her fingers.

      “Any questions before we wrap up?”

      Stan asked about next month’s schedule. The younger Hernandez brother asked about a certification deadline. Shannon answered, made notes, checked her watch.

      Almost done. She’d almost made it.

      “All right. Good work Saturday, everyone. Same time next month for training unless you hear otherwise. And stay sharp on the callouts. We had ten last month, below average, but that doesn’t mean it’ll stay quiet.”

      People started moving. Gathering bags, checking phones, making plans for drinks at Rosie’s. Shannon focused on her papers, shuffling them into her folder, already planning her exit.

      “Ms. McAllister.”

      The room went quiet.

      Shannon looked up.

      Tess was standing now, laptop in hand, looking directly at her. Gray-blue eyes. Unreadable.

      Shannon’s stomach dropped.

      “Ms. Calder.”

      “I’d like to request a ride-along.” Tess’s voice gave nothing away. “On a live callout. When the next one comes in. If that’s possible.”

      A ride-along. Hours in the field. Close quarters. No escape.

      “A ride-along,” Shannon repeated.

      “For the audit. I’ve observed training, but I’d like to see how operations function in a real scenario. If that’s feasible from a safety and liability standpoint.”

      The room was watching. Shannon could feel them. Martinez doing nothing to hide her curiosity. Jake’s raised eyebrows. Everyone waiting.

      She couldn’t say no. There was no legitimate reason to say no.

      “I’ll need to check with Sheriff Hannigan.” Her voice didn’t waver. Small mercy. “Liability waivers, insurance, that sort of thing. Assuming that clears, I don’t see why not.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Callouts aren’t scheduled. Could be tomorrow. Could be a week from now. And when they come, they don’t wait.”

      “I understand.”

      “You’ll need proper gear. Boots, layers, pack. Nothing you’d mind getting ruined.” Her tone stayed blunt, clipped. “And make sure those boots are broken in this time. A blister might seem minor, but in the field, it can slow down an entire team.”

      She saw Tess’s neck flush. Saw Jake suddenly find the ceiling fascinating. Heard the shuffle behind her.

      Too sharp. That had been too sharp.

      But she couldn’t stop. “Wear them with a liner sock and a hiking sock. Reduces friction. Break them in around the house, an hour a day minimum. Moleskin on hot spots before they turn to blisters. And bring extra socks on the callout. A dry pair can save your feet.”

      “Understood.” Tess’s voice was cool now. Matching Shannon’s ice with her own.

      “We’ll be in touch, Ms. Calder.”

      Tess gathered her things and left without looking back.

      Shannon stood at the front of the room, papers in hand, and felt the silence stretch.

      “Right,” Jake said eventually. “Rosie’s, anyone?”

      People moved. Shannon didn’t. She watched Tess disappear through the door, her gut twisting.

      That had been cruel. She’d taken something she’d noticed because she couldn’t stop noticing, the limp Tess had tried to hide at the training exercise, and she’d thrown it at her in front of everyone. Because Tess kept pushing closer when Shannon needed her to stay away. Because the only defense Shannon had left was sharpness, and she’d used it like a blade.

      Jake paused at the door. “You good, boss?”

      “Fine. Go ahead. I’ll lock up.”

      He hesitated, then nodded and left.

      Shannon stood alone in the empty room for a long moment. Then she grabbed her folder and walked out to the parking lot.

      Tess was halfway to her car.

      “Ms. Calder.”

      Tess turned. Her face was blank in the dim light. Waiting.

      Shannon stopped a few feet away.

      “The boots,” she said. “I shouldn’t have said it like that. In front of everyone.”

      Tess said nothing.

      “Blisters are a real issue. I’ve seen rescues delayed. But that’s not why I said it, and we both know that.”

      The blankness on Tess’s face cracked, just for a second, and underneath it Shannon saw what she’d been afraid of seeing: hurt.

      “It’s fine,” Tess said.

      “It’s not.” Shannon looked away, toward the mountains. “The ride-along. I’m not trying to make things difficult for you.”

      “I know.” Tess’s voice was quiet. “Goodnight, Ms. McAllister.”

      She turned and walked to her car. Shannon watched her go.

      I walked into a door frame because you were touching yourself and I wanted it to be my hands instead.

      The thought arrived whole, unedited, and Shannon didn’t flinch from it. She stood in the parking lot and let it be true.

      She’d told herself the doubt was real. That Tess might have been thinking about someone else. That the flush could have been simple embarrassment.

      But Tess had asked for a ride-along. Had put herself in Shannon’s path again, deliberately, in front of witnesses.

      That wasn’t embarrassment. That was a woman who’d made a decision.

      Shannon pushed through the building’s back door and leaned against it, eyes closed.

      She didn’t know how to stop this. She was starting to suspect she didn’t want to.
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      Tess

      Tess was already awake, when the call came at 6:47 a.m. Had been since five, her mind turning over too many things, none of which had anything to do with work. She answered on the first ring.

      “Lost hiker.” Shannon’s voice. Straight to the point. “Overnight. Miller Creek Basin area. You wanted a ride-along.”

      “I’ll be ready in twenty.”

      “Fifteen. I’m ten minutes out.”

      The line went dead.

      Tess showered in four minutes, dressed in the gear she’d laid out three nights ago. Hiking boots, broken in as instructed, the leather softened from laps around her rental’s small kitchen. Liner socks, hiking socks. Moleskin patches already in place. Layers. Moisture-wicking base, fleece mid, shell in her pack. She’d researched. She’d prepared.

      She’d been waiting.

      The black SUV pulled up at exactly 6:57. Tess locked the door behind her and cut across the grass, pulse elevated before she’d taken ten steps. Altitude. Obviously.

      Shannon leaned across to push open the passenger door. “Get in.”

      Tess climbed into the cab. The interior smelled like pine and something clean, soap or shampoo. Coffee sat in the cupholder between them, steam rising. One cup.

      “There’s water in the back,” Shannon said, already pulling out. “And protein bars. Eat something. We won’t stop.”

      “I had breakfast.”

      Shannon’s eyes stayed on the road. “Eat something anyway.”

      Tess reached back for a protein bar she didn’t want. Unwrapped it. Took a bite, then another.

      In the driver’s seat, Shannon sat square. Hands at ten and two. Eyes tracking the road with the same intensity Tess had seen her track terrain on the training day. She wore a navy fleece over a gray base layer, her hair swept back off her face.

      Tess looked away. Watched the mountains instead.

      “The hiker’s name is Lucy Willard,” Shannon said. “Thirty-three. Experienced, according to her mother. Left yesterday morning for a day hike, didn’t return by dark. She called it in at nine. We had teams out by ten but called off the search at midnight. Too dark, too cold, risk to volunteers.”

      “And now?”

      “Now we find her.” Shannon’s grip shifted on the wheel. “Alive, ideally. The overnight temps dropped to thirty-four. If she had proper gear and found shelter, she’s fine. If she didn’t—” The sentence stopped.

      Tess finished it silently. If she didn’t, they were recovering a body.

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Stay close. Stay quiet. Do everything I tell you to.” Shannon glanced at her, a flicker of eye contact that lasted less than a second. “Observe. Don’t ask questions. And keep up.”

      “I’ll keep up.”

      Shannon’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Not quite.

      The staging area was a dirt lot at the trailhead, already occupied by two other vehicles. Jake was there with a woman Tess didn’t recognize. Both were studying a topographic map spread across a tailgate.

      Shannon parked and was out of the vehicle before Tess had her seatbelt off.

      She watched Shannon cross the gravel toward Jake and the woman. Jake was mid-gesture, explaining something about the map. He stopped when Shannon approached. Didn’t finish the thought. Just turned, waiting.

      The woman did the same. Full attention. No one prompted them.

      Tess had met maybe half the volunteers under Shannon’s command. Different ages, different backgrounds, plenty of opinions among them. But this was consistent: when Shannon walked into a space, people reoriented. Not from fear. Tess knew what fear looked like in an organization. This was earned.

      She climbed out. The morning air was sharp, carrying the smell of pine and distant snow. Her breath fogged. Two more vehicles pulled in as she approached the group gathering around the tailgate map. She counted a dozen excluding herself when Shannon pulled them together.

      “Listen up.” Shannon’s voice carried without shouting. “Lucy Willard, thirty-three, experienced hiker. Planned route was the lower loop to Miller Creek Basin, back by four. She didn’t make the trailhead by dark.” Shannon traced the map with her finger. “Last confirmed sighting was here, at the junction, around eleven a.m. That’s our PLS.”

      Tess translated silently. Point last seen.

      “Weather moved in around three, cleared by six. If she stayed on trail she should’ve made it out. She didn’t. So, either she’s injured, she’s lost, or both.” Shannon divided the map into sections with quick strokes of a grease pencil. “We’re working three probability zones. Zone one: the upper lake trail and the cirque. Rocky terrain. Watch your footing. Jake, you’re taking Team A up the main trail. Stick to the drainage, check any shelter formations.”

      Jake nodded.

      “Zone two: the north fork.” Shannon marked it. “There’s a rock overhang about two miles up that’s a natural shelter. If she got disoriented coming down and went north instead of south, that’s where she’d end up. I’m taking that.”

      “Zone three?” Martinez asked.

      “Containment. I want teams at the lower trailhead and the creek crossing in case she’s mobile and moving the wrong direction. Hernandez, you and your brother take the south. Radio check every fifteen minutes, not twenty. We’ve got terrain interference in the cirque.”

      Tess opened her mouth to ask what that meant, then remembered Shannon’s instructions and closed it again. But Shannon must have noticed.

      “We lose signal past the upper lake.”

      Tess nodded. Shannon had already moved on, assigning the remaining volunteers: two-person teams, designated search areas, clear reporting lines.

      “Questions?”

      Silence.

      “Then let’s move. Clock’s running.”

      The group dispersed. Shannon turned to Tess.

      “You’re with me.”

      Three words. Tess’s stomach dropped.

      Jake’s eyebrows rose a fraction. He said nothing. Shannon was already walking toward the trailhead, and Tess had to lengthen her stride to match.

      The trail climbed through lodgepole pine. Shannon set a pace that was just short of punishing, not running, but not casual either. Tess’s lungs burned by the first half mile. She said nothing. Kept up.

      Shannon moved through the forest like she was part of it. Her feet found purchase on roots and rocks without hesitation, her body flowing around obstacles Tess had to navigate. Every few minutes, she’d pause, scan the treeline, then continue. Reading signs Tess couldn’t see.

      “Here.” Shannon stopped at a fork in the trail, crouching to examine the ground. “Boot print. Recent. The tread pattern matches what her mother described.”

      Tess leaned closer. Saw nothing but dirt and pine needles. “How can you tell it’s recent?”

      “The edges.” Shannon traced the air above the print without touching it. “See how sharp they are? Rain yesterday afternoon would have softened anything older than eighteen hours.” Her hand hovered, steady. The scars across her knuckles. The spread of her fingers, unhurried. “If it’s her, she came this way after the rain stopped. That narrows our window.”

      Tess realized she was staring at Shannon’s hand instead of the boot print.

      “You’re staring.”

      Tess’s eyes snapped up. Shannon was watching her.

      “I’m observing,” Tess said. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      A beat of silence. Shannon rose smoothly from her crouch.

      “North fork,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      They climbed. The trail narrowed, forcing them closer together, shoulders nearly brushing when they navigated around deadfall. Shannon’s hand found Tess’s elbow once to steady her on a steep descent. The touch lasted two seconds, maybe three. Tess felt it for the next quarter mile.

      Shannon’s radio crackled. “Martinez to McAllister.”

      Shannon unclipped it from her belt. “Go ahead.”

      “Nothing on the south approach. We’re at the creek crossing. Continuing east.”

      “Copy. Keep me posted.”

      She replaced the radio. Her hand brushed her hip, and Tess tracked the motion without meaning to. The efficiency of it. The unconscious grace.

      “The overhang’s another half mile,” Shannon said. “Terrain gets rougher. Watch your footing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I know.” Shannon’s eyes held hers for a moment. “You’re doing well.”

      “Thank you.”

      Shannon turned away. Kept walking.

      The rock overhang was exactly as described: a natural shelter where the cliff face had eroded into a shallow cave. And huddled beneath it, wrapped in an emergency blanket that caught the morning light like a signal flare, was a woman.

      “Ms. Willard?” Shannon’s voice shifted. Softer now, but still firm. “Lucy?”

      The woman looked up. She’d been crying.

      “I’m Shannon McAllister, Elk Ridge Search and Rescue. Can you tell me if you’re injured?”

      “My ankle. I think it’s sprained. I couldn’t—I tried to walk out, but⁠—”

      “It’s okay. You did exactly right, sheltering here.” Shannon was already crouching beside her. “I’m going to check your ankle. Okay?”

      Lucy nodded, her face tight with pain.

      “This is going to be tender. Tell me if anything feels broken.”

      Tess stood back.

      Shannon’s hands moved over the woman’s ankle with a sureness that made Tess’s mouth go dry. Firm pressure, testing range of motion, the touch clinical but intimate. The same hands that had drawn her that map. The same hands that had caught her elbow on the descent.

      She thought about those hands somewhere else. Immediately stopped thinking about it.

      “Sprain,” Shannon confirmed. “Bad one, but not a break. We’ll splint it for transport.” She keyed her radio. “McAllister to base. We have her. Rock overhang, north fork. Ankle sprain, otherwise stable. Going to need the litter.”

      “Copy, McAllister. Sending support. ETA forty minutes.”

      Shannon replaced the radio and turned to Tess.

      “There’s a first aid kit in my pack. Side pocket.”

      Tess moved before she’d consciously decided to. Knelt beside Shannon’s pack, close enough to feel the warmth radiating off Shannon’s body even in the cold morning air. Found the kit. Handed it over.

      Their fingers touched.

      Shannon went still. A hitch in her motion, barely visible, but Tess saw it. Felt the tension lock Shannon’s shoulders before she forced them to relax.

      “Thank you.” Shannon turned back to Lucy, and the moment closed.

      Except Tess could still feel the point of contact on her skin.

      She stayed close while Shannon worked. Handed over supplies when asked. Kept quiet when not. Shannon’s hands wrapped the splint with the same careful expertise she brought to everything, her manner understated.

      And Tess thought about what it would feel like to have that focus turned on her.

      Heat crept up her neck. She looked away. When she looked back, Lucy was watching Shannon like the pain had already stopped.

      The support team arrived in thirty-eight minutes. Shannon coordinated the transfer to the litter with minimal words, her team moving around her in practiced formation. Jake caught Tess’s eye once, one eyebrow slightly raised, and Tess found somewhere else to look.

      The hike out was slower with the litter. Tess walked beside Shannon at the back of the group, matching her pace, saying nothing. The silence between them had shifted into something she didn’t have a category for. Not comfortable. Not uncomfortable. Aware.

      At the trailhead, the ambulance was waiting. Shannon spoke briefly with the EMTs, handed off the patient notes, stood back as they loaded Lucy into the vehicle.

      Tess watched Shannon’s shoulders drop as the ambulance pulled out. Watched her drag a hand through her hair, pull in a slow breath, let it go. The tension leaving her body in stages, like she could only allow it once the job was done.

      Then Shannon turned.

      Their eyes met.

      “Good work,” Shannon said. “You kept up.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I’m not.” Shannon’s gaze dropped. Came back up. “I’m really not.”

      Tess’s pulse kicked. She couldn’t blame altitude anymore. Couldn’t blame anything except Shannon, still looking at her with an expression Tess couldn’t file under any heading she recognized.

      “I should—” Shannon stopped. Swallowed. “I need to file the report. I can drop you back, or Jake can⁠—”

      “You can.”

      The words came out fast. She saw them land. Saw Shannon’s hand flex at her side.

      They walked to the SUV in silence. Climbed in. Shannon started the engine.

      The drive back felt longer than the drive out. Every mile prickling with awareness. Tess stared out the window and felt Shannon’s presence beside her like a current.

      At the rental, Shannon put the SUV in park. Didn’t cut the engine.

      “Thank you,” Tess said. “For letting me observe.”

      “It’s part of the audit.”

      Silence. Shannon’s hands on the steering wheel, knuckles pale where she gripped it.

      “Tess.”

      Her first name, stripped of the formality Shannon had been hiding behind for weeks. Tess felt it land somewhere below her ribs.

      “I know,” she said. She reached for the door handle. Stopped. “You were remarkable out there. I just—you should know that.”

      She got out before Shannon could respond. Closed the door. Walked to the apartment without looking back.

      Behind her, the SUV idled for a long moment.

      Then pulled away.

      Tess stood in the doorway and listened to the engine fade. Her hands were shaking.
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      Colette

      The light in Yaya’s bedroom was doing something extraordinary to the ceiling.

      Colette had been watching it for some time now, the way it caught the reflection from the mirror and turned the plaster golden, pooling in the corner where the Victorian molding met the wall. She’d always loved this hour. Morning light was too demanding, too full of expectation. Evening light was melancholy. But the light that came through west-facing windows around two or three o’clock understood something about pleasure. About taking one’s time.

      Beside her, Yaya stretched like a cat, one brown arm extending across the rumpled sheets, fingers brushing Colette’s hip.

      “You’re thinking,” Yaya said. “I can hear it.”

      “I’m admiring your ceiling.”

      “My ceiling? It is just a ceiling.”

      “Your ceiling is perfect.” Colette turned her head on the pillow. Yaya’s hair was a magnificent disaster, short gray waves escaping in every direction, and there was a mark on her collarbone that Colette had put there twenty minutes ago. The older you got the easier it was to leave marks, Yaya had reminded her with a giggle. “Everything in this house is perfect. Have I mentioned that?”

      “Several times.” Yaya’s smile was slow, satisfied. “Usually while I’m doing something you approve of.”

      “I approve of many things you do.”

      “Mm.” Yaya turned to her, propping her head on her hand. The sheet slipped. Neither of them moved to fix it. “I should get us something to drink. And something to sustain us.”

      “In a moment.”

      “You said that an hour ago.”

      “And I was right. We weren’t ready an hour ago. Now—” Colette considered. “Now I think perhaps we could manage a glass of wine. If you insisted.”

      Yaya laughed. Nothing held back, nothing modulated for company. She laughed the way she did everything else: fully, without apology, as though the joy of it was too big to contain.

      It was still hard to believe they’d only met three weeks ago. Colette knew Tess would bury herself in spreadsheets and that apartment with its color-coordinated kitchen towels, so she’d done what she always did and said yes when an opportunity came along—something she wished her daughter would try once in a while.

      But from the moment she’d sat across from Yaya at the Healing Paws fundraiser table and felt the warmth radiating off this tiny woman like heat from a wood stove, she’d thought, Oh, hello. There you are.

      She couldn’t explain it better than that. She’d never been able to. You met a hundred pleasant strangers and felt nothing, and then someone walked into a room and the air rearranged itself. She’d felt it with Garrett, with the potter in Lisbon, with Tess’s father before he’d broken her heart. She’d felt it the moment Yaya’s hand closed around hers and didn’t let go.

      Yaya had felt it too. Colette had seen it in how her eyes lingered, the excuses she’d found to touch Colette’s arm during the impromptu tour of the facilities, the suggestion of coffee afterward and then the coffee going cold while they talked for three hours.

      Three weeks. Three weeks of coffees and walks and dinners that ended later and later, and then today, finally, Yaya had simply said, “Come home with me.”

      Colette had.

      And now here they were, in this golden room, and Colette felt loose-limbed and wonderfully spent. When there was a will, age was irrelevant.

      “Wine,” Yaya said again, but she didn’t move. “I should.”

      “You should.”

      “I’m going to.”

      “I believe you.”

      Yaya’s eyes crinkled. “You are a terrible influence.”

      “Darling, I’m the best kind of influence. The kind that encourages you to stay exactly where you are when staying is clearly the right choice.”

      “And how do you know staying is the right choice?”

      Colette reached out, traced a finger along Yaya’s jaw. “Because you haven’t moved yet.”

      The doorbell rang.

      They looked at each other. Yaya’s eyebrows rose.

      “Expecting someone?”

      “No.” Yaya sat up, reaching for the silk robe draped over the footboard. “Could be a delivery, yes? I ordered things.”

      “On a Sunday?”

      “They said Sunday was possible.” Yaya was already up, pulling the robe around herself, tying the belt in a loose knot. “I’ll be quick.”

      “I’ll be here.” Colette stretched, feeling pleasantly boneless. “Admiring your ceiling.”

      Yaya padded out. Colette heard her footsteps and the creak of the old wooden floors in the hallway.

      And then voices.

      Not a delivery driver’s voice. A woman’s voice. Low, clipped.

      Curiosity had always been Colette’s weakness. Or her strength, depending on how you looked at it. She sat up, found the other robe—blue silk—and wrapped it around herself.

      She could stay here. That would be the polite thing. The expected thing. Let Yaya handle whoever was at the door, wait patiently like a good houseguest, pretend she hadn’t heard anything.

      Colette had never been particularly good at polite.

      She made her way into the hallway just in time to see Yaya step back from the door and a woman step inside.

      Tall. Athletic. Short dark hair pushed back from a face that was all angles and attention. She was dressed in clothing that suggested she’d never worried about fashion, ever.

      “Oh,” the woman said. Her eyes had landed on Colette. On the robe. On Colette’s bare feet and disheveled hair. “I didn’t realize you had—I can come back.”

      “Shannon.” Yaya was trying not to smile. Colette could see the twinkle in her eyes. “This is Colette. Colette, this is Shannon McAllister. She runs search and rescue for the county.”

      Shannon McAllister.

      The name landed with a pleasant thunk. Shannon. The Shannon. The one Tess mentioned too often, then not at all, which meant she was the only thing worth mentioning.

      Colette had been watching her daughter for weeks. The phone checked at odd hours. The distraction after work. The gym twice a day, as though Tess could outrun whatever was chasing her. Something was happening. Someone was happening.

      And now that someone was standing in Yaya’s hallway, looking like she wanted to disappear into the floorboards.

      “So you’re Shannon,” Colette said.

      Shannon’s eyes narrowed. Not suspicious, exactly. Wary. “I’m sorry, have we⁠—”

      “This is Tess’s mother,” Yaya said. Still fighting that smile. “Colette Calder. They have talked about you, much.”

      Shannon’s color rose. Not a blush—a full-body event, flooding her neck and cheeks until she looked feverish.

      “Tess is very professional,” Shannon said. Her voice had gone tight but her words stayed controlled. “She’s doing excellent work on the audit.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she is.” Colette drifted closer, not missing the way Shannon stiffened. You could practically hear her vibrating. “Tess is good at everything she puts her mind to. Always has been. Very focused. And determined. Especially when she sets her sights on something.”

      Shannon swallowed.

      Colette could practically hear Tess’s voice. Mom! That exasperated tone she’d been using since she was eleven.

      But Tess wasn’t here. Tess was at her tidy little desk, running numbers and pretending she wasn’t thinking about this woman. And this woman stood in Yaya’s hallway with a face that couldn’t hide a single thing it was feeling.

      She’d been bisexual for sixty-three of her years, which meant she could spot queer longing at a thousand paces. And Shannon McAllister was drowning in it.

      “Ali asked me to pop in and pick up—” Shannon stalled, and Colette realized the blue silk had slipped off her shoulder. She smiled and pulled it together, a little tighter, as Shannon pulled herself together. “—promotional materials for the fundraiser. She said I could pick them up today.”

      “Reports to file, too, I suppose?”

      “There was a rescue this morning. A lost hiker.”

      “Oh my.” Colette pressed a hand to her chest. “How frightening. Was he all right? The hiker?”

      “She. Yes. Sprained ankle, but she’s fine.”

      “And you found her?”

      Shannon’s flush had not subsided. If anything, it was deepening. “Me and my team found her. We have protocols. Search patterns. It’s very—it’s very systematic.”

      “I’m sure.” Colette smiled. This one explained herself when she was nervous. Protocols and procedures and systems, as though the structure of things could keep her safe from the chaos of feeling them. Tess did the same thing. Spreadsheets instead of search patterns, but the impulse was identical.

      “Tess went on the rescue,” Shannon said. Then immediately looked as though she wished she hadn’t.

      “Did she?” Colette kept her voice mild. “How interesting. I didn’t know auditors went on rescues.”

      “She requested a ride-along. For the audit. To observe operations.”

      “To observe operations,” Colette repeated. “And did she? Observe?”

      “She kept up.” Shannon’s eyes darted toward the door.

      Three words. But her voice hitched on up.

      “My daughter,” Colette said, “has been single for quite some time. Ever since her divorce from Marcus. Do you know, I don’t think she’s been on a single date in—how long has it been, I lose track—three years? Four? She says she just hasn’t found the right person. Very particular, my Tess. Never settles for anyone who doesn’t meet her standards.”

      Shannon’s face had gone very still.

      “I tell her, darling, you’re not going to find what you’re looking for if you don’t look. But she insists she’s not looking. Insists she’s perfectly content on her own.” Colette waved a hand, the silk sleeve fluttering. “Which is nonsense, of course. No one is perfectly content on their own. But Tess has always been stubborn about these things. Gets it from her father, honestly. The man wouldn’t admit he wanted something if his life depended on it.”

      “Colette.” Yaya’s voice was gentle but firm.

      “I’m just making conversation.” Colette turned her smile back to Shannon, who looked like she was calculating whether she could fit through the mail slot. “Tell me, Shannon, are you seeing anyone? A woman like you, so capable, so dedicated—I imagine you must have admirers.”

      “I—no. I’m not.” Shannon’s voice had gone hoarse. “I should go.”

      “Oh, but you just got here!”

      “I have the reports. And Ali’s waiting.”

      “Don’t you need to collect something? Isn’t that why you came?”

      “Colette.” Yaya again, firmer this time. She crossed to the chair in the hallway and lifted a small box. “Don’t let her scare you.” A glance back at Colette, warm and conspiratorial. “But you listen. Tess is a good girl. Attractive, yes?”

      Shannon blinked. “I don’t⁠—”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Yaya, just say it.” Colette flapped a hand. “We’ve talked about it all afternoon, amongst other things. Shannon, my daughter hasn’t found the right person because she’s been looking in entirely the wrong places. Or rather, not looking at all. Too afraid of what she might find.” She held Shannon’s gaze. “Years of convincing herself she’s content on her own. But she isn’t.”

      Shannon’s throat moved. Her mouth opened. No words came out.

      “Colette is saying,” Yaya said, shooting her a look, “in a bad way⁠—”

      “I’m saying it perfectly well⁠—”

      “—is that Tess might surprise you. If you give her the chance, yes?”

      “Surprise me how?” Shannon’s voice was barely a whisper.

      “Sweetheart,” Colette said, “my daughter is about as straight as Yaya here. Which is to say—” She gestured at the two of them, the robes, the afternoon dishevelment that required no interpretation. “Well. You can draw your own conclusions.”

      Yaya let out a surprised giggle, her hand flying to her mouth. The silk slipped off one brown shoulder, revealing the mark Colette had left there earlier, and she didn’t move to fix it.

      Shannon looked at the shoulder. At the mark. At Colette’s bare feet and tangled hair. At Yaya’s hand still on her arm. Her face cycled through shock, confusion, what looked almost like pain, and then panic, followed by what Colette chose to interpret as hope.

      “I—” Shannon stumbled backward, her left leg crashing into a chair. “I have to—Ali needs⁠—”

      And before either of them could respond, the door was flung open, and they watched Shannon sprint toward her car.

      “She didn’t even buckle up before she drove off,” Colette said as the tires screeched against asphalt.

      They stood in the hallway, looking at the empty doorway.

      “Ay,” Yaya said, pulling her robe back up. “That was subtle.”

      “She forgot the box.”

      “She forgot how to breathe, mi amor. The box was the least of her problems.”

      “Subtlety is overrated.”

      “This is true.”

      “Subtlety is how people avoid saying true things.” Colette turned back to Yaya, found her shaking her head, half exasperation, half admiration. “That woman is interested in my daughter.”

      “Yes.”

      “And my daughter is interested in her.”

      “Mm.”

      “And they’re both too stubborn and too scared to do anything about it.”

      “Were,” Yaya said. She raised an eyebrow.

      “Well.” Colette smiled. “Shannon knows now. What she does with that information is up to her.”

      “You just told a woman you’ve never met that your daughter is queer. Does Tess even know you know?”

      “Tess has never told me anything—officially.” Colette took the abandoned box from Yaya and set it on the hallway table. “But I’m her mother. And I’ve been bisexual since before she was born. I’ve known since she was sixteen and couldn’t stop talking about Rachel Thornton’s cello playing. There’s only so much enthusiasm a person can have for Dvořák before it becomes obvious.”

      Yaya shook her head, but she was smiling. “Wine? Or tea first?”

      “Tea first. Wine later.”

      Colette followed her toward the kitchen, the old floorboards cool under her bare feet. The kitchen was warm, cluttered in a comfortable way, copper pots hanging from a rack above the stove and herbs growing in mismatched pots on the windowsill. Yaya filled the kettle, set it on the burner.

      “Tess doesn’t know,” Colette said.

      “Doesn’t know what?”

      “That there’s even a possibility.” Yaya paused, a canister of loose tea in her hand. “My daughter tells the world she’s straight. Or she’s convinced herself she is. All those years of nice men who bored her to tears.” Colette settled onto a chair at the kitchen table, pulling the silk tighter. “She’s never said anything to me. Never brought home a woman. Never hinted. But I’ve watched her, over the years. Wondered.”

      “But you just told Shannon⁠—”

      “I told Shannon that Tess doesn’t settle for anyone who doesn’t meet her standards. Which is true.”

      Yaya’s smile spread slowly. “And when you said she’s as straight as I am?”

      “Well.” Colette spread her hands. “I simply observed that my daughter’s romantic history has certain parallels with your own. Two women with excellent taste who took their time finding the right person. Is that not what I said?”

      “That is very much not what you said.”

      “I can’t be held responsible for what Shannon inferred.”

      Yaya laughed, came around the table, slid her arms around Colette’s neck, pressed her forehead to Colette’s.

      “You are a menace.”

      “I prefer ‘catalyst.’”

      “You just detonated that poor woman’s entire week.”

      “I gave her hope. There’s a difference.”

      “She looked like she was going to pass out.”

      “She looked like someone who’d just found out the thing she wants might be possible.” Colette pulled back, studied Yaya’s face. The lines at the corners of her eyes, the silver threading through her dark curls. “Don’t you think everyone deserves that? To know the thing they want might be possible?”

      Yaya’s expression softened. “Is that what this is? Hope?”

      “What else would it be?”

      “I don’t know.” Yaya’s thumb traced circles on Colette’s hip. “I am eighty-three years old. I have been in love once. I thought that was it. I thought I’d had my share. And then you walk in wearing that purple coat like a giant delphinium.”

      “It’s very me.”

      “And you smile at me.” Yaya shook her head, wonder in her expression.

      The kettle began to whistle.

      “I didn’t expect this,” Yaya said quietly. “At my age. At this point in my life. I didn’t expect to feel like this again.”

      Colette reached up, tucked a curl behind Yaya’s ear. “Do you know what I’ve learned in sixty-three years of making a spectacular mess of my life?”

      “Tell me.”

      “That it doesn’t stop. The wanting. I kept waiting for the age when I’d be done with it, when I could retire gracefully from desire and take up bridge or something sensible.” Her hand settled on Yaya’s cheek. “It doesn’t stop. Not unless you make it.”

      Yaya turned her head, pressed a kiss to Colette’s palm.

      “The kettle,” she murmured.

      “Let it scream.”

      “The neighbors⁠—”

      “Can find their own beautiful women to scandalize.”

      Yaya laughed, softer this time. She reached back, turned off the burner. The kitchen settled into quiet.

      “What do you think she’ll do?” Yaya asked. “Shannon?”

      “Panic, probably. Then realize I meant every word.” Colette accepted the cup Yaya handed her. “After that, either she’ll be brave or she won’t. I can open a door. I can’t make her walk through it.”

      “And Tess? She doesn’t know you just⁠—”

      “Told a complete stranger her deepest secret?” Colette blew on her tea. “No. She’s going to be furious with me. But Tess has been furious with me for forty years. What’s one more thing?”

      “You don’t seem worried.”

      “Sometimes people need permission to want what they want. Sometimes they need someone to say it out loud before they can admit it to themselves.”

      “And if Tess didn’t want this? If she really is happy alone?”

      “Then nothing happens, and I’m a meddling old fool.” Colette met Yaya’s eyes. “But I’ve watched my daughter, and I’ve never seen her like this. Distracted. Restless. Something woke her up.”

      “Shannon.”

      “Shannon.”

      Yaya was quiet for a moment. “What do you want? For Tess?”

      Colette considered the question. Outside, the light had gone to gold, shadows lengthening across the kitchen floor.

      “I want to stop watching her be afraid,” she said. Not polished. Not the speech she’d have given if she’d had time to prepare one. “I want her to stop protecting herself from the one thing that might make her happy. And I want—” She stopped. Took a breath. “I want to be around to see it. Not to take credit. Just to see her face when she lets herself have it.”

      Yaya kissed her then, soft and slow. Colette leaned into it, let herself be held, let the warmth of the kitchen settle around them both.

      Three weeks. It had only been three weeks. But some people you knew. And some doors, once opened, couldn’t be closed again.
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      Shannon

      She didn’t remember the drive.

      That was the first problem. Shannon pulled into the Healing Paws parking lot and realized she had no memory of the route she’d taken, the turns she’d made, whether she’d stopped at the light on Elk Ridge Road or run straight through it. Twelve minutes of driving, gone. Just the sensation of her hands on the wheel and the sound of her own breathing, too fast, too shallow.

      She turned off the engine. Sat there.

      The promotional materials. She was supposed to be delivering promotional materials to Ali. That was why she’d gone to Yaya’s house in the first place. An errand. Twenty minutes, tops.

      She looked at the passenger seat.

      Empty.

      She’d left the box at Yaya’s, driven twelve minutes in the wrong direction, made a U-turn, and now she was sitting in the Healing Paws parking lot with nothing to deliver and no explanation as to why.

      My daughter is about as straight as Yaya here.

      Shannon’s grip on the steering wheel went white.

      She could leave. Turn the car around, drive back, collect the box, pretend none of this had happened. Pretend she hadn’t seen Colette Calder in a silk robe with bare feet and tangled hair. Pretend she hadn’t seen the mark on Yaya’s shoulder. Pretend she hadn’t understood exactly what those robes meant, what the afternoon dishevelment meant.

      Pretend Colette hadn’t said what she’d said.

      A tap on her window.

      Shannon startled. Ali Ritchie stood outside the car, head tilted, expression curious. She was holding a coffee cup and wearing scrubs with cartoon dogs on them.

      Shannon rolled down the window.

      “You’ve been sitting there for five minutes,” Ali said. “I saw you pull in. Thought maybe you were on the phone, but then you just… sat there.” She peered into the car. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      Ali’s eyebrows rose. She had the kind of face that broadcast every thought, every reaction. Right now, it was broadcasting skepticism. “Did you get the flyers?”

      Shannon stared at her.

      “The promotional materials? You were picking them up from Yaya?”

      Shannon’s mouth opened but she didn’t speak. Couldn’t.

      “I need them for the meeting tomorrow, remember? The one with the—” Ali stopped. Studied Shannon’s face more closely. “Shannon. What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Something happened.”

      “I forgot the box.”

      “You forgot the box.” Ali said, her brow furrowing. “You. Shannon McAllister. Forgot something.”

      “It happens.”

      “It doesn’t happen. You have a checklist for your checklists. You once drove forty-five minutes back to base camp because you thought you’d left your favorite carabiner, which you hadn’t, because you’d already checked twice.” Ali opened the car door. “Get out. You’re coming inside, and you’re going to tell me what’s going on.”

      Shannon considered refusing. She could drive away. Ali couldn’t stop her.

      But her legs were already moving, her body climbing out of the car before her brain had agreed to it. She followed Ali through the side entrance, past the reception desk, down the corridor lined with photos of therapy animals in action, into the small office at the back.

      Margo, Ali’s assistant, looked up as they passed her desk and smiled, but Shannon averted her eyes and followed Ali.

      Ali closed the door and pointed at a chair. “Sit.”

      Shannon sat.

      Ali perched on the edge of the desk, coffee cup cradled in both hands, watching Shannon with the same patient attention she probably used on traumatized animals. “Okay. Start from the beginning. Did you go to Yaya’s to pick up the flyers.”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “And.” Shannon’s throat felt tight. “Colette was there.”

      “Colette.” Ali frowned. “Colette who volunteers here? Older lady with the scarves? Tess’s mom?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?” Ali shrugged. “Yaya mentioned they had gone for coffee.”

      Shannon opened her mouth. Closed it. Tried again. “They were… Yaya answered the door in a robe.”

      Ali blinked. “Okay.”

      “A silk robe. And then Colette appeared. Also in a robe.”

      Ali’s coffee cup paused halfway to her lips.

      “And Colette had… her hair was…” Shannon made a vague gesture. “And Yaya had a mark. On her shoulder. Here.” She touched her own collarbone. “Like a hickey…”

      Ali set the coffee cup down very slowly. “Are you telling me that Yaya and Colette⁠—”

      “Yes.”

      “Yaya. Our Yaya. Fenna’s grandmother Yaya.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Colette. Tess’s mother Colette.”

      “Yes.”

      “In the afternoon.”

      “It was two o’clock.”

      Ali stared at her. Then a laugh escaped, sharp. “Oh my God. Oh my God, that’s—I mean, good for them, honestly, that’s—” She caught Shannon’s expression. “But that’s not why you’re sitting in my parking lot looking like the ground shifted. Surely?”

      Shannon’s hands were doing something strange. She looked down and found them gripping her knees, knuckles white. She made herself let go.

      “Colette recognized my name,” she said. “When Yaya introduced me. She knew who I was. She said—” The words stuck. “She said they’d been talking about me.”

      “Okay.”

      “And then she started asking me questions. About the rescue this morning. About Tess coming on the ride-along. And then she started telling me about Tess. How Tess has been single since her divorce. How Tess hasn’t been on a date in years. How Tess is very particular and never settles.”

      Ali’s eyes had gone very wide. “Shannon.”

      “And then she said—” Shannon stopped. Her heart was hammering. Too fast. Irregular. She should probably be concerned about that. “She said that Tess hasn’t found the right person because she’s been looking in the wrong places.”

      “Shannon.”

      “And then she said that Tess is—” The word wouldn’t come. Shannon tried again. “She said Tess is about as straight as Yaya.”

      Silence.

      Ali’s mouth fell open. Then closed. Then opened again. “She said what?”

      “About as straight as Yaya. And then Yaya’s robe slipped off her shoulder, the one with the mark, and she didn’t fix it, and Colette was standing there in bare feet looking like—” Shannon shook her head. “And then I left.”

      “You left.”

      “I forgot the flyers.”

      “Right. The flyers.” Ali was quiet for a moment. Processing. “So Colette just… told you her daughter is queer. Out of nowhere.”

      “Yes.”

      “Huh.” Ali picked up her coffee cup again, took a sip. “Well. Good for Tess, I guess. Not that it’s anyone’s business, but—” She shrugged. “I always thought there was something. The way she watches people. Like she’s taking notes.”

      Shannon looked at the floor.

      “Colette shouldn’t be outing her daughter to strangers, obviously. That’s not great. But I suppose she felt like she knew you, and—” Ali stopped. Frowned. “Shannon.”

      “What.”

      “Why do you look like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like someone just told you the mountain fell down.” Ali set the cup aside. “It’s just gossip. Interesting gossip, sure, but why does it⁠—”

      She stopped again. Her head tilted. Shannon watched her replay the conversation, watched her expression shift as something clicked into place.

      “Shannon. Why do you look like that? Over gossip about what? Yaya and Colette?” Ali paused. “Or over Tess maybe not being straight?”

      Shannon didn’t answer.

      The silence went on too long.

      “Shannon.” Ali’s voice had changed. “Are you⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      “Oh my God.” Ali’s hand flew to her mouth. “You’re interested in her.” She let out a breath. “That’s why this matters. That’s why Colette told you. She saw it.”

      Shannon closed her eyes.

      “How long?” Ali asked.

      “There’s nothing to⁠—”

      “How long, Shannon?”

      The silence stretched. When Shannon opened her eyes, Ali was watching her with something close to compassion.

      “I don’t know,” Shannon said finally. “A while.”

      “Jesus.” Ali sat down hard on the edge of the desk. “I didn’t—I mean, I noticed you’d been different lately, but I thought it was stress. The audit. Martinez asked me last week if you were okay because you kept getting distracted during briefings, and Jake mentioned you took an observer into the field, which you never do, and I just thought—” She shook her head. “But it was her. It’s been her this whole time.”

      Shannon pressed her palms flat against her thighs. There was nothing to say.

      “And now Colette’s basically handed you a permission slip.” Ali leaned forward. “She told you Tess isn’t straight. She told you there’s a chance.”

      “We don’t know that’s why she⁠—”

      “Shannon. A mother doesn’t say that to a stranger unless she’s sure, and unless she wants something to happen.” Ali’s expression softened. “This is good news. Why do you look like someone just died?”

      The door opened.

      Shannon turned. Kristi stood in the doorway, car keys in one hand, reusable grocery bag in the other. Behind her, Fenna was mid-sentence about something, her dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail.

      “—and I told her that if she wanted—” Fenna stopped. Looked at Shannon. Looked at Ali, still perched on the desk. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Shannon said.

      “Something,” Ali said at the same time.

      Kristi’s eyes narrowed. “What’s up?”

      “I didn’t do anything. Shannon came in looking like she’d been blindsided, and I’m trying to figure out why.”

      “I’m fine,” Shannon said.

      “She’s not fine,” Ali said. “She went to pick up the promotional materials from Yaya’s house, and she walked in on Yaya and Colette in matching robes, and then Colette told her that Tess is⁠—”

      “Ali.” Shannon’s voice sliced through the air.

      But it was too late. Fenna had gone very still.

      “My yaya,” Fenna said slowly. “And Colette.”

      Ali winced. “I maybe should have led with that differently.”

      “My yaya was wearing a robe. With Colette. In the middle of the afternoon.”

      “There were… marks,” Shannon said, and immediately wished she hadn’t.

      “Marks.” Fenna’s voice had climbed an octave. “What kind of marks?”

      Shannon pointed at her own collarbone again. Fenna made a strangled sound.

      Kristi, to her credit, had the decency to press her lips together very hard before any laughter could escape. She set down the grocery bag. Crossed to Fenna. Put a hand on her arm.

      “Breathe,” she said.

      “Yaya is eighty-three years old.”

      “And apparently still very⁠—”

      “Do not finish that sentence.”

      “—vital,” Kristi finished anyway. “I was going to say vital.”

      “You were not going to say vital.” Fenna pressed both hands over her face. “Oh God. I’m going to have to see her at Sunday dinner. I’m going to have to look her in the eye knowing that she and Colette—in the afternoon⁠—”

      “Fenna.” Kristi’s voice was gentle but firm. “Your grandmother is a grown woman. She’s allowed to have a life.”

      “Not that kind of life! Not a two-in-the-afternoon-silk-robes-and-hickeys kind of life! What the hell is my mom going to say? My aunts? My cousins?”

      “Wait.” Kristi turned to Shannon. “Back up. Ali said Colette told you something about Tess. What did she say?”

      Shannon became aware that three sets of eyes were now fixed on her. Ali, still perched on the desk. Fenna, hands still pressed to her face, but fingers parted enough to see through. Kristi, arms crossed, expression sharp.

      “It’s not—” Shannon started.

      “She told Shannon that Tess isn’t straight,” Ali said. “Basically handed her a rainbow flag and said go get the girl.”

      “She did not say go get the girl.”

      “She implied it very strongly.”

      Fenna’s hands dropped from her face. “Tess Calder? The auditor? She’s⁠—”

      “According to her mother,” Kristi said slowly, “who is apparently sleeping with your grandmother.”

      “I really didn’t need that reminder.”

      “Does Tess know?” Kristi asked Shannon. “That her mother is going around telling people she’s queer?”

      “I don’t know.” Shannon shook her head. “I didn’t exactly stick around to ask follow-up questions.”

      “So Colette just outed her daughter to a stranger. That’s… a choice.” Kristi grimaced. “Unless Tess is okay with that?”

      “She seemed to think she was helping,” Shannon said, her voice quieter than usual.

      “I’m sure she did.” Kristi studied Shannon for a long moment. “The question is: what are you going to do about it?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing.” Kristi’s eyebrows rose. “A woman you’re clearly interested in might be interested back, and you’re going to do nothing.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It’s only complicated because you’re making it complicated.”

      Shannon stood. Too fast. The chair scraped back against the floor. “I need to go.”

      “Shannon—” Kristi reached out, but Shannon pulled back.

      “I have reports. From the rescue this morning. They need to be filed.”

      Fenna glanced at Kristi. “We should⁠—”

      “Yeah.” Kristi squeezed Fenna’s arm. “Come on. Let’s go process your grandmother’s sex life in the car like normal people.”

      Fenna made another strangled sound but let herself be steered toward the door. She paused at the threshold. “Shannon?”

      Shannon looked at her.

      “For what it’s worth—don’t overthink it.”

      They left.

      Ali hadn’t moved from the desk. Shannon could feel her watching.

      “I do need to go,” Shannon said.

      “I know.” Ali’s voice had gone quiet. “But I need to say something first, and you’re not going to like it.”

      Shannon waited.

      “It’s been five years.”

      The room went still. Angie. Unspoken but present.

      “Five years of keeping everyone at arm’s length. Five years of ‘it’s complicated’ and working yourself into the ground.” Ali’s voice was careful, but she didn’t look away. “I was there, Shannon. I watched what losing her did to you. And I’ve watched you build a life where it can’t happen again.” She paused. “But Angie wouldn’t have wanted this for you.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what she would have wanted.”

      “You’re right. I don’t.” Ali held her gaze. “But I know you. And you’re sitting here terrified of the first good thing that’s happened to you in years.”

      Shannon reached for the door handle. Her hand shook. She made it stop.

      “Don’t think too long,” Ali said. “The audit won’t last forever. Then she goes back to Portland.”

      “I know,” Shannon said.

      She left before Ali could say anything else.

      The drive home was worse. Now that the shock had settled into her body, the thoughts came. Relentless. Circling.

      My daughter is about as straight as Yaya here.

      Shannon turned onto the highway. Checked her mirrors. Indicated. Routines. Routines kept you grounded.

      Very particular, my Tess. Never settles for anyone who doesn’t meet her standards.

      The speedometer read sixty-two. Speed limit was sixty-five. She pressed the accelerator. Watched the needle climb.

      She kept up.

      That was what she’d said. When Colette had asked about the rescue. About Tess observing operations. And Colette’s eyes had sharpened, because it was evidence. Shannon had given herself away without meaning to, and Colette had read it the way Shannon read terrain: instantly, completely, no second glance needed.

      She turned off the highway. The road to her house wound through pines, the late afternoon sun cutting through the branches in long slants. She didn’t see it.

      Tess might surprise you. If you give her the chance.

      The chance. As if she could just walk up to Tess Calder and say, your mother told me you might be interested in women, and I was wondering if that included me.

      She pulled into her driveway. Killed the engine.

      The audit ended in weeks. Kristi was right about that. Ali was right. Weeks, and then Tess would file her report and get in her car and drive back to Portland. Or wherever. Away from Elk Ridge County and the SAR department and Shannon.

      Not enough time. But more time than she’d let herself want in five years.

      She sat with the engine ticking.

      In the back seat, Kep whined softly. He’d been patient through Yaya’s, through Healing Paws, through the drive home. But he knew something was wrong. He always knew.

      Shannon got out. Opened the back door. Kep jumped down and pressed his nose into her palm, then pulled back, studying her face.

      “I know,” she told him. “I know.”

      He followed her inside. Watched her set down her keys, her phone, her jacket. Watched her stand in the middle of her kitchen and not move.

      She thought about Colette and Yaya in their robes. Two women who had decided to reach for what they wanted without apology. Without waiting for permission.

      She thought about Tess on the mountain that morning. How she’d kept pace. How she’d watched Shannon work without flinching. How her hand had brushed Shannon’s when she passed the first aid kit.

      She thought about how few weeks were left.

      Shannon sat down at the kitchen table and put her head in her hands. Kep settled at her feet, his weight warm against her boots, and stayed there until the light through the windows shifted from gold to gray.
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      Tess

      The preliminary findings weren’t going to write themselves.

      Tess had been telling herself that since six a.m., when she’d woken from a sleep she couldn’t explain. No bad dreams. No particular anxiety. Just a vague sense of something unfinished, something hovering at the edge of her consciousness that she couldn’t name.

      She’d given up on sleep at six-fifteen and made coffee. By seven she was showered and at her laptop, trying to tackle a paragraph about volunteer retention metrics.

      By eight, she’d written exactly forty-three words.

      The problem was focus. Or rather, the lack of it. Every time she tried to concentrate on operational efficiency benchmarks, her mind drifted to the ride-along yesterday. To Shannon’s hands on the wheel, the radio, the everything. To the way Shannon had been so obviously impressed that she’d kept.

      Professional respect. That’s all it was. Shannon acknowledging competence. Tess had worked hard to keep pace on that hike, and Shannon had noticed. End of story.

      Except her heart rate had been elevated for fourteen hours. She knew because she’d checked her Apple Watch. Multiple times. At some point she’d stopped pretending she was checking her step count.

      From the guest room down the hall came the sound of humming.

      Tess frowned. Colette didn’t hum. Colette sang, loudly and off-key, or she didn’t make music at all. Humming was too quiet for Colette, far too contained.

      She went back to her report. Volunteer retention metrics indicate strong organizational culture, as evidenced by⁠—

      The humming got louder. Something classical. Dvořák, maybe. The New World Symphony.

      Tess’s fingers paused on the keyboard.

      Her mother emerged from the hallway wearing a silk kimono and an expression that could only be described as smug. She drifted toward the kitchen, still humming, and began opening cabinets with the air of someone who had a delicious secret.

      “You’re up early,” Tess said.

      “Am I?” Colette found the coffee, poured herself a cup. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      “It’s eight in the morning. On a Sunday. You don’t believe in mornings.”

      “Perhaps I’ve had a change of heart.” Colette added cream, stirred slowly. The humming had stopped but the smile hadn’t. “Perhaps I’ve decided mornings have their merits after all.”

      Tess watched her mother settle onto the sofa with her coffee, tucking her feet beneath her like a cat. There was a looseness to Colette this morning, a glow that Tess recognized but couldn’t place.

      “You seem cheerful,” Tess said carefully.

      “Do I?”

      “Suspiciously cheerful.”

      “Can’t a mother be in a good mood?” Colette sipped her coffee, eyes dancing over the rim of the cup. “I had a lovely day yesterday. Very… restorative.”

      “You were at Yaya’s.”

      “Mm.”

      “For the afternoon.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      Tess waited for more. Colette offered nothing, just that infuriating smile and another sip of coffee.

      “What did you do at Yaya’s?”

      “Oh, this and that.” Colette waved a hand vaguely. “We talked. Had tea. You know how it is.”

      Tess did not, in fact, know how it was. Her mother was many things, but vague was not typically one of them. Colette announced her activities, her opinions, her romantic entanglements with the subtlety of a brass band. This coy deflection was new.

      “You should wear that blue blouse more often,” Colette said, out of nowhere. “The one with the subtle pattern. It brings out your eyes.”

      “I’m wearing a sweatshirt.”

      “I’m speaking generally.” Colette examined her nails. “For work. When you see people. Important people.”

      “Mother.”

      “What?”

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing, darling.” The smile widened. “Absolutely nothing.”

      Tess stared at her for a long moment. Colette gazed back with perfect innocence, which was how Tess knew she was lying. Her mother was never innocent. Her mother was constitutionally incapable of innocence.

      But Tess had a report to finish, and interrogating Colette before caffeine had fully kicked in was a losing battle. She turned back to her laptop.

      Volunteer retention metrics indicate strong organizational culture, as evidenced by feedback surveys and historically low turnover rates. However, operational sustainability remains dependent on a single coordinator position, creating institutional vulnerability.

      Better. She was finding her rhythm now.

      The next two hours passed in something approaching productivity. Colette eventually retreated to the guest room, or as she was calling it now, her room, to dress, and the apartment fell quiet. Tess worked through the operational assessment, the budget analysis, the risk evaluation. She was both thorough and fair, noting both strengths and weaknesses. Because that was her job, because that was what integrity required.

      She did not give a passing thought to Shannon McAllister reading these words, nor wonder wistfully what Shannon would think of her observations, her conclusions, her recommendations.

      She went back to page nine and changed “exceptional leadership” to “effective leadership.” Then changed it back.

      By noon, the preliminary findings were complete. Twenty-three pages of careful analysis, presented in neutral language: documented evidence. Tess read through the entire document twice, checking for errors, for bias, for anything that might be misconstrued.

      She hit send.

      The acknowledgment came within an hour. Automated. Received, will review, expect response within 48 hours.

      Tess made lunch. Answered emails. Did laundry. Checked her phone more often than was reasonable.

      Colette reappeared around two, fully dressed now, still radiating that peculiar contentment. She announced she was going for a walk and would Tess like to join her?

      Tess declined. She had work to do.

      She did not have work to do. The preliminary findings were sent. The waiting had begun.

      At four-seventeen, her laptop chimed with an incoming email.

      Tess’s hand moved toward the trackpad before she’d consciously decided to check. The sender line read: S. McAllister - Emergency Services.

      Her pulse kicked. She’d stopped pretending these responses were about the audit weeks ago.

      The email contained an attachment. Two pages. Detailed feedback on the preliminary findings, point by point.

      Tess read it once, quickly. Then again, slowly.

      Shannon had engaged with every section. Not defensively, not dismissively, but thoughtfully. She’d provided context where Tess’s analysis lacked it, acknowledged valid criticisms without excuse-making, and offered additional data that supported some conclusions while complicating others.

      It was, quite possibly, the most substantive response Tess had ever received from an audit subject, and definitely the fastest. Most people either ignored preliminary findings entirely or sent back defensive bullet points designed to minimize rather than illuminate.

      Shannon had written two pages of careful, considered feedback. On a Sunday afternoon. Within hours of receiving the report.

      Tess’s focus kept returning to one paragraph:

      “Your observation regarding single-point-of-failure in the coordinator position is accurate. I’ve included historical data showing three instances where my absence created operational gaps. The volunteer leadership structure has depth, but you’re correct that institutional knowledge remains concentrated. This is a vulnerability I’ve been aware of but haven’t adequately addressed.”

      Shannon McAllister had just admitted, in writing, to a weakness. Had acknowledged that Tess’s criticism was valid. Had provided evidence against her own position.

      Tess sat back in her chair.

      Something was off. Not wrong, exactly, but different. The tone of this response was careful in a way that seemed deliberate. Every word measured. Every sentence precise. As if Shannon had been thinking very hard about exactly how to say things.

      Which was probably just professionalism. Shannon was competent and thorough and took her work seriously. Of course she’d respond thoughtfully to a document that could affect her department’s future, and her employment contract.

      But that wasn’t all. For the life of her Tess couldn’t pinpoint what was niggling her. Like Shannon was being careful not just about the content, but about the contact itself. Keeping a specific distance.

      Tess decided she was imagining things. She was projecting her own complicated feelings onto a straightforward email. Shannon had sent detailed feedback because Shannon was detail-oriented.

      She began composing a response. Appreciative. Brief.

      Thank you for the thorough feedback. I’ll incorporate the additional context into the revised findings. Your candor regarding the institutional vulnerability is noted and will be reflected accurately in the final report.

      She stared at the words. They were fine. Exactly what one professional should say to another.

      She added: The ride-along yesterday was valuable for understanding field operations. Thank you for accommodating the observation.

      Then deleted it.

      Then typed it again.

      Then deleted it again.

      “For God’s sake,” she muttered to her empty living room.

      She sent the email without the additional line.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from Colette: Back in 20. Shall I pick up dinner?

      Tess typed back: Sure. Thai?

      A pause. Then: Perfect. The usual?

      Yes.

      Another pause, longer this time. Then: How’s the audit going?

      Tess frowned at her phone. Colette never asked about the audit. Colette found Tess’s work boring, had said so multiple times, preferred to discuss literally anything else.

      Fine, Tess typed back. Sent the preliminary findings today.

      Colette’s response came immediately: And? Any interesting responses?

      Tess stared at the screen. Her mother’s question felt pointed. Like a fishing expedition.

      Shannon sent detailed feedback, Tess typed slowly. Very thorough.

      The three dots appeared, indicating Colette was typing. They disappeared. Appeared again. Disappeared.

      Finally her phone pinged with the response: How lovely. See you soon, darling.

      Tess set down her phone.

      Her mother was hiding something. That much was obvious. The humming, the smug smiles, the vague answers about yesterday, and now this sudden interest in not only Tess’s work but also in Shannon’s response. That was off the charts weird.

      What had Colette done at Yaya’s house?

      The front door opened twenty minutes later. Colette swept in carrying bags of Thai food and wearing an expression of studied nonchalance that fooled no one.

      “Pad thai for you, green curry for me,” she announced, setting the bags on the counter. “They were out of spring rolls, so I got the dumplings instead. I hope that’s acceptable.”

      “Fine.” Tess watched her mother unpack the containers with excessive attention to arrangement. “Mother.”

      “Hm?”

      “What did you do?”

      Colette’s hands paused on a container of rice. Just for a moment. Then she resumed unpacking, her movements smooth and unhurried.

      “I don’t know what you mean, darling.”

      “You’re acting strange. You’ve been acting strange all day. You spent yesterday afternoon at Yaya’s and came back glowing like you’d won the lottery, and now you’re suddenly interested in my work and Shannon’s feedback, which you’ve never cared about before.” Tess crossed her arms. “What. Did. You. Do.”

      Colette turned. Her expression was serene, but there was a flicker of satisfaction she couldn’t quite hide.

      “I had a lovely afternoon with a friend,” Colette said. “We talked about life. About love. About taking chances when they present themselves.” She picked up her curry and a fork. “Nothing that concerns you, darling. Nothing at all.”

      She retreated to the sofa before Tess could respond, settling in with her food and an air of finality that suggested the conversation was over.

      Tess stood in the kitchen, aroma rising from her pad thai, and tried to shake the feeling that something had happened yesterday. Something she didn’t know about. Something that involved her.

      Tess ate her dinner in silence while Colette hummed the New World Symphony from the sofa and Shannon’s two careful pages glowed on her laptop across the room.
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      Shannon

      The preliminary findings arrived in Shannon’s inbox at 12:47. Shannon saw the email notification, closed her laptop, and went for a run.

      Three miles out. Three miles back. Kep matched her pace without complaint, though she was pushing harder than usual, her lungs burning by the time they reached the turnaround point. She hadn’t stretched. Hadn’t hydrated. Hadn’t done any of the things she told her volunteers to do before exertion.

      She ran anyway.

      When she got back, the email was still there. Twenty-three pages of professional analysis from Tess Calder, awaiting her response.

      She showered. Made coffee. Sat on the back porch and watched the mountains until her coffee went cold.

      Kep lay at her feet, but he wasn’t settled. He kept lifting his head, watching her, then looking away. Shifting position. Sighing.

      “I know,” she told him.

      He didn’t believe her.

      At two-fifteen, she opened the laptop.

      The preliminary findings were thorough. Fair. Perceptive. Tess had seen vulnerabilities—the single-point-of-failure issue of having only one paid coordinator, the gaps in documentation, the ways institutional knowledge had pooled in one position instead of distributing across the organization.

      Shannon had expected to be reduced to budget lines. Instead, she’d been seen.

      By a woman whose mother had stood in Yaya’s hallway twelve hours ago and said⁠—

      She closed the laptop.

      Opened it again.

      Started typing a response.

      Thank you for the preliminary findings. I have reviewed them and have no significant objections.

      She stared at the words. It was the kind of response that said: I don’t care enough to engage.

      She deleted the sentence.

      Tried again.

      Your analysis of the coordinator position’s institutional vulnerability is accurate. I’ve been aware of this issue but haven’t adequately addressed it.

      Too honest. Too exposed.

      She deleted it.

      Kep stood up, circled twice, lay back down facing the other direction. His tail thumped once against the floor, then stilled.

      Shannon’s hands hovered over the keyboard.

      This was a professional document requiring a professional response. She had given dozens of professional responses to dozens of audits and assessments over the years. This was no different.

      Except Tess Calder’s mother had told her that Tess wasn’t straight.

      Except Shannon had spent fourteen hours not sleeping, not eating properly, running six miles she didn’t need to run, all because she couldn’t stop thinking about what that information meant.

      Except nothing was different and everything was different and Shannon didn’t know how to write a professional email when every word felt like it mattered in ways it shouldn’t.

      She started typing. Stopped. Deleted. Started again.

      Your observation regarding single-point-of-failure in the coordinator position is accurate.

      Fine. That was fine. Honest without being exposed.

      I’ve included historical data showing three instances where my absence created operational gaps.

      Also fine. She was evidencing data and taking a professional line.

      The volunteer leadership structure has depth, but you’re correct that institutional knowledge remains concentrated. This is a vulnerability I’ve been aware of but haven’t adequately addressed.

      She paused. Read the paragraph back. It was more than she’d ever admitted to anyone. More than she usually admitted to herself.

      But it was true. And Tess deserved truth.

      Tess deserved⁠—

      Shannon deleted the thought before it could finish forming.

      She kept writing. Point by point through the preliminary findings, engaging with each observation, providing context where it was needed, acknowledging valid criticisms. She wrote more than she’d intended. Two pages. Every sentence careful.

      Every word chosen.

      She read the whole thing back three times, looking for anything that might reveal too much. Any phrase that might betray that she knew something she shouldn’t know. Any warmth that might be misread. Any distance that might seem cold.

      It was appropriate. Engaged but bounded.

      At four-seventeen, she hit send.

      The email disappeared into the digital void. Sorted.

      Shannon sat back. Waited for relief.

      None came.

      Kep lifted his head, watching her.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “It’s handled.”

      He put his head back down, but his eyes stayed open. Watching.

      The response came forty-three minutes later.

      Thank you for the thorough feedback. I’ll incorporate the additional context into the revised findings.

      Shannon read it twice. Three times. Looking for... she didn’t know what. Some indication of what Tess was thinking. Some sign that the care Shannon had used in her email to maintain boundaries had been noticed, or hadn’t been noticed, or even mattered.

      There was nothing. Professional words from a woman doing her job.

      Which was exactly what Shannon wanted.

      Wasn’t it?

      She closed the laptop.

      Outside, the afternoon light was fading. Sunday evening. Tomorrow she’d be back at the office. Tomorrow Tess might stop by with follow-up questions. Tomorrow Shannon would have to look at her and not think about silk robes and Colette’s knowing smile and the words that had rearranged everything.

      My daughter is about as straight as Yaya here.

      And she would not think about Tess Calder’s fingertips stroking her nipple until it hardened and she moaned. God, how she’d moan.

      Kep whined softly and Shannon crossed her legs. Tight.

      “I know,” Shannon said again. “We just need to hunker down and get through this disaster!”
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      Tess

      "Darling." Colette's voice had a softness that meant wine. "I need you to come get me." Her mother's call came in at seven forty-seven. Early for Colette, even on a school-night, it was Tuesday. Then it occurred to Tess the concept of school-nights had never belonged to her mother. Every night was a potential party night in Colette's world.

      Tess set down her laptop. She'd been reviewing Shannon's feedback for the third time, telling herself she was checking for details she might have missed.

      Shannon had been scarce since Thursday. A brief email citing call-outs and training conflicts. Legitimate reasons, all of them. Tess had checked.

      She told herself she was checking for scheduling purposes.

      "Where are you?"

      "Yaya's."

      "I thought you were staying over?"

      "Yes, well." A pause. Muffled voices in the background, raised. "There's been a... development."

      "What kind of development?"

      "The kind where Yaya's daughters arrived unexpectedly and discovered us in a somewhat compromising position." Colette's tone was calm for someone describing a disaster. "Yaya is handling it. She's asked me to wait outside while she speaks to them. But I've had rather a lot of wine and I don't think I should drive."

      Tess closed her eyes. "I'll be there in twenty minutes."

      "You're a treasure, darling."

      The line went dead.

      Tess sat for a moment, processing. Her mother had been caught in bed with an eighty-three-year-old woman by said woman's adult children. This was, somehow, her life now.

      She grabbed her keys.

      The drive to Yaya's took eighteen minutes. Tess could hear the shouting before she'd even turned off the engine.

      The house was lit up, every window blazing. Through the large main window, she could see figures moving, gesturing. A woman's voice rose above the others, rapid Spanish punctuated by emphatic hand movements. Another voice cut in, lower but no less intense.

      On the front porch, illuminated by the porch light, sat Colette.

      She was perched on the swing with a glass of wine, watching the chaos inside with the expression of someone enjoying a dramatic piece of theater. Her hair was disheveled. Her blouse was misbuttoned.

      Tess parked and walked up the path.

      "Tess!" Colette raised her glass in greeting. "You came."

      "You called."

      "I did." Colette patted the swing beside her. "Sit. They'll be at it for a while yet."

      "Mother, I'm not going to sit on the porch while you—" Tess stopped. Took a breath. "What happened?"

      "Rosa and Elena arrived for an unscheduled visit. Or a forgotten visit... I'm not sure which. Something about picking up tamales Yaya was making for one of the great grandchildren's school fundraiser." Colette sipped her wine. "We were... otherwise engaged."

      "That early in the evening?"

      "We went to bed at two." Colette waved a hand. "And we'd lost track of time. It happens."

      Inside, the shouting reached a crescendo. Tess caught fragments: "...her age..." and "...barely know this woman..." and something that sounded like "...what would Papa think..."

      "Yaya's handling it," Colette said. "She's quite formidable when she wants to be. I think Rosa was crying at one point. From being scolded, not from grief."

      "This isn't funny, Mother."

      "It's a little funny."

      "You've caused a family crisis."

      "I've caused nothing. Rosa and Elena have caused a family crisis by not calling ahead." Colette finished her wine and set the glass on the porch railing. "Yaya and I are two consenting adults. What we do is no one's business but our own."

      The front door opened before Tess could respond.

      Fenna stepped out. Her hair was escaping its ponytail and there was a splash of something red on her sleeve — wine or sauce, or blood, Tess couldn't tell. Behind her came Kristi, who had the expression of someone trying hard not to laugh.

      "Tess." Fenna blinked. "I didn't know you were coming."

      "I'm here to collect my mother." Tess heard the stiffness in her own voice. "I'm sorry for... all of this."

      Fenna glanced at Colette, then back at Tess. "It's fine. I mean, it's chaos, but it's fine."

      "They seem upset."

      "My mother and my aunt are always upset about something. Last month it was Rosa's daughter's tattoo. Before that it was her grandson dropping out of law school." Fenna ran a hand through her hair, loosening the ponytail further. "After the initial shock wears off, what is there to be angry about, really?"

      From inside, a woman's voice rose: "She is eighty-three years old!"

      Fenna winced. "They'll come around. They always do."

      Kristi had moved to stand beside the porch railing, arms crossed. "Your grandmother is in there giving a speech about love and life being too short. I think she's winning."

      "Yaya always wins," Fenna said. "That's never been the question. It's just how long it takes everyone else to accept it."

      Tess stood on the path, not quite on the porch, willing Colette to move.

      Colette, on the other hand, had produced another glass of wine as if by magic and was sipping it contentedly.

      "I really am sorry," Tess said. "My mother has a talent for creating... situations."

      "Don't apologize." Fenna's expression softened. "Honestly, this is the most excitement we've had in months. And Yaya's happy. Happy in a way I haven't seen since before my grandfather died." She paused. "I mean before he died."

      "Still," Tess said. "It's a lot of disruption."

      "Disruption is Yaya's specialty. She and your mother are well matched." Fenna glanced at Colette, then back at Tess, something shifting in her expression. "Speaking of your mother creating situations..."

      "Fenna." Kristi's voice held a warning note.

      "What?" Tess looked between them. "What situation?"

      Fenna hesitated. Kristi shook her head slightly, but Fenna pressed on. "It's just — I thought you should know. About Sunday."

      Something dropped in Tess's gut. "What about Sunday?"

      "Your mother was here. With Yaya. And Shannon came by to pick up some promotional materials for Ali." Fenna's words came faster now, like she was trying to get them out before she could stop herself. "She walked in on them in their robes, and then your mother started talking to Shannon about you, and⁠—"

      "Fenna." Kristi's voice was sharper now.

      "She should know," Fenna said. "If it were me, I'd want to know."

      "Know what?" Tess's voice came out strange. Flat. "What did my mother say to Shannon?"

      Fenna looked at her with something like sympathy. "She told Shannon you weren't straight. That you hadn't found the right person because you'd been looking in the wrong places." She paused. "Shannon had no idea. She was convinced you were straight until then. Sent her into a complete tailspin. We've never seen her so rattled."

      The porch light buzzed. Inside, the shouting had subsided to murmurs.

      Tess stood still.

      Her mother had told Shannon. Had stood in Yaya's hallway wearing nothing but a robe and told Shannon McAllister that Tess was⁠—

      She tried to organise the violation. Breach of confidence. Breach of autonomy. Breach of— but the categories wouldn't hold. They kept collapsing into something simpler and worse: Shannon knew. Shannon had known, and Tess hadn't.

      "Tess?" Fenna's voice seemed far away. "Are you okay?"

      "Fine." The word came automatically. "I'm fine."

      "I'm sorry, I thought you should know. I didn't know if Shannon would have said something."

      "She didn't." Tess felt her teeth press together. "Neither did my mother."

      Colette's voice drifted over from the porch swing. "Didn't what, darling?"

      Tess turned. Her mother was watching her with mild curiosity, wine glass in hand, still oblivious.

      "You told Shannon," Tess said.

      Colette blinked. "Told Shannon what, darling?"

      "About me. You told her I'm—" Tess couldn't finish the sentence. Not here, on this porch, with Fenna and Kristi watching. "You told her."

      Colette's chin lifted. Her mouth opened, closed, then curved into something that on anyone else Tess would have called a smirk.

      "Ah," she said. "Yes. I suppose that did slip out."

      "You suppose... Slipped out?"

      "Darling, she was so obviously⁠—"

      "I don't care." Tess's voice was shaking. "I don't care what she was. You had no right. That wasn't yours to tell."

      Colette set down her wine glass. Not on the railing this time — on the floor of the porch, the way you put something down when you realise you might need both hands free. "Tess⁠—"

      "We're leaving." Tess turned to Fenna and Kristi. "I'm sorry. For all of this. For my mother."

      "Tess, it's okay," Fenna started.

      But Tess was already walking back to the car. Behind her, she heard Colette make her apologies, heard the rustle of her standing, the click of her heels on the porch steps.

      The front door opened again and Yaya's voice carried out: "Colette, mi amor, you are leaving? But we have won!"

      "Another time, my love," Colette called back. "My daughter needs me. Small fire to put out! I'll call. I promise!"

      Tess was in the driver's seat by the time Colette reached the car. Her hands were gripping the steering wheel. She hadn't started the engine.

      Colette opened the passenger door and slid in, bringing the smell of wine and Yaya's perfume. "Darling⁠—"

      "Don't."

      "If you'd just let me explain⁠—"

      "I said don't."

      Tess started the car. Pulled away from the side of the street. Drove in silence through streets she barely acknowledged.

      Her mother had told Shannon.

      Shannon had known since Sunday. Four days. Four days of carefully worded emails and keeping her distance, and the whole time Shannon had known.

      Colette shifted in the passenger seat. "I was trying to help."

      Tess's knuckles went white against the steering wheel. "Help."

      "She's clearly interested in you. Anyone with eyes can see it. And you've been dancing around each other for weeks, both too stubborn or too scared to⁠—"

      "You don't get to make that decision for me."

      "Someone had to." Colette's voice had a new edge to it. "You certainly weren't going to. You'd have gone back to Portland without ever⁠—"

      "That was my choice." Tess's voice cracked. "Mine. Not yours. You don't get to decide who knows what about me. You don't get to out me to people because you think you know better. I've never even told you!"

      Silence. The streetlights flashed past, bright and regular.

      "I'm your mother," Colette said finally. "I've known since you were sixteen. Since Rachel Thornton and that damned cello. I've watched you hide for twenty-six years, Tess. Twenty-six years of choosing bland men to hide behind and pretending to be something you're not."

      "And whose fault is that?"

      Tess hadn't meant to say it. Hadn't meant to go there.

      Colette went very still. "What do you mean by that?"

      "Nothing."

      "Tess."

      "I said nothing." Tess pulled into the apartment complex, parked badly, didn't care. "We're done talking about this."

      "We're not⁠—"

      "We are." Tess turned off the engine but didn't move to get out. Her hands were still on the wheel. "You've spent my entire life making decisions based on what you wanted without thinking about the consequences for anyone else. You followed Garrett to Ecuador and I lost Rachel. You followed Henri to Morocco and missed my graduation. Every time you decided to chase some passion, some feeling, some man, I was the one who had to pick up the pieces."

      "That's not fair."

      "And this." Tess's voice was barely a whisper now. "This was the one thing I got to control. The one part of my life that was mine. Who I told. When I told them. How I told them. And you took it. Because you thought you knew better. Because you always think you know better."

      "But darling, you were never going to tell anyone, were you?"

      "Get out of the car."

      "Aren't you coming in?" Colette asked but Tess leant across her and threw open the passenger door.

      Tess didn't answer. Instead she sat with both hands on the wheel, staring out the window and waited for her mother to leave.

      Colette sighed. "I only ever wanted to see you happy."

      The car door closed and only one thought went through Tess's mind.

      Shannon knew. Shannon had known for four days.

      And Tess was going to have to face her. This was going to be sorted, once and for all.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Tess

      The drive to the SAR base happened on autopilot. One moment she was sitting in her car outside the apartment, grip locked on the steering wheel, watching Colette disappear through the entrance. The next she was pulling into the parking lot at County Emergency Services, the building dark except for a light in Shannon's office window.

      There had been no guarantee she'd be there. Tess had hoped anyway.

      She turned off the engine. Her pulse hammered in her throat, had been hammering since Fenna's words landed on that porch.

      Shannon had no idea. She was convinced you were straight until then. Sent her into a complete tailspin.

      Four days. Shannon had known for four days and responded to Tess's preliminary report with that calibrated reply. All those sentences, and she'd known the whole time. Had avoided Tess with convenient excuses about call-outs and training exercises. Had let Tess sit in her apartment analysing every line of that feedback, wondering why it felt so strange, so distant.

      And the whole time, Shannon knew.

      Worse: Ali knew. Fenna knew. Kristi knew. They'd all known, and Tess had been walking around oblivious, thinking⁠—

      She didn't know what she'd been thinking. That was the problem. She hadn't been thinking at all, just feeling, and now she felt like a fool.

      She got out of the car.

      The side entrance was unlocked. Security protocols that would horrify any auditor, but Tess wasn't here to audit anything. She took the corridor fast, her footsteps sharp in the empty building.

      Shannon's door was open. Light spilled into the dark hallway.

      Tess stopped in the doorway.

      Shannon sat at her desk, monitor glowing, papers spread around her. Still in her work clothes — khaki pants, navy polo with the county logo. Her hair was escaping its tie, strands falling around her face.

      She looked up. Saw Tess. Went still.

      "Tess."

      "You knew."

      Shannon's mouth opened. Closed. Her hand moved toward the keyboard and stopped, suspended.

      "You knew," Tess said again, stepping into the office. "Since Sunday. My mother told you, and you knew, and you didn't say anything."

      "Tess—"

      "Four days of avoiding me in the hallways. Four days of everyone knowing except me."

      Shannon stood. The chair rolled back, hit the wall. "It wasn't like that."

      "Then what was it like?" Tess advanced into the room. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you and Ali and Fenna and Kristi have been having a good laugh at my expense. Poor Tess, doesn't even know her mother outed her. Poor Tess, walking around thinking she has some dignity left."

      "No one was laughing."

      "Then why didn't anyone tell me?" Her voice splintered. "Why did I have to find out from Fenna, on a porch, while my mother sat there drinking wine like she didn't have a care in the fucking world—" She stopped. Pressed her hand to her mouth. Breathed.

      Shannon came around the desk. Stopped three feet away. Close enough that Tess could see the tension locked through her shoulders, the way she was holding herself like a woman braced for impact.

      "I didn't know what to say," Shannon said. "I didn't know how to⁠—"

      "How to what? Use your words? Send an email? You managed to write two pages of feedback on my preliminary findings. You couldn't find one sentence to tell me what my mother did?"

      "It wasn't my place."

      "Your place." Tess let out a sound that was meant to be a laugh and came out jagged. "What is your place, Shannon? Because I've been trying to figure that out for weeks. One minute you're drawing me maps and letting me ride along on rescues, and the next you're avoiding me like I have a disease. One minute you're looking at me like—" She stopped.

      Shannon's breath caught. Audible. A hitch that she couldn't disguise.

      "Like what?" Shannon's voice had dropped. Rough at the edges. "Like what, Tess?"

      "You know like what." Tess took another step forward. "And don't pretend you don't, because I've seen it. Every time you think I'm not watching, I see it. And then you shut down and walk away and leave me standing there feeling like I imagined the whole thing."

      Shannon said nothing.

      "My mother told you I'm not straight." The words came out steadier than Tess expected. "She told you without asking me, without my permission, and that was a violation. That was my information to share or not share. I'd never even told her. She knew, she's always known, but I never said the words. Not once in forty-two years. And she told you before she told me she knew. She told a stranger before I ever told her."

      Shannon's hands had opened at her sides. Not fists anymore. Palms facing Tess, fingers spread, as if she were trying to show she carried nothing.

      "And the worst part?" Tess said. "The worst part is she was right. About me."

      The room contracted. Tess could feel it — the walls, the desk, the filing cabinets, everything pulling inward until there was nothing left but Shannon's face and the three feet of air between them.

      "I can't stop thinking about you." No preamble. No softening. Just the truth, stripped bare. "I've tried. I've tried to make this professional, to keep my distance, to remember why I'm here. But I can't stop."

      Shannon's throat moved.

      "I think about the way you calmed that woman under the overhang. How your voice never changed even when she was panicking." Tess watched Shannon's reaction land — the slight widening of her eyes, the recognition. "I think about how your voice goes soft for Kep. The only time it goes soft."

      She paused. What she was about to say next was different, and she knew it. She could feel the line approaching, the point where admiration became something she couldn't take back.

      She crossed it.

      "But it isn't just that. It isn't just watching you work, or admiring your competence, or whatever lie I've been telling myself." Her voice dropped. "It's you. Your breathing. The way your hands move. How they would feel on my body."

      Shannon made a sound. Low. Something she couldn't catch in time. Her whole frame went rigid.

      "Your mouth," Tess whispered. She was close now. Close enough to see Shannon's pulse jumping at the base of her throat. "I think about your mouth. How it would feel. How it would taste. How you'd⁠—"

      Shannon moved.

      Two steps, and her hands were on Tess's face and her mouth was on Tess's mouth and the world fell away.

      Shannon's lips were hot, fierce, weeks of restraint burning off in the first contact. Tess heard a sound tear from her own throat — raw — and didn't care. Shannon's thumbs pressed into her cheekbones, tilting her head back, taking her mouth with an urgency that turned Tess's legs liquid. When their tongues met, Tess's knees buckled, and Shannon caught her, one arm locking around her waist, pulling her closer.

      Tess's hands found Shannon's hair. Grasped. Dragged her deeper. Shannon groaned against her lips, a sound that vibrated through Tess's chest and settled between her hips, and Tess wanted to consume it, wanted every sound Shannon had been holding back.

      Her back hit the wall. She hadn't felt them moving. Shannon pressed into her, the length of her body flush against Tess's, hips pinning her in place. Tess gasped at the contact — the solidity of Shannon against every part of her, the heat coming off her skin through two layers of cotton.

      Shannon's mouth left hers and dragged down her jaw, her throat, teeth finding her pulse point. Tess's head fell back against the wall. Her hips rolled forward, desperate, seeking Shannon's body.

      "Shannon—"

      Shannon's thigh pressed between her legs.

      The sound Tess made wasn't quiet. Wasn't restrained. Wasn't anything she recognized from her own body. She ground down against the pressure and felt Shannon shudder, the tremor running through her like something breaking loose.

      Shannon lifted her head. Her eyes were black. Her lips were wet, swollen, and her breath came in bursts Tess could feel against her own mouth.

      "Don't stop," Tess said, and pulled Shannon's face back to hers.
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      Tess

      Shannon's mouth was on her neck, her throat, the hollow beneath her ear. Hot breath and hotter lips and the scrape of teeth that made Tess's knees threaten to buckle. She had kissed people before. She had been kissed. But nothing had ever felt like this. Like being consumed. Like being claimed.

      Her hands moved without conscious thought. Down Shannon's back, feeling the muscles shift beneath the thin polo shirt. Around her hips, fingers finding the waistband of her cargo pants. The button was stiff, designed for function rather than ease. Tess worked it open anyway, her fingers clumsy with urgency.

      Shannon made a sound against her skin. Half gasp, half groan. The vibration of it traveled through Tess's throat and settled somewhere low in her belly.

      She pulled the zipper down. Slid her hand inside.

      Cotton first. Practical underwear. Then heat. Then wet.

      Tess's breath caught. She knew what arousal felt like under her own fingers. But this was Shannon's arousal, Shannon's body responding to her, and the knowledge of it sent a rush through her veins that had nothing to do with adrenaline and everything to do with power.

      She slipped her fingers beneath the waistband of Shannon's underwear. Coarse hair, short trimmed, then slick folds, swollen against her fingers.

      Shannon's hips jerked forward.

      Tess had imagined this. In the dark hours, in the privacy of her own head, she'd wondered what it would feel like. The reality was overwhelming. Shannon was drenched. The evidence of her desire coating Tess's fingers, making everything urgent.

      She traced down either side of Shannon's clit, not touching it directly. Exploring. Learning her topography. Shannon's clit was swollen, prominent, easy to find. Tess circled around it, feeling the way Shannon's whole body tensed in response.

      Shannon's forehead dropped to Tess's shoulder. Her breathing had gone ragged, harsh against Tess's collarbone.

      Marcus had been perfunctory. Focused on his own release. The men before him, the same. Tess had learned to perform arousal, to make the right sounds at the right times, because it was easier than explaining what she needed.

      Shannon wasn't performing anything. She was shaking against Tess, hips moving in small circles, chasing Tess's fingers. Coming undone. And Tess was the one unraveling her.

      She brushed Shannon's clit. Just once. Light. Barely there.

      Shannon's whole body spasmed.

      Tess pulled her fingers away. Went back to circling, teasing, tracing the slick folds without giving Shannon what she clearly needed. She wanted to draw this out. Wanted to memorize every response, every sound, every tremor. Her first time touching a woman, her first time touching Shannon, and she refused to rush it.

      Shannon's hands were on the wall on either side of Tess's head, bracing herself. Her arms were trembling. The muscles in her forearms stood out, taut with the effort of holding herself up while Tess took her apart.

      Tess slid two fingers down, circling Shannon's entrance. She didn't push inside — not yet, though she wanted to, god, she wanted to — just traced the rim, feeling the heat, the way Shannon's body clenched in anticipation.

      Shannon made a sound that might have been a word. It came out garbled.

      Tess smiled against Shannon's neck. All her life she had been careful, contained, measured. Here, with Shannon trembling against her, she felt something she didn't have a category for.

      She pressed one finger inside. Slowly. Feeling Shannon open around her, hot and tight and impossibly slick. Shannon's breath stopped. Her whole body went rigid.

      Tess held still. Let Shannon adjust. Let herself adjust too, because the sensation of being inside another woman was nothing she could have prepared for. Intimate in a way that made her chest ache. Shannon's body pulling her deeper, and Tess could feel the flutter of Shannon's pulse from the inside.

      She added a second finger. Shannon groaned.

      Tess began to move. Slow at first, learning the rhythm, learning the angle. Shannon's hips were rocking against her hand, and the sight of it — Shannon losing control, Shannon taking what she needed — made Tess's own cunt throb.

      She curled her fingers. Found a spot that made Shannon's mouth fall open, her body visibly shaking.

      Shannon grabbed her wrist — not to stop her, but to hold her in place. Her grip was bruising. Tess didn't care. She curled her fingers again, pressing firmer, and used her thumb to find Shannon's clit.

      Shannon's head fell back. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open, her face stripped of every mask she'd ever worn. Tess watched. Absorbed every detail. The flush spreading down Shannon's chest. The tendons standing out in her neck. The way her breath came in sharp, fractured gasps.

      She was close. Tess could feel it in the way her inner walls were fluttering. But she didn't want it to end. Not when she was still learning, still discovering.

      She slowed down. Eased the pressure.

      Shannon's eyes opened. Dark. Almost feral. She looked at Tess like she was barely holding on to anything at all.

      Tess held her gaze and curled her fingers again.

      Shannon shattered.

      Her orgasm was nearly silent. A choked sound caught in her throat, a full-body shudder that seemed to go on forever. Tess felt her clench around her fingers, rhythmic pulses that she counted without meaning to. Six. Seven. Eight. Shannon's hips jerked against her hand, riding out the waves, and Tess kept her fingers inside, kept the pressure on her clit, wringing every last tremor from her. She had no idea if she was doing it right, but it had Shannon coming apart, so.

      When it finally subsided, Shannon slumped against her. Forehead to Tess's shoulder, breath coming in ragged gasps. Tess could feel her heart pounding — or maybe that was her own. Impossible to tell where one of them ended and the other began.

      She withdrew her fingers slowly. Gently. Brought them to her mouth without thinking and tasted Shannon on her skin.

      Salt. Musk. Something earthy that made her mouth water.

      Shannon lifted her head. Watched Tess lick her fingers clean, and her expression changed. The softness burned away by something hungrier.

      She grabbed Tess's wrist. Pulled her hand away from her mouth. And then she moved.

      Papers exploded into the air. The keyboard clattered to the floor. The monitor toppled off the edge of the desk and hit the ground with a crash. Tess didn't have time to process any of it because Shannon's hands were on her hips, lifting her, setting her on the edge of the desk with a strength that made her gasp.

      The wood was hard beneath her thighs. Cold through the thin cotton of her sundress. Shannon stood between her legs, looking down at her, and Tess had never felt more exposed in her life.

      Shannon's hands found the straps of her dress. Thin things, chosen that morning for the August heat. She hooked one finger under the left strap and dragged it down Tess's shoulder. Slow. Deliberate. Her eyes never leaving Tess's face.

      The fabric peeled away from Tess's breast. The air was cool against her heated skin. Her nipple hardened, aching for contact.

      Shannon looked. Just looked. Her chest rising and falling with each breath, her jaw set, her eyes dark.

      Then she bent her head.

      The first touch of Shannon's mouth on her breast made Tess cry out. Wet heat enveloping her nipple, the flat of Shannon's tongue pressing against the peak. Tess's hands flew to Shannon's head, fingers digging into her scalp, holding her there.

      Shannon sucked. Hard. The sensation traveled straight from Tess's breast to her cunt, a live wire that made her hips jerk off the desk. She had sensitive breasts, always had, but no one had ever paid them this kind of attention. Marcus had treated them as a waystation on the path to what he wanted. The men before him hadn't even stopped.

      Shannon treated them like they were the point.

      She licked and sucked and bit — gently, then harder when Tess's gasps turned to moans. She switched to the other breast, pulling that strap down too, baring Tess completely. Her hands came up to cup both breasts, thumbs brushing over the wet, swollen nipples while her mouth worked.

      Tess's hips were moving on their own now, grinding against nothing, seeking friction she couldn't find. She could feel how wet she was, soaked through her underwear, slickness on her inner thighs. Her body was doing things she hadn't authorised. She didn't care.

      Shannon lifted her head. Met Tess's eyes.

      The eye contact was almost too much. Shannon's face was flushed, her lips wet and swollen, and she looked like a woman who had spent years holding herself in check and had finally, decisively, stopped.

      Shannon's hands found the hem of her sundress and shoved it up around her waist. The fabric bunched against her stomach, leaving her exposed from the waist down except for her underwear — plain white cotton, practical, not remotely sexy. She hadn't dressed for this. Hadn't planned for any of it.

      Shannon didn't seem to care.

      She hooked her fingers into the waistband and dragged them down Tess's legs. Off her ankles. Tossed them somewhere behind her without looking.

      Then she sank to her knees.

      Tess propped herself up on her elbows, looking down the length of her own body. Her dress bunched around her waist. Her breasts bare, nipples still wet from Shannon's mouth. And Shannon on her knees between Tess's spread thighs, her hands pressing Tess's legs further apart, her face inches from where Tess needed her most.

      This was really happening.

      Shannon looked up at her. One long, searing look that made Tess's stomach flip.

      Then she lowered her mouth.

      The first touch of Shannon's tongue tore a sound from Tess that she didn't recognise as her own. The broad flat stroke dragged through her folds, from entrance to clit, tasting her, learning her.

      Her elbows gave out. She collapsed back against the desk, staring at the ceiling, unable to do anything but feel.

      Shannon licked her again. And again. Long, slow strokes that explored every fold, every crease. There was nothing tentative about it — Shannon went down on her the way she did everything else, with focus and a competence that made Tess want to scream.

      Oh.

      Oh, this was what it was supposed to feel like. She hadn't known. She simply hadn't known.

      Shannon's tongue found her clit and circled it. Light at first, teasing, the same way Tess had teased her. Tess's hips bucked off the desk. Shannon's hands pressed them back down, holding her still while her mouth worked.

      The pressure was building. Her thighs were starting to shake. She had come before — with her own hand, in her own bed, in the quiet dark. But another person's mouth on her, another person's breath hot against her skin — she couldn't think. Couldn't compare. Could only feel.

      Shannon sucked her clit into her mouth.

      Tess heard herself — keening, incoherent — and the sounds would have embarrassed her if she had any capacity left for embarrassment. Her hands found Shannon's head, fingers tangling in her short hair, pulling her closer. She needed more. Needed everything. Needed Shannon to take her apart and put her back together different.

      Shannon's tongue worked her clit in tight, fast circles. The pleasure was cresting now, building toward something inevitable, and Tess could feel the shaking spreading from her thighs to her whole body.

      Shannon pressed harder. Faster.

      The orgasm hit like a wave.

      Tess's eyes flew wide. Her mouth fell open. Every muscle in her body went rigid, her back arching off the desk, her thighs clamping around Shannon's head, her fingers pulling Shannon's hair hard enough to hurt.

      She stared at the ceiling but didn't see it. The pleasure was too vast, blanking out everything except the pulse and clench and endless rolling surge of it. Her whole body was convulsing, and Shannon's mouth never stopped, working her through it, dragging it out until Tess thought she might die.

      When the wave finally broke, she lay gasping. Wrecked. Forty-two years old. She'd had no idea. No idea at all. Her eyes stung and she didn't know if it was pleasure or grief or both.

      She thought it was over. She was wrong.

      Shannon gentled her mouth but didn't pull away. Her tongue kept moving, softer now, slower, tracing lazy patterns. Tess whimpered at the contact, oversensitive, but Shannon's hands pressed her hips back down when she tried to squirm away.

      Then Shannon's fingers traced her entrance.

      Tess's breath caught. She propped herself up on shaking elbows, looked down. Shannon met her eyes — held her gaze — and slid two fingers inside.

      The sensation was exquisite. Tess was so wet there was no resistance, just the slow, steady pressure of Shannon filling her. Her inner walls clenched around Shannon's fingers, welcoming them, wanting more.

      Shannon curled her fingers.

      Tess saw stars.

      She didn't understand the anatomy of it, but there was a spot inside her that had never been reached, and Shannon had found it with unerring precision. The sensation was different from clitoral stimulation — deeper, fuller, radiating outward. Lelo could eat their heart out because they had nothing on Shannon McAllister.

      Shannon's mouth returned to her clit.

      Tongue and fingers in tandem, inside and out, building a pressure Tess didn't recognise. She was making sounds again — she may have been speaking in tongues at one point — but she couldn't stop, couldn't control anything, was completely at the mercy of what Shannon was doing to her.

      The second orgasm crashed into her before she realised it was building.

      One moment she was floating, trying to process the fullness of Shannon inside her. The next she was coming, harder than before, her body convulsing around Shannon's fingers. A sob tore from her throat, and she felt tears leak from the corners of her eyes.

      She was crying. Coming and crying and she couldn't stop, because something had broken open in her that she was never going to be able to close again.

      Shannon worked her through it. Every clench, every spasm, every aftershock. Her fingers gentler now but still present, her mouth pressing soft kisses to Tess's inner thighs as the tremors subsided.

      When it was finally over, when Tess was certain she couldn't take any more, Shannon withdrew, almost reluctantly, then stood and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      Tess lay on the desk, destroyed. Her dress bunched around her waist, her breasts bare, her thighs still spread. She couldn't have moved if the building was on fire.

      Her expression had shifted — something tender beneath the hunger. She reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Tess's damp forehead.

      Tess caught her hand. Brought it to her lips. Kissed Shannon's palm, then her fingers — the fingers that had just been inside her.

      Shannon helped her sit up. The movement made Tess aware of how wrecked she was — thighs shaking, her body liquid in a way that was new and delicious.

      She looked around the destroyed office. Papers everywhere. The monitor on the floor, the screen sporting what looked like an off-centre bullet hole. Her underwear hanging from the handle of a filing cabinet.

      Shannon followed her gaze. The corner of her mouth twitched. Fighting a smile.

      Tess started laughing. She couldn't help it. The absurdity of it — the two of them in a county office building, Tess half-naked on a desk surrounded by wreckage, Shannon standing there with her cargo pants still unzipped and Tess's arousal glistening on her chin.

      Shannon's smile broke through. Real. Unguarded.

      She reached for Shannon. Pulled her close. Kissed her slowly, tasting herself on Shannon's lips.

      When they broke apart, the smile was already fading from Shannon's face. Something else taking its place. A door closing behind her eyes.

      "We should..." Shannon stepped back. Looked at the monitor on the floor. "I should clean this up."

      "I can help."

      "No, it's—" Shannon ran a hand through her wrecked hair. "It's fine. I've got it."

      The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

      Tess slid off the desk. Her legs were unsteady. She tugged her dress down, pulled the straps back up, tried to reassemble herself into something resembling a professional woman and not someone who'd just been fucked on county property.

      Shannon was already gathering papers. Not looking at her.

      "Shannon."

      "I'll need to file an incident report. Equipment damage. I'll say it fell."

      "Shannon."

      "Probably need to come in early tomorrow. Before anyone else⁠—"

      "Shannon, look at me."

      Shannon stopped. Her back was still turned. Her shoulders were rigid.

      She stood slowly. Turned. Her face had rearranged itself into something Tess recognised — the professional mask, the careful distance. Reassembled.

      "This was..." Shannon's jaw worked. "I don't know what this was."

      "It was⁠—"

      "I haven't done this in years." The words came out flat. "I don't know how to do this."

      "Neither do I."

      Shannon nodded. Once. Like that settled something.

      The silence stretched. Somewhere in the building, a pipe clanked. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead.

      Tess spotted her underwear hanging from the filing cabinet handle. She walked over and retrieved them, shoving them into the pocket of her sundress with as much dignity as she could muster, which wasn't much.

      When she turned back, Shannon was watching her. The mask had slipped, just for a second — something vulnerable underneath. Frightened.

      "I should go," Tess said.

      Shannon nodded again.

      "This doesn't have to be—" Tess started.

      "The audit," Shannon said at the same time.

      They both stopped.

      "You first," Tess said.

      "The audit. This complicates things."

      "Yes."

      "I'm not—" Shannon's hands flexed at her sides. "I don't know what you want me to say."

      Tess almost laughed. Almost. It might be the only thing that stopped her from crying. "I don't either."

      More silence. This was excruciating. Five minutes ago Shannon had been between her legs, making her see every deity known to humanity in quick succession, and now they were standing three feet apart like strangers at a bus stop.

      "I'm going to go," Tess said again.

      "Okay."

      "Okay." Tess gathered her purse from where it had fallen. Stepped around the scattered papers. Stopped at the door.

      Shannon was still standing in the middle of the wreckage, arms crossed now, watching her with an expression Tess couldn't read.

      "For what it's worth," Tess said quietly, "I don't regret it."

      Shannon's breath left her in a rush. "I don't either."

      "But?"

      "But I don't know what to do with it."

      Tess nodded. That was honest, at least. Honest was good, wasn't it? But if it was, why did it hurt?

      "Goodnight, Shannon."

      "Goodnight."

      Tess walked down the dark corridor, through the doors and out into the warm August night.

      She sat in her car for a long time before starting the engine. Her body was still humming, still loose and satisfied. Her mind was chaos.

      She had just had sex with Shannon McAllister. On a desk. In a county office. While she was supposed to be auditing Shannon's department.

      And Shannon — Shannon who had just given her the two best orgasms of her life — had looked at her afterwards like she was a complication to be managed.

      Tess started laughing again. Or maybe crying. It was hard to tell the difference.

      She drove back to the apartment, her underwear still balled up in her pocket, having no idea what the hell tomorrow would bring. But she knew one thing with absolute certainty: nothing was ever going to be the same.
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      Shannon

      The door closed behind Tess, and Shannon stood in the wreckage of her office.

      Papers everywhere. Keyboard on the floor. Monitor face-down, screen cracked. And somewhere in the chaos, a frame she hadn’t thought about in months. She found it under a stack of incident reports, glass splintered but intact. The photo inside was untouched.

      The team. Six years ago. Before the budget cuts, before the restructure, before everything changed. Twelve people standing in front of the trucks, they were new then, squinting into the sun. Shannon in the center, arms crossed, almost smiling.

      And Angie. Third from the left. Dark hair pulled back, laughing at something Jake had said. Alive.

      Shannon’s thumb traced the edge of the frame. The glass bit into her skin. She didn’t feel it. Didn’t register it until the single drop of blood fell onto the fractured glass and seeped between the cracks.

      She watched it spread. Red on Angie’s frozen smile.

      Then her brain caught up with her body, the numbness receding just enough to let her function. She set the frame down and went to the bathroom off the hallway. First aid kit under the sink, same place it had been for years.

      The cut was shallow. Barely worth a bandage. She cleaned it anyway, wrapped it with more care than it needed, and stood at the sink looking at her face in the mirror.

      Her lips were swollen. Her hair was wrecked. There was a mark on her neck, low, near the collarbone. That would bruise by morning.

      She turned off the light and went back to the office.

      Five years.

      Five years since that morning. The argument about the dinner, the words she couldn’t take back.

      And tonight she had swept everything off her desk to fuck a woman she barely knew.

      Shannon set the frame down. Face up. Angie still laughing, frozen in a moment when everything had seemed possible.

      She started picking up papers.

      Bend, gather, stack. She didn’t sort them, didn’t try to restore any kind of order. Just collected the pages into a pile and set them on the corner of the desk.

      The keyboard went back in place. The monitor she left on the floor. She’d deal with it tomorrow. File the incident report. Equipment damage. Say it fell.

      Tess’s scent was still in the room. On the desk. On Shannon’s hands. On her face.

      She could still taste her.

      Shannon braced both hands on the edge of the desk and breathed. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The way she’d taught dozens of panicking volunteers. The way she’d taught herself, in the weeks after Angie, when breathing was a skill she’d forgotten, or chose to.

      It didn’t help.

      Her body was humming. The ache between her legs had faded to a throb, a reminder of what Tess’s fingers had done, how Shannon had come apart under her touch.

      She had come in under a minute. Like a teenager.

      In a way, she hadn’t been touched. Not like that. Not with someone who watched her face, who paid attention, who seemed to want Shannon’s pleasure as much as her own.

      Angie had been passionate, but impatient. Always rushing toward the next thing, the next sensation, the next high. Shannon had loved that about her. Had also, sometimes, wished for something slower. More deliberate.

      But had she known she wanted that until Tess gave it to her? Perhaps not.

      Shannon pushed off the desk. Grabbed her keys. Left the office without looking back.

      The drive home was short. Tuesday night, nearly eleven, the streets of Elk Ridge empty except for a few trucks outside the Wooden Nickel. Shannon kept her eyes on the road and her hands on the wheel and didn’t let herself think.

      Kep was waiting at the door.

      He knew. Of course he knew. Dogs always knew. He circled her twice, sniffing her legs, her hands, her face. His tail wagged once, then stilled.

      Shannon let him out into the backyard. Stood on the porch while he did his business, staring at the mountains she couldn’t see in the dark. The air was dry. Too dry. Fire weather coming. She could smell it.

      When Kep came back, she fed him. Filled his water bowl. Went through the motions of closing up the house for the night.

      The bed was where it always was. Cool sheets. Empty space. She hadn’t shared this bed with anyone since Angie. Hadn’t wanted to. Had convinced herself she didn’t need that warmth, that presence — no — that risk.

      She stripped off her clothes. The polo still smelled like Tess. Like sex. She dropped it in the hamper and stood naked in her bedroom, arms wrapped around herself.

      Her reflection stared back from the closet mirror. Forty years old in a few months. Lines around her eyes. Muscle going soft in places she used to keep hard. The scar on her ribs from the fall three years ago. The older scar on her shoulder from a training accident before that.

      A body that had been used hard but maintained, and untouched for five years.

      Until tonight.

      She got into bed. Pulled the covers up. Kep jumped up and settled at her feet, a warm weight she hadn’t asked for but couldn’t refuse.

      The ceiling was pitch above her. The house silent.

      She had just slept with Tess Calder. On her desk. In her office. While Tess was supposed to be auditing her department.

      And when it was over, when they were both still shaking, Shannon had watched Tess get dressed and walk out the door and hadn’t said any of the things she should have said. Hadn’t asked her to stay. Hadn’t told her what it meant.

      Because she didn’t know what it meant.

      She knew what it felt like. Like the ground giving way beneath her on a ridge she’d walked a hundred times. Solid earth, then nothing, then the lurch in her chest before she found her footing.

      She knew what Angie would say. Angie, who had always pushed her to feel more, risk more, be more than the woman she’d built herself into.

      “Finally,” Angie would say. “Finally, you let someone in.”

      But Angie was dead. And Shannon was here, alone in her bed, with the taste of another woman on her lips and no idea what to do next.

      Kep shifted at her feet. A whine. He knew she wasn’t sleeping.

      “I know,” she told him. “I don’t know either.”

      Shannon lay awake until the sky began to lighten and let the dark hold what she couldn’t.
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      Tess

      The apartment was dark when Tess let herself in. For one moment, she thought Colette might be asleep. Or out. Or anywhere other than here, where Tess would have to face her with sex-rumpled hair and the evidence of what she'd done written all over her face.

      Then the lamp clicked on.

      Colette was curled in the armchair by the window, still dressed, a Kindle in her lap. She looked up as Tess froze in the doorway.

      Neither of them spoke.

      Tess closed the door behind her. Leaned against it. Tried to think of something to say that wasn't an accusation, or a confession, or both.

      "It's late," Colette said. Her voice was even. No rush to fill the gap.

      "Yes."

      "I wasn't sure you were coming back tonight."

      Tess almost laughed. "Where else would I go?"

      Colette's eyes traveled over her. The wrinkled dress, the bare legs, the hair that had definitely been grabbed by someone's hands. Her expression didn't change, but Tess knew she was cataloguing every detail.

      Tess waited for the comment. The knowing smile. The I told you so that Colette had earned and would surely collect.

      It didn't come.

      Instead, Colette closed her book and set it aside. "Would you like some tea?"

      Tess blinked. "What?"

      "Tea. I was going to make some. Chamomile. It helps me sleep." Colette stood, smoothing her skirt. "I'll make two cups."

      She walked past Tess into the kitchen.

      Her mother didn't do this. Colette filled silences with chatter, with stories, with the relentless energy that had exhausted Tess since childhood. Colette didn't make tea and sit quietly and wait.

      Except apparently tonight she did.

      Tess followed her into the kitchen. Leaned against the counter and watched Colette fill the kettle, select two mugs from the cabinet, drop tea bags into each one.

      "You're being strange," Tess said.

      "Am I?"

      "You haven't asked where I was."

      "I know where you were." Colette didn't look up from the kettle. "Or I can guess. Does it matter?"

      "You're not going to say it?"

      "Say what, darling?"

      "That you were right." The words came out bitter. Tess couldn't help it. "About me. About Shannon. About all of it. You were right, and I was wrong, and you get to gloat now. So gloat."

      Colette turned to face her. The dim kitchen light carved shadows under her cheekbones, and for the first time Tess could remember, her mother looked her age.

      "I don't want to gloat."

      "Since when?"

      "Since I saw your face at Fenna's." Colette's voice was quiet. "When you found out what I'd done. I've never seen you look at me like that before."

      "Like what?"

      "Like I'd finally done something you couldn't forgive."

      The kettle began to steam.

      "I'm not sure I can," Tess said. "Forgive you."

      Colette nodded.

      "You had no right. It wasn't yours to share."

      "No. It wasn't."

      "Then why did you do it?"

      The kettle clicked off. Colette turned to pour the water, her back to Tess.

      "Because I'm selfish," Colette said. "Because I saw something I wanted for you and I reached for it without thinking about what you wanted. Because that's what I've always done."

      Tess stared at her mother's back. The set of her shoulders. The way her hands moved steadily, pouring water, even though the conversation should have rattled her.

      "That's not an apology."

      "No." Colette handed her a mug. "It's an explanation. I'm not sure I know how to apologize. Not properly. Not in a way that would mean anything to you."

      They stood in the kitchen, holding their tea.

      "I've spent my entire life trying not to be you," Tess said. The words came out before she could stop them. "Every choice I've made. Every person I dated. Every job I took. It was all about not becoming the kind of person who follows their heart off a cliff and leaves everyone else to clean up the mess."

      Colette's chin lifted. But she didn't interrupt. Didn't defend herself.

      "And tonight—" Tess's voice cracked. "Tonight, I did the most indefensible thing I've ever done. I slept with a woman I'm supposed to be auditing. On her desk. In her office. Without thinking about the consequences or the complications or any of the things I always think about."

      She set her mug down before she dropped it.

      "And you know what the worst part is? It was the best sex of my life. It was—" She stopped. Laughed, thin and desperate. "It was everything I didn't know I was missing. And now I don't know how to go back to pretending I don't want it."

      Colette was quiet for a long moment. Then she reached out and touched Tess's hand. Just touched it. Let her fingers rest there.

      "Darling," she said. "You're not me."

      "I know that."

      "No. You don't." Colette's eyes met hers. "You've spent your life trying to prove you're not me. But you never were. You were never going to be."

      "How can you know that?"

      "Because I know how you love." Colette's thumb stroked across Tess's knuckles. Once. "You hold back and hold back and hold back, and then when you finally let go, you give everything. That's not how I love. I love like a brushfire — I blaze through and leave scorched earth. I always have."

      She paused. Her voice dropped.

      "But you, Tess. You're a garden. You plant things and you tend them and you stay. You've just never trusted yourself enough to put anything in the ground."

      "You hurt me," Tess said. "When you told people about me. You hurt me."

      "Yes."

      "And you hurt me before that. For years. Following lovers across continents, leaving me behind, choosing yourself over and over⁠—"

      "Yes." Colette's voice broke. "I've always known. Even when I pretended not to."

      Tess stared at her. At this woman who had been the source of so much chaos and hurt, standing in a kitchen at midnight, finally saying the things Tess had needed to hear for forty years.

      "Why didn't you ever say that before?"

      "Because I'm a coward." Colette's mouth curved, but there was no triumph in it. "Because admitting it meant admitting I'd failed you. And I've spent my whole life believing that as long as I kept moving, kept charming, kept being dazzling Colette, no one would look too closely at the wreckage."

      She withdrew her hand. Picked up her tea. Took a sip.

      "I noticed," Tess said.

      "You noticed everything. You were always the one keeping score while I was busy being the show." Colette's laugh was barely audible. "It must have been exhausting."

      "It was."

      They stood in the kitchen, holding cooling tea. Colette didn't rush to fill the quiet. Tess didn't brace for the next storm. They just stood, breathing the same air. Tess couldn't remember the last time that had happened.

      "What do I do now?" Tess asked. "About Shannon. About... all of this."

      "I can't tell you that."

      "You usually try."

      "Yes, well." Colette set her mug in the sink. "Perhaps I'm learning. Forty years late, but learning."

      She leaned against the counter, folding her arms. For once, she wasn't moving toward anything. Wasn't performing an exit.

      "For what it's worth, darling, I think she's worth it. When I mentioned your name at Yaya's, the look on that woman's face — like someone had pulled the floor out from under her." Colette's eyes softened. "And you've been different for weeks. Distracted. Checking your phone when you think I'm not looking. I invented that look, Tess. I know exactly what it means."

      "She pushed me away," Tess said. "After. She just... shut down."

      "Of course she did. She's scared to death." Colette tilted her head. "You both are. Two women who've built their whole lives around being careful, and now you've done something that can't be controlled or filed away neatly."

      "How do you know?"

      "Because I've never been careful about a single thing, and it still scares me every time." Colette held her gaze. "The difference is, I run toward it. You and Shannon run away from it. But you're running from the same thing."

      "What's that?"

      "The possibility that it might actually last."

      Tess's hands curled around her mug. The tea had gone cold.

      "Can I tell you something, darling? Something I've never said out loud?"

      Tess nodded.

      "I've made a disaster of most things." Colette smiled. Not the dazzling, room-filling smile. Something smaller. "Men. Women. Money. Motherhood, most of all. I've left wreckage behind me everywhere I've gone. You know that better than anyone."

      "Mom—"

      "Let me finish." Colette held up a hand. "I'm not asking for absolution. But I've learned something, Tess, and it took me sixty-three years and more damage than I care to count. You cannot hang a life on a wall like a gallery show and stand back and admire how nothing's crooked. It doesn't work like that. The best things I've ever had were the ones I reached for without knowing if they'd hold."

      She looked at Tess without the usual sparkle, without the performance.

      "I've watched you for forty-two years, building walls, choosing men who bored you because boring felt safer than wanting someone who could reach you, see you. And I understood why. I did. I was the cautionary tale. I was the reason you decided that feeling things was a liability."

      Colette's voice dropped.

      "But darling, the opposite of my chaos was never your control. It was supposed to be something in between. And I've watched you skip right past the middle and land somewhere so locked down that you've forgotten you're allowed to want things."

      Tess pressed her nails into her palms. "I don't know how to do this," she whispered. "Any of it."

      "Neither did I. Neither does anyone." Colette pushed off the counter and stood close but didn't touch. "I threw myself at every beautiful thing I saw and half of them shattered in my hands. I broke things. Broke myself. Broke you, in ways I'm only now honest enough to see." She paused. "But I was in it, Tess. Up to my neck, covered in paint, making a glorious mess. And you've been standing in the doorway your whole life, watching."

      Tess wanted to argue. Wanted to say that caution wasn't cowardice, that careful choices weren't the same as no choices at all. But the words wouldn't come. Because somewhere underneath the defensiveness, she knew her mother wasn't wrong.

      She thought about Shannon's face in the office. The hunger in her eyes, and then the shutters coming down.

      "What if I ruin it?" Tess asked. "What if I reach for this and I destroy it, the way you⁠—"

      She stopped. But Colette finished for her.

      "The way I destroyed things? You might." Her voice was gentle. "But you might not. And the only way to find out is to try. To want something enough to risk losing it."

      She reached out. Touched Tess's cheek, just briefly.

      "You're not me," Colette said again. "You love differently. You'll make different mistakes. But please—" Her voice caught. "Please don't make the mistake of never loving at all. That's the one I can't watch you make."

      Tess felt the tears come. Didn't try to stop them.

      "I'm still angry with you," she said.

      "I know."

      "I don't know if I can forgive you. For the outing. For... all of it."

      "I know that too."

      "But—" Tess swallowed. "But maybe you're not wrong. About Shannon."

      Colette's smile was private. The one she kept for herself. "That's enough for now, darling."

      She left then. Without flourish. Just walked to her room and closed the door, leaving Tess alone with cold tea and a head she couldn't quiet.

      Tess stood there for a long time.

      Her mother was right. About the fear. About the doorway. About Shannon being worth it.

      She hated that Colette was right.

      But maybe her mother wasn't the enemy. Maybe she never had been. Maybe Colette was just a woman who had lived loudly and loved badly and somehow, against all odds, learned enough to see her daughter clearly.

      Even when her daughter couldn't see herself.
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      Shannon

      By Friday, the county was stretched to breaking point. The callouts had started Wednesday morning with a lost day-hiker near the reservoir, and they hadn't stopped since. Thursday brought two more, back to back. A solo backpacker with a badly twisted knee. A family who'd missed their check-out time and sparked a missing persons report that burned four hours before they turned up at a diner in Aspen, oblivious to the chaos they'd caused.

      Shannon had slept in fragments. Four hours Wednesday morning. Three on Thursday afternoon, crashed on the cot in the back office. Her body ran on coffee and protein bars and the momentum of crisis management.

      The red flag warnings had gone up Wednesday at dawn and showed no sign of coming down. Humidity hovering around eleven percent. Winds gusting to forty. Two fires burning south of the county line, ash drifting north on the wind. The mountains were a tinderbox waiting for a spark.

      And somewhere in all of it, Tess Calder had disappeared.

      Not literally. Shannon knew where she was. Working from home, according to Denise. Wednesday. Thursday. No visits to the SAR base, no follow-up meetings, no presence moving through the halls with her laptop and her pointed questions.

      "Your auditor feeling okay?" Denise had asked Thursday morning, eyebrows raised in a way that suggested she was fishing.

      "I wouldn't know."

      "She was in here every day last week. Now nothing." Denise shrugged, but her eyes stayed sharp. "Sheriff Hannigan asked me about it yesterday. Wondered if you'd said something to upset her."

      Shannon kept her face neutral. "Nothing happened."

      "Uh-huh." Denise didn't look convinced. "Well, if you see her, tell her we miss the excitement. It's been boring without someone poking around asking uncomfortable questions."

      Shannon walked away without responding. She could feel Denise's eyes on her back all the way down the corridor.

      Everyone seemed to sense it, even if they didn't know what. The absence was too sudden, too complete. Tess had been embedded in the department for weeks, and now she was gone. People noticed.

      Friday morning brought another callout at 6:14 a.m. Two hikers overdue on the Butler Gulch trail. Last contact twenty hours ago. Shannon was in her truck before the dispatcher finished talking, Kep alert in the passenger seat.

      The sky was hazy, the mountains to the south barely visible through the drift. The dashboard thermometer read sixty-two degrees at 7 a.m. Too warm for the elevation. Too dry.

      She found them by 9:30. A couple from Texas, mid-fifties, matching REI gear and zero backcountry experience. Wrong turn at a trail junction, a night under an emergency blanket, dehydrated but unharmed.

      "We thought we were going to die," the woman kept saying while Shannon checked her vitals. "We really thought we were going to die."

      "You're okay. Drink this slowly."

      She handed them off to the paramedics and checked her phone. Two missed calls. Frankie needed her back at base. Another team was requesting backup on the east ridge.

      She didn't go home.

      By mid-afternoon, she'd been running on almost no sleep for three days. The haze had thickened since morning. The air tasted of grit and char, the dryness that made her throat itch and her instincts prickle.

      Over thirty years in these mountains. She knew what fire weather felt like. This was worse than usual. The kind of weather that made experienced crews nervous.

      She drove to the SAR base.

      Every volunteer who could be called had been called. Maps covered the folding tables set up in the main room. Radios crackled with chatter from three different agencies: SAR, Forest Service, county sheriff.

      Frankie was in the corner, phone pressed to her ear, coordinating with the state emergency management office. Jake had the equipment check, clipboard in hand, directing two newer volunteers who looked overwhelmed. Stan was updating the status board, crossing off teams as they reported in. Someone had set up a coffee station near the door. The pot was already empty.

      Shannon moved through it on autopilot. Checked gear manifests. Reviewed the deployment schedule. Answered questions about protocols, terrain, evacuation routes that might or might not still be passable.

      "Shannon." Jake caught her arm as she passed. "When's the last time you slept?"

      "I'll sleep when this breaks."

      "And if it doesn't break for three days?"

      She didn't answer. They both knew she'd keep going until her body gave out. They'd both seen her do it before.

      At four-forty-seven, the door opened.

      Shannon looked up, expecting another volunteer, another deputy, another piece of the crisis to manage.

      It was Tess.

      She stood in the doorway, taking in the scene — the maps, the radios, the exhausted volunteers, the smell of stale coffee and nervous sweat. Navy pencil skirt, cream blouse, low heels. Like she'd come for a meeting.

      The meeting. The follow-up on the preliminary findings, scheduled days ago. Before Tuesday night.

      Shannon had assumed Tess would cancel. Had expected the distance to hold — the working from home, the silence, the absence Tess had been maintaining since she'd walked out of Shannon's office with her underwear in her pocket.

      But here she was.

      For a long moment, they stood motionless. The radios kept crackling. Jake kept working. Frankie kept talking to the state office. But Shannon couldn't hear any of it. Could only see Tess, the dark circles under her eyes, the way she held herself like she was bracing for impact.

      Then someone called Shannon's name about an equipment discrepancy, and the moment broke.

      Shannon made herself cross the room. Made herself stop three feet from Tess. Close enough for conversation, far enough for safety.

      "Ms. Calder."

      Tess's chin lifted at the formality. Something moved behind her eyes, then was gone.

      "Ms. McAllister."

      Shannon knew she deserved that. "I apologize for not being in touch about the meeting. As you can see —" She gestured at the chaos behind her. "We're stretched thin."

      "I can see." Tess's voice was cool. "Should I reschedule?"

      "That would probably be best."

      They stood there. Three feet apart. Close enough that Shannon caught her perfume. The same one from Tuesday night, still on Shannon's polo when she'd dropped it in the hamper. On her hands. Her face. Her tongue.

      She pushed the memory down.

      "Is there anything I can do to help?" Tess asked.

      The question was polite. Underneath it, Shannon heard the real offer.

      She should say no. Should send Tess away, back to the professional distance they should have maintained from the start.

      "We're managing," she said. "Thank you."

      Tess nodded once. Her expression smoothed, the offer withdrawn.

      "I'll email to reschedule."

      "That works."

      Fine. Everything was fine. Nothing was fine.

      Tess turned to leave. Stopped. Turned back.

      "Shannon."

      Her name. Not Ms. McAllister. Just her name, spoken quietly enough that no one else would hear.

      Shannon waited.

      "Be careful out there." Tess's voice was soft. "Please."

      Then she was gone, the door swinging shut behind her, and Shannon stood in the middle of the chaos with her pulse loud in her ears.

      "Boss?" Frankie appeared at her elbow. "You okay?"

      "What do you need?"

      The evening briefing ran until eight. Fire conditions worsening. Two more search teams deployed. A missing teenager in the northern sector, off his medication, last seen heading toward the high trails with a backpack. Evacuations beginning in three communities on the southern edge of the county.

      Shannon assigned teams, checked equipment, reviewed protocols. Did her job.

      At nine, she sat in her office with the door closed and stared at the wall.

      Her desk was clean. She'd filed the incident report on the monitor Wednesday — equipment damage, said it fell. No one had questioned it. The team photo was back on the shelf, the glass replaced, the blood cleaned from Angie's face.

      She pulled up the weather forecast on her laptop. The models had shifted since that afternoon. The high-pressure system wasn't moving as predicted. The winds were going to hold. Maybe strengthen.

      She closed the laptop and sat in the dark.

      Tess's face in the doorway. The way she'd said Shannon's name, asked her to be careful. And Shannon had done nothing except watch her walk away.

      She drove home at ten through streets that carried the grit of distant fire. Not strong enough that people would comment, but present if you knew what you were looking for. A taste at the back of the throat. A warning.

      Kep was restless when she let him out. He circled the yard twice, nose in the air, hackles raised. He could smell it too.

      "I know," Shannon told him. "We just have to get through the next few days."

      He looked at her with eyes that didn't believe her.

      The bed was cold when she finally lay down. She listened to the wind and tried not to think about anything at all.

      It didn't work.

      Tess filled her head. The way she'd looked Tuesday night, coming apart under Shannon's mouth. The way she'd looked this afternoon, standing in the doorway in her office clothes, offering help Shannon had refused.

      Two versions of the same woman. Shannon had pushed them both away.

      At 8:17 a.m., her phone rang.

      Shannon was awake instantly, training overriding exhaustion. She grabbed the phone, checked the screen. Dispatch.

      "McAllister."

      "Shannon, we've got another one. Eight-year-old boy, wandered from a campsite near Independence Pass. Parents woke up to an empty sleeping bag."

      She was already out of bed, reaching for clothes.

      "How long?"

      "They don't know. Woke and couldn't find him. Could be three, four hours. Could be less."

      A child. In this terrain. In these conditions. With dawn still hours away.

      "I'm on my way."

      She hung up and looked at Kep, who was already on his feet, alert, ready.

      "Let's go find him," she said.
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      Shannon

      Shannon was at the SAR base by 8:40, Kep at her heel, three days of bad coffee and worse sleep leaving her eyes gritty and her hands unsteady. She needed maps, equipment, and bodies. In that order.

      Denise was already at her desk. She looked up as Shannon came through the door, and her face said she'd heard.

      "The Marsh boy. I've been pulling everything I can find on the campground area." She handed Shannon a printed map and a sheet of notes. "His name's Mickey. Eight years old. Parents say he's sleepwalked before — woke up confused, didn't know where he was. They found the sleeping bag empty, searched the campsite, searched the trail in both directions. By the time they called 911, he'd been gone at least two hours. Maybe three."

      Shannon spread the map on the nearest table and started marking it. "Who's available?"

      "That's the problem."

      Shannon pulled up the roster on her laptop and felt her stomach drop.

      Twenty volunteers on rotation. Twelve currently deployed.

      Stan's team was still out on the teenager search. Eighteen hours now, no sign of him, terrain getting more difficult. Jake and two others were handling the backpacker evac on the east ridge. Frankie had stood down at 6 a.m. after running a night search; regs said she couldn't redeploy for another six hours minimum.

      That left eight names on paper.

      She started making calls.

      Cooper — voicemail. She left a message, knowing he worked Saturdays and probably wouldn't be picking it up until later.

      Luise Hernandez — picked up, but he was in Denver for his daughter's soccer tournament. Two hours away minimum. His brother Jose was with their mother at her hospital appointment.

      Walsh — out with a stomach bug. Could barely keep water down.

      Peters — no answer. No answer. No answer.

      She kept calling. Davidson was at a wedding in Fort Collins. Murphy's truck had broken down yesterday and was still in the shop; he'd try to get in but couldn't say when. Kowalski picked up, said he could be there in forty minutes. Forty minutes was forty minutes, and the child had already been missing for hours. She asked him to pick up Murphy on the way.

      Shannon stared at the roster. At the map on the wall. At the red flag warning notice pinned next to it.

      An eight-year-old. Wandered from camp. Probably scared, probably disoriented, possibly injured. The temperature was climbing, the humidity was dropping, and there was a fire burning twenty miles south that could shift direction with the wind.

      She couldn't wait.

      She keyed her radio. "Frankie, you monitoring?"

      A pause. Then Frankie's voice, rough with fatigue from home. "I'm up. What's happening?"

      "I'm deploying myself on the Marsh search. Independence Pass campground."

      "Shannon, you've been on for three days."

      "I'm aware."

      "Who's your partner?"

      "I'm working on it."

      "You can't go alone. Protocol —"

      "I know the protocol. I wrote the protocol." She grabbed her pack from the corner. Checked the contents: water, first aid, emergency shelter, radio, GPS. "Kowalski's forty minutes out. I'll brief him when he arrives, have him follow. Denise, keep trying Peters and update the board. Radio anything urgent straight to me."

      "Shannon —"

      "It's a child, Frankie. I'm not waiting. Kowalski and Murphy are on their way. They can catch up."

      She was loading gear into her truck when she heard footsteps on gravel.

      She knew who it was before she turned around.

      Tess.

      She was dressed differently than yesterday. Hiking boots, technical pants, a fleece jacket that Shannon recognised from the SAR supply closet — the spare gear they kept for emergencies. Her hair was pulled back, her face bare of makeup.

      "What are you doing here?"

      "Denise told me. About the call." Tess stopped a few feet away. "I've been monitoring operations. For the audit." A pause. "You're going alone?"

      "I'm taking Kep."

      "That's not protocol."

      "There's no one else. Everyone's deployed or unavailable. I'm not waiting for a child to die because I don't have a partner."

      "You have me."

      "You're not trained."

      "I've read every training manual your department has. Every protocol, every procedure, every after-action report for the last three years. I know what your systems look like from the inside, even if I haven't run them in the field."

      "Knowing protocols and executing them in the field are different things."

      "Then I'll learn fast." Tess took a step closer. "You need someone to watch your back. I'm here. I'm willing. You can waste time arguing, or you can accept that I'm not leaving and we can go find him."

      Shannon stared at her. Three days of silence, and now this. Tess in hiking boots and borrowed fleece, ready to follow her into the wilderness.

      Every protocol said no. Every regulation said no. Every instinct she'd honed over twenty years said no. But the clock was ticking. And she didn't have time for this argument.

      "Your gear?"

      Tess turned and walked to her car. Opened the trunk. Pulled out a daypack, properly loaded. A first aid kit. A water bladder.

      "I wanted to be ready," she said. "Just in case."

      Shannon didn't know what to say to that.

      A county cruiser pulled into the lot, lights off. Shannon watched it park, watched the door open, watched the deputy she'd requested emerge.

      Her heart sank.

      Deputy Brennan was mid-fifties, eighty pounds overweight, already sweating despite the morning temperature. His uniform strained at the buttons. He walked toward them with the gait of a man whose knees were in constant complaint.

      "Sheriff sent me," he said, as he leaned against the side of Shannon's vehicle. "Backup for the search."

      Shannon looked at him. Looked at Tess. Looked at the sky, which was hazy with smoke and getting hazier.

      "What's your SAR training, Deputy?"

      Brennan scratched his jaw. "Can't say I have any formal training. But I've been working this county for twenty-two years, lived here all my life. Know these mountains pretty well."

      Shannon doubted that. Twenty-two years of driving roads and responding to calls wasn't the same as knowing how to search terrain, read tracks, manage a grid pattern in difficult conditions.

      But she didn't have time to argue this either.

      "You'll stay with me. Follow my instructions exactly. No exceptions." She looked at Tess. "Both of you."

      She pulled the map from her pack and spread it on the hood of her truck.

      "The family were camped here." She pointed. "Mickey Marsh, eight years old, red pajamas, probably no shoes. Parents say he's sleepwalked before — woke up confused, didn't know where he was. If he was disoriented, he probably followed the path of least resistance."

      Her finger traced downhill.

      "There's a drainage here. Kids are drawn to water. If he heard the creek, he might have headed toward it."

      "The terrain drops off past the drainage," Tess said, studying the map. "That's concerning."

      Shannon looked at her. "Yes. It is."

      They drove in convoy with Shannon's truck leading and Brennan's cruiser following. Kep stood alert in the truck bed, nose working, ears pricked forward as though he knew they were heading to work.

      Tess sat in the passenger seat, silent, watching the road. The terrain climbed, the trees thickened, the smoke haze grew more pronounced.

      "Thank you," Shannon said. She didn't look over.

      "For what?"

      "For being ready. Just in case."

      Tess was quiet for a moment. "I've been watching you run yourself into the ground for three days. It seemed like the right thing to do."

      Shannon didn't know what to say. Tess wasn't wrong.

      The trailhead was busy with vehicles. Police cruisers, Forest Service trucks, what had to be the Marsh family sedan. A ranger was talking to a couple who could only be the parents, both red-eyed and hollow. The mother clutched a child's sweatshirt like a talisman.

      Shannon spoke to the parents. Got a description, a timeline, a sense of Mickey's personality. Curious. Adventurous. Prone to wandering. Loved dinosaurs and refused to wear shoes whenever he could get away with it.

      Eight years old. Barefoot in the wilderness. Missing for at least four hours now.

      She set up incident command at the ranger's truck. Divided the search area into four sectors on the map. Assigned the Forest Service team to the northern trail, where they knew the terrain. Two deputies would handle road checks and perimeter containment. A volunteer team from the neighbouring county was forty minutes out; they'd take the eastern ridge when they arrived.

      That left the drainage. The most likely direction for a disoriented child, and the most technical terrain.

      Shannon took it herself.

      "Kowalski and Murphy will be here in thirty, maybe less," she told the ranger. "Send them after us when they arrive. Radio check every fifteen minutes."

      She gathered her team, such as it was, and headed for the trail. Their numbers would increase throughout the day as more volunteers became available.

      Five minutes in, Brennan was lagging. His breath came in wet, rattling gasps. Sweat darkened his uniform in spreading patches.

      Fifteen minutes in, he stumbled.

      It wasn't any great dramatic fall — just a root hidden under leaf litter. His foot didn't clear it, and his full weight twisted on his ankle. A cry of pain echoed off the trees.

      "Damn it." He clutched his leg, face contorted. "Damn it, damn it, damn it."

      Shannon was beside him in seconds. She could see the injury before she touched it — the angle of his foot, the way he held it, the rapid swelling visible above his boot.

      "Don't move." She pulled her kit from her pack. "Tess, cold pack. Side pocket."

      Tess found it without fumbling. Cracked it to activate, handed it over.

      Shannon unlaced Brennan's boot carefully, ignoring his hisses of pain. Sprained at minimum, possibly worse. Either way, he wasn't walking out.

      "Radio," she said. "Channel four. Tell dispatch we need evac at these coordinates." She checked her GPS, read off the numbers. "Injured deputy, ankle, immobile."

      Tess made the call. She read the coordinates back twice to confirm, asked the right follow-up questions, signed off correctly.

      Shannon immobilised Brennan's ankle with an elastic bandage and the cold pack. He was pale now, the bravado gone.

      "Evac's twenty minutes out," Tess said. "They're pulling a team from the highway to assist the search. They'll get Brennan on the way."

      Shannon nodded. Looked up the trail, toward the drainage, toward wherever Mickey Marsh had wandered.

      "We can't wait," she said. "That's twenty minutes we don't have."

      She helped Brennan prop himself against a tree. Left him with water, a radio, and clear instructions.

      "Stay put. Keep the leg elevated. Don't try to move."

      "You're just leaving me here?"

      "We have to. You're good. Help is on its way, but we need to keep going."

      She stood. Looked at Tess. Looked at Kep, who was straining forward, desperate to keep moving. Two women. One dog. A missing child somewhere in the wilderness ahead. Everything in Shannon's training said this was wrong. Insufficient team. Untrained partner. Too many variables, too little backup. But Mickey Marsh was eight years old and alone and scared, and Shannon wasn't going to let protocol be the reason they found him too late.

      "Stay close," she told Tess. "Step where I step. Do what I say, when I say it. No questions, no hesitation."

      "Understood."

      They left Brennan behind and headed up the trail. The air was thicker now. Shannon could taste the smoke with every breath. To the south, the fire was moving. But ahead, somewhere, was Mickey Marsh. She could feel it.
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      Shannon

      Kep's nose worked the air in short, sharp pulls. Shannon watched him quarter across the trail, moving with purpose now. Not searching. Following. He'd caught something in the last hundred yards, and the change in his body language was unmistakable—head lower, movements tighter, tail still.

      "He's got scent," she said.

      Tess stayed close behind her, breathing hard but keeping pace. She hadn't complained once. Hadn't asked to slow down. Shannon had noticed.

      The drainage narrowed ahead, walls of granite rising on either side where the spring runoff had carved its path over millennia. Lodgepole pines crowded the slopes, their bark dark with sap. Good cover from the sun. Bad if the fire reached them.

      Don't think about that. Find the boy.

      Kep stopped at a scrub oak and whined.

      Shannon reached him in three strides. Caught on a low branch, a scrap of fabric. Red flannel, the edges torn, not cut. She photographed it with her phone, then pulled it free with gloved fingers.

      "Mickey was wearing red pajamas," she said. "He came through here."

      "How long ago?"

      "Can't tell from this. But Kep's working the trail." She scanned the ground, moved to a patch of soft soil between two rocks. "Here. Prints."

      Small feet, bare, the impressions shallow but clear. Heading up the drainage.

      "Barefoot," Tess said quietly.

      "Sleepwalking. He wouldn't have stopped to put on shoes." Shannon studied the angle of the prints. "He's climbing."

      Which meant he'd gone deeper into the drainage, not out of it. Toward the ridge. Away from the fire—at first. But if the wind pushed the flames around the slope⁠—

      Her radio crackled. Nothing but hiss.

      "Base, this is McAllister. We've found sign of the Marsh boy approximately two miles up the North Fork drainage. Requesting updated fire status. Over."

      Static.

      She tried again. "Frankie, you copy? Over."

      Nothing.

      Tess looked at the walls of granite rising on either side of them. "Terrain's blocking the signal."

      "Last check-in was fifteen minutes ago. Signal's been getting worse since that last bend."

      Shannon clipped the radio back onto her vest. Tess was right. Canyons were dead zones. They'd get signal when they climbed out, or when they found a clear sightline to the south.

      Kep had stopped. He circled once, twice, nose lifted to air that was turning acrid. Came back to Shannon instead of pushing forward.

      He'd lost the trail.

      "Shannon." Tess's voice was careful. "How far behind us is Kowalski's team?"

      "Thirty minutes. Maybe more."

      "And the fire?"

      Shannon looked south. The smoke that had been a distant smudge against the sky was different now. Darker. The column that had been rising vertically was bending, laying over toward them.

      "Moving," she said.

      They climbed.

      The drainage steepened and Shannon's thighs burned with the effort. Kep stayed close now, no longer working. Just following.

      The wind shifted.

      Shannon felt it first on the back of her neck—the breeze that had been pushing from the west now coming from behind them, from the south. Warmer. Carrying an acrid taste that caught in her throat.

      She stopped.

      "What?" Tess came up beside her.

      "Wind changed."

      "It's been gusting all morning."

      "Not gusting. Changed." Shannon turned, looked back down the drainage. The smoke column that had been bending was now horizontal, streaming toward them like a river finding its course. "It was crosswind. Now it's pushing up this drainage."

      "What does that mean?"

      Shannon didn't answer. She was listening. The background noise of the forest had changed—the birds had gone silent, and under the wind she could hear something else. Low. Continuous. A sound like distant traffic on a highway.

      "Shannon. What does that mean?"

      "Fire runs uphill. And it follows wind." She looked at the walls of the drainage, the lodgepole pines crowded on the slopes, the years of accumulated deadfall. "This whole canyon is a chimney."

      Tess's face went still.

      Shannon grabbed her radio. "Base, McAllister, emergency. The fire's running up the North Fork drainage. Repeat, fire is running the drainage. We need air support and updated evac routes. Does anyone copy?"

      Static. A brief fragment of a voice—"—pull back to—"—then nothing.

      "Shit." Shannon tried another frequency. "Kowalski, anyone on this channel, respond."

      The static hissed back at her.

      "Why can't we reach anyone?" Tess's voice was steady but her eyes tracked to the smoke rolling toward them.

      "Canyon walls. And if the fire's knocked out the relay station, no one's hearing anyone." Shannon thought of Brennan, injured on the trail below them. Of the ranger at the trailhead. Of Kowalski and Murphy, still thirty minutes back.

      She looked at Kep, against her leg now, ears flat, trembling. The dog who'd been working the scent with single-minded focus five minutes ago had shut down completely.

      Mickey was still up there. Somewhere. The prints, the torn pajamas—he'd come this way. But without Kep working, without radio contact, Shannon was navigating blind.

      Behind them, the roar was building.

      "We have to go back," Shannon said.

      "Can we make it?"

      She calculated. Two miles of drainage, fifteen minutes at a dead run without the elevation loss, but they'd be running toward the fire, not away from it. The flames would be moving faster than they could. They'd meet it somewhere in the middle, in the narrow throat of the canyon where the granite walls would trap the heat.

      "No."

      "Then we go up."

      "Tess—"

      "You said fire runs uphill."

      "It does."

      "Then we get above it. Find a ridge, an outcrop, somewhere the flames can't reach." Tess's voice was steady. "That's the protocol, isn't it? When escape routes are compromised, you find a deployment site."

      Shannon stared at her.

      "I read every manual, Shannon. LCES. Our escape route just disappeared. So, we find a safety zone."

      "There's no safety zone up here. There's fuel all the way to the ridge."

      "Then we shelter."

      She was right. But that carried its own risks.

      Shannon carried a fire shelter. Always had. And so did every member of her team during summer. It was part of their packs, a five-pound reminder that the mountains could kill you if you stopped paying attention.

      One shelter. One.

      "You don't have one," Shannon said.

      "No."

      "Tess, these shelters are designed for one person. They're tested for one person. The survival data⁠—"

      "What's the survival data for two people outside a shelter versus two people sharing one?"

      Shannon's hand closed around the radio on her vest. Held it there.

      The roar was a physical presence now, a pressure against Shannon's eardrums. She could see the smoke boiling up from below, could feel the temperature climbing. Embers were starting to drift past them, orange sparks riding the updraft.

      Kep pressed against Tess's leg, seeking comfort from whichever human was closest.

      "We don't have time to argue about this," Tess said. "Where do we go?"

      Shannon scanned the drainage. Forty yards ahead, where the canyon opened slightly, a shelf of exposed granite jutted from the slope. Sparse vegetation. A depression where the rock had weathered. No fuel to speak of.

      "There." She pointed. "Move."

      They ran.

      Shannon's pack slammed against her back with each stride. Kep stayed at their heels.

      They reached the outcrop and Shannon was already shrugging off her pack, hands finding the fire shelter by feel alone. The PVC bag was slick under her fingers.

      "Clear the ground," she told Tess. "Anything that'll burn, move it."

      Tess dropped to her knees, sweeping away pine needles and dead grass, scraping down to bare rock where she could.

      Shannon yanked the red tear strip on the shelter bag, felt the resistance snap free. The foil and silica fabric spilled out, lighter than it looked, catching the wind.

      "Hold this edge."

      Tess grabbed it without hesitation.

      The orange glow was visible through the smoke below them now. Heat on her face, building.

      "Lie down. Face down. Feet toward the fire."

      Tess went down, pressing her face into the cleared dirt.

      "Kep." Shannon pointed. "Down. Against her."

      The dog dropped instantly, burrowing into Tess's side, making himself small.

      Shannon lowered herself on top of Tess, covering her body with her own. She pulled the shelter over them both, tucking the edges under her boots, her elbows, her gloved hands. Her chest pressed against Tess's back. Her face inches from Tess's hair.

      The last thing Shannon saw before the foil closed over them was the wall of flame cresting the ridge to the south. Then there was only darkness, and the sound of the fire coming for them.
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      Shannon

      The noise came first. Not the crackling she'd expected, or the snap and pop of burning wood. This was a roar, low and continuous, building until it pressed against her skull, a physical weight. Like standing next to a jet engine. That couldn't be happening. Not now. Please god not now.

      Shannon's face was pressed close to Tess's hair. She could smell smoke and sweat and underneath it, faintly, something that was just Tess. Her arms burned from holding the shelter edges down, elbows and boots and gloved hands anchoring the foil against wind that wanted to rip it away.

      Beneath her, Tess lay utterly still. Face in the dirt where the air was coolest, where she could breathe. Kep was burrowed against Tess's side, wedged into the small space between her body and the ground, protected by them both.

      "Don't move," Shannon said. Her voice came out rough, muffled by the roar outside. "Whatever happens, don't move."

      "I won't." Tess's voice was strained, speaking into the dirt. "I'm not going anywhere."

      The heat came next.

      It started at her feet and rolled up her body in a wave. Her back. Her shoulders. The backs of her thighs. The foil above her went from cool to warm to hot, and there was nothing between it and her but the fabric of her shirt.

      Shannon pressed down harder, flattening herself against Tess, trying to keep the shelter sealed. Trying to keep the heat from reaching the woman beneath her.

      She thought about the training videos, the survivor accounts. Most people who died in burnover didn't burn. They breathed. One lungful of superheated air and the tissue blistered, swelled, closed off. You suffocated on your own damaged airways.

      Stay down. Breathe shallow. Wait.

      The shelter bucked above them, caught by a gust that tried to peel it back. Shannon gripped harder, felt the edges cut into her fingers even through the gloves. The foil rippled and snapped, but held.

      "How long?" Tess asked.

      "Depends on fuel load. Could be fifteen minutes. Could be an hour."

      "And we just⁠—"

      "We wait."

      The orange glow through the foil was bright enough to see by. Shannon could make out the curve of Tess's cheek, the shell of her ear, the tension in her jaw.

      "I've never been this scared," Tess said.

      "Good. Fear keeps you still."

      "What about you?"

      She pressed her forehead against the back of Tess's head. Her back felt like it was on fire. Maybe it was.

      Outside, the roar peaked. The shelter fabric pulled taut, straining against her grip. Heat pulsed through in waves, each one hotter than the last. Shannon heard herself make a sound, a gasp, or a groan, and held on.

      Kep had stopped moving. She could feel him against her ribs, utterly still.

      "Shannon." Tess's hand found hers where it gripped the shelter edge. Fingers pressing over her knuckles. "Shannon, your back⁠—"

      "I'm fine."

      "You're not. I can feel you shaking."

      "Stay still."

      "Shannon—"

      "I said stay still."

      The command came out harder than she meant it to. But it worked. Tess went still.

      The minutes stretched. Time lost meaning in the roar and the heat and the darkness. Shannon counted her breaths. Counted Tess's breaths. Counted Kep's heartbeats against her ribs.

      The peak passed. She felt it before she heard it—the heat ebbing from unbearable to merely brutal, the pressure on the shelter easing. The roar didn't stop, but it shifted, moved past them, rolled up the drainage toward the ridge.

      They weren't through it yet. The ground would burn for hours. But the flame front, the killing wave, had passed over them and kept going.

      "Is it—" Tess started.

      "Not yet. Stay down."

      They stayed. The glow faded from orange to red to a dull amber. The heat on Shannon's back dropped from brutal to painful. The roar became a rumble, then a crackle, then something almost like silence.

      Her arms were shaking. Her whole body was shaking. She hadn't noticed until now.

      "Shannon." Tess's voice was rough. "Let me turn over."

      "Not yet."

      "I need to see you."

      Shannon didn't have the strength to argue. She lifted herself slightly, her back seizing, and Tess shifted beneath her, rolling onto her back.

      They were face to face now. Inches apart. Tess's eyes were red-rimmed from smoke, her cheeks streaked with ash and sweat. She looked up at Shannon and didn't look away.

      "Your face," Tess said.

      "What about it?"

      "You're crying."

      Shannon touched her cheek. Her fingers came away wet. She hadn't noticed that either.

      "We're going to stay down a while longer," Shannon said. "Ground's still hot. Embers can flare up."

      "Okay."

      Kep had shifted when Tess turned, resettling against her side. Still tucked safe in the space they'd made for him.

      The silence stretched. Not true silence—the fire was still burning somewhere above them, and somewhere below, and the shelter fabric ticked and pinged as it cooled. But compared to the roar, it felt like quiet.

      "It's been five years," Shannon said. "Since I'd been with someone… Since Angie."

      She hadn't planned to speak. The words came out on their own, pushed up from somewhere she'd kept locked for half a decade.

      Tess didn't say anything. Just watched her.

      "We were—" Shannon stopped. Started again. "She was my partner. SAR partner, and—the other kind. We kept it quiet from the team. Mostly."

      "I figured there had been somebody." Tess's voice was soft. "And that it hadn't worked out."

      "She died." Shannon's throat was raw from smoke, and not just from smoke.

      "You don't need to tell me⁠—"

      "I want to." Shannon let a little more of her weight rest against Tess, who didn't seem to mind.

      Neither spoke for a beat and when Shannon's voice came it cracked. "We'd been fighting that morning. Stupid argument. She wanted me to meet her parents. Come to dinner. Sunday dinner at her mom's house, the whole deal."

      "And you said no."

      "I said I wasn't ready. I said it was too soon, too public, too—" Her fingers dug harder into the shelter fabric. "I made excuses. The kind that sound reasonable when you're too scared to admit you're scared."

      Above them, the shelter fabric rippled in a gust of heated air. Neither of them dared move.

      "She went to work upset. We had a callout that afternoon, a missing teenager, sixteen or seventeen, parents said he'd been acting erratic. Angie found him first."

      Shannon could feel Tess's breathing change beneath her. Slower. Almost tentative.

      "He was in a psychotic break. Had a knife. She tried to talk him down instead of waiting for backup." She swallowed. "He attacked her. Then lost his footing and went over the edge. He took her with him. They both died."

      "Shannon—"

      "The investigation cleared me. Cleared everyone. Nothing I could have done to prevent it." She heard the bitterness in her own voice and didn't try to hide it. "That's what the report said. Nothing anyone could have done."

      "But you don't believe that."

      "I know what I know." The words came harder now, dragged up from the place she never let anyone see. "She was distracted. She was hurt. If I'd just said yes to the damn dinner, she would have been clear-headed. She would have followed procedure—waited."

      The shelter held nothing except their breathing and the distant pop of burning wood.

      "What was she like?" Tess asked.

      Shannon hadn't expected the question. She'd expected sympathy, or silence, or the distance people usually offered when death entered a conversation.

      "Spontaneous," she said. "Fearless. She'd drive me crazy sometimes—never wanted to wait, always sure she could handle it herself." The words came easier than she'd thought they would. "She was good at her job. One of the best. Always trusted her gut."

      Tess didn't answer for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was rough, stripped of the precision Shannon had come to expect.

      "Five years. God, Shannon." A breath. Then, almost unwillingly, as though her brain couldn't help itself: "If you'd said yes to dinner—would she have stopped being spontaneous? Would she have stopped trusting her gut over procedure?"

      Shannon's throat closed.

      "You don't know that," she managed.

      "Neither do you." Tess's hand came up, touched Shannon's face. Ash-streaked fingers against her jaw. "Guilt isn't evidence. You can't build a life around maybe."

      She didn't answer. Couldn't.

      They lay in the fading heat, face to face, while the fire burned itself out around them.

      "I'm going to check outside," Shannon said finally.

      "Be careful."

      Shannon lifted the edge of the shelter an inch. Heat rolled in, but not the killing heat from before. The air smelled of smoke and char and scorched earth. Beyond the foil, she could see the world had turned gray. Ash and burned stumps where the lodgepole pines had stood, glowing embers scattered across blackened ground.

      "We're through the worst," she said. "Another few minutes and we can move."

      She let the shelter drop, and winced. She wasn't walking away from this unscathed.

      In the darkness, she felt Tess's hand find hers. Felt the press of fingers, the warmth of skin.

      "Thank you," Tess said.

      "For what?"

      "For telling me."

      "We should find Mickey," she said.

      "We will."

      Neither of them got up. Not yet.
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      Tess

      The world had turned to ash.

      Tess pushed herself up on her elbows, blinking against the gray haze, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The lodgepole pines were gone. All of them. In their place stood blackened spikes, stripped of branches, some still glowing at the base where the fire had eaten deepest. The ground was carpeted in pale gray powder that looked almost like snow, except for the heat rising off it in waves. Above her, Shannon was trying to move.

      "Don't—" but Shannon was already pushing herself up, and the sound she made—a sharp gasp—told Tess everything about the damage her back had taken.

      "I'm fine."

      She wasn't fine. Even in the strange gray light, Tess could see the way Shannon's shirt had darkened across her shoulders and upper back. It wasn't dirt or ash. The fabric looked wrong somehow, melted or fused, and when Shannon shifted, her whole body went rigid.

      "Let me see," Tess said.

      "Later."

      "Shannon—"

      "Later." Shannon's voice came out wrecked, stripped thin by smoke. She got to her knees, breathing through her teeth, and reached for the edge of the shelter. "Kep. Come."

      The dog hadn't moved. He was flattened against the ground where Tess had been lying, his ears pinned back, his eyes showing white. When Shannon called him again, he whined but stayed where he was.

      Tess understood. The world smelled wrong. Everything was wrong. Even the air tasted different. Chemical and bitter, coating her tongue with every breath.

      Shannon pressed her palm flat against the granite outcrop, testing the temperature. Then she reached beyond the rock's edge to the ash-covered ground.

      She pulled her hand back fast.

      "Too hot," she said.

      "The creek bed." Tess was already thinking it through. The water would have cooled the rocks, created a corridor they could follow. "We can walk in the drainage."

      Shannon nodded. She was looking at her hands now, and Tess looked too.

      The gloves had protected her palms, mostly, but her fingers were a mess. Blistered where she'd gripped the shelter edges, the leather cracked and warped by heat. When Shannon tried to flex them, her whole face went still. The kind of stillness that meant the pain was worse than she'd admit.

      "I'll carry Kep to the water," Tess said.

      "You can't lift him."

      "For fifteen feet I can."

      Shannon looked like she wanted to argue. Then she looked at her hands again, and whatever she'd been about to say died in her throat.

      Tess crouched beside Kep, murmuring nonsense sounds, letting him sniff her ash-covered fingers before she slid her arms under his body. He was heavier than she'd expected. A good sixty pounds of muscle and fur and trembling fear. When she stood, her legs shook with the effort.

      She didn't let herself think about it. Just moved.

      The ground between the outcrop and the creek bed was fifteen feet of scorched earth. She could feel the heat through her boots, even on the few rocks that jutted above the ash. Kep whimpered against her chest, his paws tucked up tight, and she walked as fast as she could without stumbling.

      Behind her, she heard Shannon following. Each footfall accompanied by a breath that wasn't controlled. The creek bed was better. The rocks were warm but bearable, the trickle of water still running between them. Tess set Kep down carefully and he stood unsteadily, sniffing at the wet stones before pressing himself against her thigh.

      Shannon came up beside her, and for a moment they both just stood there, looking at what was left of the world.

      Gray. Everything gray. The trees reduced to charcoal pillars, the undergrowth erased, the slopes stripped bare. Smoke still rose from a dozen places on the hillside, and somewhere in the distance, a burned trunk groaned and toppled with a sound like breaking bones.

      "Radio," Shannon said.

      She fumbled it off her vest, and Tess watched her fumble with the controls. Her fingers wouldn't close properly. Shannon's face showed nothing.

      "Base, McAllister. Does anyone copy?"

      Static.

      "Martinez, Kowalski, anyone on this channel. We survived the burnover. Repeat, we survived. Requesting status and extraction. Over."

      Static. Then a brief fragment, voices, maybe, or just interference that dissolved into hiss.

      Shannon tried another frequency. Then another. Each time, the same dead air.

      "Canyon walls," Tess said quietly.

      "And whatever's left of the relay station." Shannon clipped the radio back onto her vest. "Brennan was on the trail below us when the fire hit. Kowalski's team was thirty minutes back."

      "So they know where we were."

      "They know where we were heading. And they saw the fire run up this drainage." Shannon met her eyes. "They're not looking for survivors, Tess. They're looking for bodies."

      Bodies. Not survivors. Not Shannon and Tess, found and brought home. Bodies. She thought about what that meant. A team somewhere down the mountain, preparing for recovery instead of rescue. People who'd already written them off. Mickey's parents, waiting at the trailhead, being told the search was now a recovery mission.

      "Then we walk out," she said. "But we find Mickey first."

      Shannon held her gaze for a beat longer than the moment needed. Then she nodded once.

      "The trail's gone," Shannon said. "Everything we were tracking. The prints, the fabric—it's all ash now."

      "But we know where he was heading. Up the drainage, following the water." Tess looked at the creek bed stretching above them, the only navigable path through the burned landscape. "If he got to the creek before the fire hit, if he got low⁠—"

      "That's a lot of ifs."

      "You taught me about deployment sites. Depressions in terrain. Areas near water. If he found something like that⁠—"

      Shannon didn't answer. Tess could see her running the same calculations, the same terrible math about an eight-year-old boy and a wall of flame.

      "Stay close," Shannon said finally. "Watch for hot spots. Kep walks with you—his paws can't take the heat if we hit a bad patch."

      They moved up the drainage.

      The creek bed was slow going. The rocks were uneven, slick with ash-clouded water, and the footing was treacherous. Tess kept one hand on Kep's collar, guiding him around the worst spots, while Shannon led the way with tested steps.

      Tess watched her move. Shannon's back was too straight, compensating for damage she wouldn't acknowledge. She placed each foot deliberately, conserving energy she didn't have, her fingers held loose at her sides, not resting—just unable to close.

      "In the shelter," Tess said. "What you told me about Angie."

      Shannon didn't turn around. "What about it?"

      "I've been thinking about what I said. About guilt not being evidence."

      "Now's not the time."

      "When is?"

      Shannon stopped walking. For a moment, Tess thought she'd pushed too hard, gone too far. But when Shannon turned, her expression wasn't angry. Just tired. Tired and spent.

      "I don't know," Shannon said. "I've spent five years making sure there was never a good time." She stopped. Shook her head. "We need to find Mickey."

      "I know."

      "So can we⁠—"

      "Can we what?"

      "Talk about it." Tess moved past her, taking the lead for a few steps, giving Shannon the space she needed. "Not now, but when we get out of here. Like really talk. Not in a fire shelter, not while we're looking for a missing kid. Just—a conversation. Like normal people."

      "I don't know if I know how to do that anymore."

      "Then I'll teach you."

      Shannon didn't respond, but she didn't argue either. After a moment, she moved past Tess to take the lead again, and they kept climbing.

      The drainage narrowed, then opened into a small bowl where the creek pooled against a cluster of boulders. The water here was deeper, maybe a foot, murky with ash. The rocks along the edges were blackened but wet, and in the middle of the pool⁠—

      Tess saw the color before her brain processed what it meant.

      Red. Bright, impossible red against all that gray.

      "Shannon."

      But Shannon had already seen it. She was already moving, splashing into the pool, dropping to her knees beside the boulders.

      "Mickey." Shannon's voice cracked. "Mickey, can you hear me?"

      The boy was so small. Curled between the rocks, half in the water, his red pajamas soaked through, his bare feet tucked up against his body. His skin was gray with ash, his lips tinged blue. He wasn't moving.

      Tess's heart stopped.

      Then Shannon pressed two fingers to his throat, and her whole body changed.

      "He's alive." The words came out cracked. "Tess—he's alive."

      Tess was moving before she finished processing what Shannon was saying. She stripped off her jacket as she waded into the pool, the cold water shocking against her legs. Mickey was hypothermic—she could see that much. Lying in cold water, soaked through, exposed to smoke. But his chest was rising. Falling. Rising again.

      She wrapped the jacket around him while Shannon checked his airway, his pulse, his pupils. Even with ruined hands and a burned back, Shannon didn't falter.

      "Smoke inhalation, but his breathing sounds clear. Hypothermia's the main concern. No visible burns." Shannon tapped the boy's cheek. "Mickey. Mickey, I need you to wake up."

      His eyelids fluttered. A small sound escaped him, a moan. He was alive.

      "We need to move him," Tess said. "Get him warm."

      "And get out of this canyon." Shannon looked down the drainage, the way they'd come. "It's over a mile to the trailhead. He can't walk."

      "Can you carry him?"

      Shannon didn't answer. She didn't have to. Her back. Her hands. Everything she'd spent the last hour refusing to acknowledge.

      "I'll carry him," Tess said.

      "Tess—"

      "I'll carry him as far as I can. Then we trade off. Or we stop and rest and carry him again." She lifted Mickey, cradling him against her chest. He was lighter than Kep had been. That was the thing that hit her—not the weight but the absence of it. Eight years old and he barely registered in her arms.

      She walked.

      Downhill was harder than up. Gravity pulled at her with every step, and Mickey's small body shifted against her on the slick rocks, his head lolling into the crook of her neck. She could feel his breathing, shallow but steady, warm against her collarbone. Kep followed at her heels, ears still flat, but moving with purpose now.

      Shannon walked beside her. Not leading anymore, just with her, ready to catch her if she stumbled.

      Somewhere around the halfway point, Tess's arms gave out the warning first. A tremor in her biceps, then her shoulders.

      "Let me take him," Shannon said.

      "Your hands⁠—"

      "I can hold him against my chest. Use my arms, not my fingers."

      It was a bad idea. Tess knew it was a bad idea. But her muscles were screaming and Mickey was getting heavier with every step, and she didn't have a better option.

      They made the transfer. Shannon took the boy's weight with a sharp intake of breath, settling him against her chest where her burned back wouldn't take the pressure. Her jaw was set, her eyes focused on some middle distance, and Tess recognized the look. Shannon was somewhere else. Somewhere the pain couldn't reach her. They kept walking. The drainage began to widen. The burned trees gave way to patches that had escaped the worst of the fire. A few green branches here, an unburned shrub there. Signs of the edge.

      Tess heard voices before she saw anyone.

      She stopped, grabbed Shannon's arm. "Listen."

      Shannon went still. The voices were coming from below them, somewhere around the next bend in the creek. Men's voices, calling out in the patterns Tess had learned to recognize from weeks at the SAR base. Search patterns. Grid calls. They were looking for bodies.

      "Kowalski," Shannon said. "That's Kowalski's team."

      They rounded the bend together.

      Three people in SAR gear, spread across the mouth of the drainage, moving uphill with the measured steps of people expecting to find the dead. Kowalski in the center, his face set in resignation.

      He looked up.

      For a moment, nobody moved. Nobody breathed.

      Then Kowalski said "Holy shit," and started running toward them, and behind him the other two were shouting into radios, and suddenly there were hands reaching for Mickey, voices asking questions, and someone was pulling Shannon into a hug that made her cry out—Martinez, Tess registered. Frankie Martinez, gripping Shannon like she might disappear.

      "Her back," Tess heard herself say. "She's burned. Her back and her hands⁠—"

      And then there were people taking Mickey from Shannon's arms, and someone was wrapping a blanket around Tess's shoulders, and Kowalski was staring at them like he'd seen ghosts.

      "We thought—" He stopped. Swallowed. "When we found Brennan, when we saw the fire go up the drainage—we thought⁠—"

      "I know," Shannon said. Her voice a husk. "I know what you thought."

      "The boy?"

      "Alive. Hypothermic, smoke inhalation, but alive."

      Kowalski closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were wet.

      "His parents are at the trailhead. We told them—" He shook his head. "We told them we were doing recovery. For all of you."

      Shannon didn't say anything. But Tess saw the way her shoulders dropped, just a fraction. The weight of being mourned by people who were standing ten feet away.

      "Get them out of here," Shannon said. "Mickey first. Radio ahead for medical."

      "Shannon, you need—" Tess objected but Shannon cut her off.

      "Mickey first."

      Kowalski hesitated for only a second before he was already giving orders, his team moving with speed. Tess found herself beside Shannon as the chaos organized itself around them. Kep stayed close against Shannon's leg, and Shannon's ruined hand found Tess's shoulder and they stood there together in the ash and the smoke.

      "You said you'd teach me," Shannon said quietly.

      Tess looked at her. "Teach you what?"

      "How to have a conversation. Like normal people."

      Despite everything—the pain and the exhaustion and the gray wasteland around them—Tess felt herself smile.

      "Yeah," she said. "I did."

      Shannon looked at her. Ash-streaked, wrecked, holding herself upright through what had to be willpower alone. "Okay."
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      Shannon

      The trailhead was chaos. Shannon registered it in fragments. Ambulance lights strobing against the trees. Radio traffic overlapping. Someone calling for a backboard. Mickey's parents, a woman in a blue fleece collapsing against a man who caught her before she hit the ground.

      "McAllister." Kowalski was beside her, his hand on her arm. "Medics need to see you."

      "I'm fine."

      "Your shirt's fused to your back."

      She knew. She could feel it, the fabric pulling against raw skin every time she moved. "It can wait until Mickey's stabilized."

      "He's already loaded. They're rolling in sixty seconds." Kowalski's voice dropped into the tone he used when he wasn't going to argue. "Sit down. Let them work."

      She sat on the tailgate of the second ambulance. Cold metal through what was left of her pants. A paramedic she didn't recognize, young, methodical, was already pulling on gloves.

      "I'm going to cut around the damaged fabric," he said. "Leave the fused material in place for the ER. This is just so we can get a dressing on and assess the extent."

      Shannon nodded. She understood, had the training but never had to use it in anger. You didn't peel fused clothing in the field. You stabilized and transported.

      The scissors were cold against her skin as he cut away the intact portions of her shirt, working carefully around the areas where fabric had melted into the burn. The damage ran across her shoulders, down toward her mid-back. The shelter had done its job. Mostly.

      "Partial thickness," the paramedic said to someone behind her. "Maybe six to eight percent total body surface area. No full thickness that I can see."

      Kep pressed against her legs, his fur singed brittle along his spine. He'd been glued to her since Kowalski's team found them, trembling, refusing to let anyone touch him. His nose pushed into her palm.

      "Hold still." The paramedic was applying a dry sterile dressing now, taping it over the burns without pressing on the fused fabric beneath. "We're going to get you on oxygen for the transport. Standard protocol for smoke exposure."

      "My O2 sat's fine."

      "Pulse ox can't detect carboxyhemoglobin. You know that." He was already fitting the mask over her face. "They'll do a proper CO level at the ER."

      She did know that. She'd sat through the same hazmat briefings as every other SAR coordinator in fire country. Carbon monoxide bound to hemoglobin the same way oxygen did, and a standard pulse oximeter couldn't tell the difference. You could be hypoxic and still show ninety-eight percent.

      The oxygen tasted plasticky and dry. She breathed it anyway.

      "Your hands," the paramedic said. "Let me see."

      She held them out. The leather gloves had done their job. Her palms were intact, pink but unbroken. But her fingertips, where she'd gripped the shelter edges hardest, showed angry red patches. First-degree, maybe superficial second on two fingers where small blisters were starting to form.

      "Not bad," he said, wrapping them loosely in gauze. "The gloves saved you. You'll want to keep these clean and covered for a few days, limit gripping until the tenderness fades."

      A few days. Not weeks. She could work with that.

      Tess was fifteen feet away. Shannon caught her in peripheral vision—blanket around her shoulders, talking to Martinez, unhurt except for the same smoke exposure they'd all taken. The knot below Shannon's ribs loosened by a fraction.

      She looked away before Tess could catch her staring.

      "Mickey?" Shannon asked Kowalski, who'd been hovering just outside the medic's workspace.

      "First ambulance took him ten minutes ago. Hypothermic but responsive. Good vitals." He paused. "His mom rode with him. Dad's following in their car."

      "Brennan?"

      "Fractured ankle, but he made it to the road before the fire cut him off. He's the one who called it in." Kowalski moved closer, lowering his voice. "That's how we knew where you were. He said you kept going up the drainage after he went down."

      "Mickey was up the drainage."

      "I know." Another pause. "Brennan said he tried to talk you out of it. Said Tess wouldn't leave either."

      Shannon didn't respond.

      "She's not SAR," Kowalski said. "She's not certified, not trained, not covered under our liability. She's the auditor, Shannon. If someone wants to make this a problem⁠—"

      "She saved my life."

      The words came out before she could stop them. Kowalski went still.

      Shannon stared straight ahead, the oxygen mask fogging slightly with each exhale. "I couldn't carry Kep across the hot ground. Couldn't lift Mickey out of that pool. She did both. She knew about deployment protocols because she'd read our training materials. She stayed calm when the fire came through." Shannon flexed her wrapped fingers. The blisters stung. "Whatever goes in the report, that's what happened."

      Kowalski was quiet for a long moment.

      "Okay," he said finally. "Okay. But you're going to the hospital. Now. And you're off the active roster until medical clears you. The sheriff is laying down the law on this one."

      "I can coordinate from⁠—"

      "Shannon." His voice went flat. Final. "You've got partial thickness burns across your upper back. Smoke exposure that needs proper workup. You can't wear a pack, can't do field work, can't and won't take another call until we know you're clear. We're not asking."

      She wanted to argue. She could run coordination from a desk. She could manage dispatch, review protocols, handle the paperwork that was about to bury them after a night like this.

      But Kowalski was looking at her with the expression she'd seen on a dozen faces over the years. The one that said: you're not in charge of this anymore.

      "Fine," she said.

      Kep whined.

      "He can't go in the ambulance," Kowalski said, his voice softening. "I'll take him back to the base, get the vet to check him over. You can pick him up when you're released."

      Shannon's hand found Kep's head. The familiar weight of him pressing into her palm. The one constant she'd had for five years.

      "He doesn't like the vet," she said.

      "I'll stay with him the whole time. I promise."

      She scratched behind his ears once, then let go.

      They loaded her into the ambulance on her side because she couldn't lie on her back. Through the open doors, she saw Tess standing exactly where she'd been, arms folded tight across her chest, watching. Not moving. Not looking away.

      Shannon closed her eyes. It was easier than figuring out what her own face was doing.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      The ER was harsh with fluorescent lights and the stench of antiseptic, never mind the hell of being horizontal while strangers discussed her body.

      They'd drawn blood the moment she arrived, checking for arterial blood gas, carboxyhemoglobin level, basic metabolic panel, lactate. The CO level came back at six percent, elevated but not dangerous. The lactate was normal. No cyanide exposure. Tess would be going through the same procedures in another bay, another set of hands checking for damage that didn't show on the surface.

      "Chest film looks clear," someone said, clipping an X-ray to a lightbox Shannon couldn't see from her position. "No pulmonary edema, no infiltrates. We'll monitor overnight to make sure nothing develops, but her airways look good."

      Then came the burns.

      "We're going to sedate you for the debridement," the attending said. She was maybe fifty, gray-streaked hair pulled back, hands sure as she examined Shannon's back. "The fused fabric needs to come off in a controlled setting. You'll be awake but comfortable."

      "I don't need⁠—"

      "You do." The attending's voice was matter-of-fact. "This isn't stoicism, it's tissue damage. We do it right or we risk infection and scarring. Your choice is what music you want playing."

      Shannon didn't have a choice. That was the point.

      They gave her propofol, just enough to make the world soft and distant. She registered the tugging as they worked, heard the murmur of voices, but the pain stayed on the other side of a thick glass wall. When they were done, they dressed the burns with something called Acticoat—nanocrystalline silver, the attending explained, better outcomes than the old sulfadiazine cream. Shannon was past caring. They could do what they wanted.

      "Partial thickness across approximately nine percent of your upper back," the attending said later when Shannon was fully alert again. "You were lucky—the shelter took the worst of it. We'll reassess in forty-eight hours, but I'm optimistic about healing without grafting."

      Lucky. Shannon had been called a lot of things. Lucky wasn't usually one of them.

      They put her in a private room. Hannigan's doing, probably. The sheriff knew people at the hospital the way he knew people everywhere—it was part of the job.

      The blinds were drawn against the morning light, and down the hall a machine beeped in a rhythm that made her want to tear out her IV and walk home. She lay on her side, staring at the wall, trying to figure out how she was going to function.

      Her phone was in a plastic bag with the rest of her personal effects. She couldn't reach it without rolling onto her back. The TV remote was on the wrong side of the bed. Even the call button required twisting in a way that made her breath catch.

      A knock at the door. She didn't answer.

      It opened anyway.

      Tess stood in the doorway. She'd showered—her hair was damp, the ash scrubbed from her face. She was wearing clothes Shannon didn't recognize. Borrowed, probably, from the SAR base's emergency stash.

      "They said I could have ten minutes," Tess said.

      Shannon didn't move. Couldn't, really, without her back screaming.

      Tess crossed to the chair beside the bed. Sat down. Didn't say anything.

      The silence stretched between them like a held breath.

      "You should go home," Shannon said finally. "Get some real sleep."

      "I will."

      "Your mother's probably worried."

      "I called her." Tess's mouth curved slightly. "She wanted to drive over from Yaya's right away. I told her I was fine and that she should wait until I'd had a shower and a meal before she started hovering."

      Shannon stared at the wall. She could hear Tess breathing in the chair beside her. Waiting for something Shannon didn't know how to give.

      "I don't know how to do this," Shannon said.

      "Do what?"

      "This." She gestured vaguely with her gauze-wrapped hand. "Lie here. Let other people handle things. I've been running SAR operations for ten years. I've never been the one in the bed."

      Tess took a moment to answer. "You told me you'd learn," she said. "How to have a conversation. Like normal people."

      "I remember."

      "This is part of it." Tess leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. "Letting other people help. Lying in a hospital bed while your friends bring you terrible coffee and trashy magazines instead of trying to coordinate search and rescue operations eight hours after a burnover."

      "My back's not that bad. Nine percent. Partial thickness. Probably won't even need a graft."

      "Shannon."

      She closed her eyes. The sedation was wearing off completely now, and the burns were making themselves known with a deep, throbbing heat that pulsed with her heartbeat.

      "I don't have friends," she said. "Not really. I have colleagues. I have volunteers. I have Kep."

      "You have me."

      Shannon opened her eyes. Tess was watching her with her chin resting on her folded hands, her gaze direct and unhurried. Not pushing. Just there.

      "Is that what we are?" Shannon asked. "Friends?"

      Tess smiled. It was crooked, tired around the edges. "I think we're still figuring that out."

      A nurse appeared in the doorway. "Ma'am? She needs to rest."

      Tess stood. She reached out, hesitated, then rested her hand briefly on Shannon's forearm—below the IV line, above the gauze on her fingers. Warm and grounding.

      "I'll come back tomorrow," she said.

      "You don't have to."

      "I know." She was already moving toward the door. "Get some sleep, Shannon," she said as she left.

      Shannon lay there in the quiet, listening to the beep of monitors, the distant sounds of the hospital settling into its routine. Her back burned. Her fingers stung. And beneath her ribs, something she hadn't made room for in a long time.

      She didn't sleep. But for the first time in five years, she thought she might want to.
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      Tess

      She made it as far as the elevator before her legs started shaking. Tess leaned against the wall, pressing the heel of her hand to her sternum, trying to breathe through the tremor working its way up from her knees. Relief, maybe. Or the delayed reaction to everything that had happened in the last thirty-six hours.

      "Is that what we are?" Shannon had asked. "Friends?" Tess had wanted to say, no. They were more than that, but⁠—

      The elevator doors opened. Tess stepped in, pressed the button for the lobby, and watched the numbers count down. Her discharge had taken two hours post arterial blood gas, carboxyhemoglobin level, chest X-ray, a parade of doctors asking the same questions in slightly different ways. CO at four percent. Lungs clear. No thermal injury to her airways. She'd been lucky, they kept saying. Remarkably lucky.

      She didn't feel lucky. She felt scraped out, hollowed, like she might cry in a hospital elevator, which was not something she did.

      The doors opened on the lobby. Her mother was sitting in the waiting area. So much for waiting.

      Colette spotted her immediately and rose in a swirl of scarves and silver jewelry. Yaya was beside her, car keys already in hand, wearing an expression that suggested she'd spent the last hour managing Colette's anxiety.

      "Darling." Colette crossed the lobby and pulled Tess into a hug. Sandalwood and rosemary and the warmth of her mother's arms. "I know you said to wait, but I just couldn't. You understand."

      "Mom, I told you⁠—"

      "You told me to wait until you'd showered and eaten. But then I thought, how can she shower and eat if she doesn't have her car or her wallet? So really, I'm being practical." Colette pulled back, holding Tess at arm's length, scanning her face. "You look terrible."

      "Thanks."

      "I mean that with love." Colette's hands were still on her shoulders, steadying. "Yaya drove. We've been here for an hour. The woman at the desk wouldn't tell us anything because of some privacy nonsense, so we've just been sitting here hoping you'd appear." Colette looked across at the woman who sat behind the desk and raised her eyebrows. "This is my daughter. She saved a child's life!"

      The woman didn't seem to care.

      Yaya stepped forward, offering Tess a gentle smile. "How are you?"

      "Smoke exposure. They cleared me." Tess heard herself, her voice drained of energy. "I'm fine."

      "And Shannon?" Yaya asked.

      Something pressed behind Tess's ribs. "Burns on her back. They're keeping her overnight, maybe longer. But she's—she'll be okay."

      Colette was watching her with that keen attention she sometimes showed, the one that cut through her usual scattered warmth. She didn't say anything. She just looked.

      "Come on," Yaya said. "Let's get you home."

      The car was warm after the over-air-conditioned hospital. Tess sank into the back seat, her head against the window, the streets of Elk Ridge sliding past. Colette had climbed in beside her instead of taking the front seat.

      "Do you want to tell me what happened?" Colette asked. "Or do you want to not talk?"

      Tess closed her eyes. She could still smell the smoke in her hair, despite the hospital's shower. Could still feel the heat through the fire shelter, the weight of Shannon's body on top of hers.

      "There was a missing boy," she said. "Eight years old. Sleepwalking. We were searching for him when the fire shifted." Tess opened her eyes, staring at the headrest in front of her. "The wind changed. The fire ran up the drainage behind us. We couldn't get out, so we deployed a fire shelter. Shannon deployed the fire shelter."

      She heard her mother's breath catch.

      "It's like a reflective blanket," Tess continued. "You lie face down and it protects you from the flames. It's designed for one person."

      "But there were two of you."

      "Three, counting Kep." Tess's voice was factual, as if she were giving a report. She explained it the way the doctors had explained it to her, and Colette listened without interrupting. "Shannon positioned herself on top of me. Took the heat on her back so I wouldn't have to."

      Colette was quiet for a long moment. When Tess glanced over, her mother's eyes were bright with unshed tears.

      "She put herself between you and a fire," Colette said softly.

      Tess nodded. There was nothing else to say about it.

      The car turned onto the road that led to Tess's rental.

      "The tests they did," Colette said. "At the hospital. What were they checking for?"

      Tess heard herself slipping into clinical language—carbon monoxide levels, blood gases, chest X-rays, metabolic panels. The terminology created a distance she needed right now.

      "And everything was normal?"

      "Elevated CO, but not dangerous. Not enough to keep me in. Everything else clear."

      Colette reached over and took her hand. Tess let her.

      "I heard you saved a young boy," Colette said. "The one you were looking for. A girl in a mountain rescue uniform said⁠—"

      Tess was nodding. "That would've been Frankie. Frankie Martinez. Shannon found him. In a pool, in the creek bed. Hypothermic but alive." Tess swallowed hard. "I asked about him and they said he'd be okay. No lasting damage."

      "Thank God."

      They pulled into the driveway of Tess's rental. Yaya put the car in park but didn't turn off the engine.

      "I should go," she said, twisting to look at them. "Fenna's expecting me. But if you need anything—either of you⁠—"

      "Thank you." Tess meant it. "For everything."

      Yaya nodded. Her eyes held Tess's for a moment. "Shannon's tough. Tougher than most people realize. She'll come through this."

      Inside, the rental looked exactly as Tess had left it two days ago. The coffee cup in the drying rack. The audit files on the kitchen table. Her running shoes by the door.

      "Sit," Colette said, steering her toward the couch. "I made soup. Don't look at me like that—I can make soup. Yaya helped."

      "Yaya helped?"

      "She supervised. Same thing."

      Tess sat. She heard cabinets opening, the hiss of the stove, her mother was taking care of things. When Colette returned with a bowl of tomato soup, doctored with basil and cream, bread toasted on the side, Tess took it without argument.

      The soup was warm and good, soothing against her throat. She ate mechanically, not tasting it, just letting it fill the empty space in her stomach. Colette sat in the armchair across from her. Not talking.

      "What?" Tess finally said.

      "Nothing, darling."

      "You're staring."

      "I'm looking at my daughter who saved a boy and survived a fire. I think I'm entitled."

      Tess set the bowl down. Her hands weren't steady.

      "She's the one," Colette said softly. It wasn't a question.

      Tess should have denied it. Should have deflected, the way she always did when Colette got too close to something real. But she was too tired. Too scraped open.

      "I don't know what we are," she said. "I don't know what any of this is."

      "Does that matter?"

      "Of course it matters. I'm here for three months. She lives here. Her whole life is here. The SAR team, the mountains, everything. And I'm—" She gestured at the rental, at the temporary furniture and the boxes she'd never fully unpacked. "I'm passing through."

      "The way I always pass through, you mean."

      Tess looked at her mother. Colette's face was unguarded. Sincere.

      "That's what you're worried about," Colette said. "That you'll do what I did. Land somewhere, fall for someone, and then—" She made a fluttering gesture with her hand. "It doesn't work, and you'll run?"

      "I didn't say that."

      "You didn't have to, darling. I've known you for forty-two years."

      Tess opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Because what could she say? That her mother was wrong? That Tess hadn't spent her entire adult life trying not to become her?

      "I'm not going to tell you what to do," Colette said. "God knows I'm the last person qualified to give advice about matters of the heart. I've made a spectacular mess of my own." She smiled, wry and brief. "But I will say this: that woman put her body between you and a fire. That's not nothing, Tess. That's not even close to nothing."

      Tess's eyes burned.

      "Now." Colette stood, brushing imaginary wrinkles from her tunic. "You're going to finish that soup, and then you're going to sleep. Properly sleep, in a bed, for as long as your body needs."

      "I told her I'd come back tomorrow."

      Colette's expression shifted. Not surprise—Colette never seemed surprised by matters of the heart—but her eyes softened.

      "Then you'd better rest," Colette said. "I'll be here when you wake up."

      She took the soup bowl to the kitchen. Tess heard water running, dishes being washed. Her mother, doing domestic tasks. The world really had turned upside down.

      Tess made it to her bedroom. Changed out of the borrowed SAR clothes into her own soft pajamas. Crawled under covers that smelled like her laundry detergent instead of smoke and hospital antiseptic.

      She was asleep before her head hit the pillow. She dreamed of fire, and shelter, and warmth that had nothing to do with flames.
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      Shannon

      The hospital bed forced her onto her side, which meant every time she drifted off, she'd shift in her sleep and her back would remind her why she was here. The nurses came every four hours to check vitals, dressings, ask her to rate her pain on a scale of one to ten.

      She kept saying five. It was closer to seven, but five got her fewer questions and less fentanyl. She needed her head clear.

      By morning, she'd given up on sleep entirely. She lay there watching the light change through the blinds, listening to the hospital wake up around her. Shift change at seven. Breakfast carts at seven-thirty. The particular rhythm of a place designed to keep people alive whether they wanted to cooperate or not.

      Kowalski called at eight.

      "How are you feeling?" he asked.

      "Fine."

      "Liar." But his voice was warm. "Kep's good. Vet checked him over. Some singed fur, minor irritation to his paws, but nothing serious. He's at the base. Martinez is spoiling him rotten."

      Shannon closed her eyes. The knot in her chest eased. "Thank you."

      "I'm bringing him by this afternoon. Already cleared it with the nursing staff. Told them he's a certified SAR dog, which he is, and that you're going to be a nightmare patient without him, which you will be."

      "You can't bring a dog into⁠—"

      "I can and I am. Two o'clock. Be awake." He paused. "Mickey Marsh is being released this morning. Hypothermia resolved, no lasting damage. His parents want to talk to you when you're up for it."

      "I'm up for it now."

      "You're in a hospital bed with burns on your back. You're up for it when the doctors say you're up for it." Kowalski's voice shifted. "The sheriff's handling press. But they want the whole story, so they can name their hero. You might want to prepare for that."

      Shannon hadn't thought about press. About recognition. About any of the aftermath that came with a successful rescue that had nearly turned into a body recovery.

      "The fire's sixty percent contained," Kowalski continued. "They're calling it the Elk Creek Fire. Burned about four hundred acres before they got a handle on it. Could have been a lot worse."

      Four hundred acres. Shannon thought about the gray wasteland she'd walked through yesterday. The charred spikes that used to be trees. The ash that had coated everything.

      "I'll be back tomorrow," she said.

      "You'll be back when medical clears you. Which won't be tomorrow." Kowalski said. "Shannon. You did good. You brought everyone home. Take the time to heal."

      He hung up before she could argue.

      The morning dragged. A doctor came to check her burns. Healing well, no signs of infection, but he wanted another day or two of observation before discharge. Shannon asked about tomorrow. He said they'd reassess, his tone suggesting she shouldn't hold her breath. A physical therapist stopped by to talk about range of motion exercises for when the skin started tightening. A social worker appeared with pamphlets about trauma counseling that Shannon accepted politely and set on the bedside table without reading.

      By noon, she was climbing out of her skin.

      Her phone was charged now, a nurse had found a cable, but scrolling through emails one-handed while lying on her side made her head ache. She couldn't focus on reports. Couldn't think about any of the things that usually anchored her.

      Her mind kept circling back to the fire shelter. To what she'd told Tess. To the fact that she'd told anyone at all.

      Five years of keeping Angie's death locked away, and she'd spilled it to a woman she'd known for six weeks. In a fire shelter. While they waited to find out if they were going to die.

      What the hell had she been thinking?

      She hadn't been thinking. That was the problem. The shelter, the smoke, the certainty that they might not make it—it had stripped away every defense she'd built. And Tess had been right there, asking questions like Shannon's answers mattered.

      Guilt isn't evidence. You can't build a life around maybe.

      Shannon stared at the white wall. She'd been building a life around maybe for five years. Maybe if she'd said yes to dinner, Angie would have been focused. Maybe if she'd been a better partner—search partner, not romantic, though that line had blurred—Angie would have waited for backup. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

      And now someone else knew. Someone who'd looked at her logic and called it what it was: a story she told herself. Guilt dressed up as reason to shelter her from fear. Fear that it could ever happen again.

      A knock at the door.

      "Come in," she said, shifting in her bed and wincing at the pain.

      Tess stepped into the room carrying two cups of coffee and a paper bag. She was wearing her own clothes today, dark jeans, a gray sweater, her hair pulled back. She looked rested. She looked beautiful.

      "I wasn't sure if you'd be awake," Tess said.

      "I've been awake since five."

      "Hospital sleep." Tess crossed to the chair beside the bed, setting the coffee cups on the rolling table. "I brought you actual coffee. The stuff from the cafeteria is criminal."

      Shannon pushed herself up carefully, using her arms instead of her back. The movement still pulled at the burns, but the pain was manageable. She accepted the coffee cup Tess held out, her wrapped fingers clumsy around it and took a sip.

      It was good. Dark roast, no sugar, a little cream. Exactly how she took it.

      "How did you know?" she asked.

      "Know what?"

      "How I take my coffee."

      Tess's mouth curved slightly. "I've watched you make coffee at the base approximately forty-seven times. I'm an auditor. Noticing patterns is what I do."

      Shannon shook her head and smiled. You can't argue with evidence.

      Tess settled into the chair, cradling her own cup. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Shannon set her coffee down.

      "About what I said. In the shelter."

      "You don't have to⁠—"

      "I want to." The words surprised her. But they were true. "I've never told anyone. About Angie. About that morning." She breathed. "I told you because I thought we might die, and now we didn't, and I keep waiting for the regret to hit. It hasn't."

      Tess set her coffee down. Her expression was open. Listening.

      "I don't know how to be what someone else needs," Shannon said. "I haven't had to think about that in five years. I had Kep, and work, and that was enough. Or I told myself it was."

      "What changed?" Tess asked.

      Shannon looked at her. Tess was leaning forward, elbows on her knees, her gaze on Shannon's face without flinching from it.

      "You know what changed."

      Tess was quiet for a moment. Her breathing had shifted. Shallower. More deliberate.

      "I'm not asking for promises," she said. "I don't have this figured out either. I'm forty-two years old and I've spent my whole life choosing what was safe and predictable." She paused. "You are neither of those things."

      Shannon's breath caught.

      "I'm just asking if you want to keep figuring it out," Tess said. "Together. One conversation at a time."

      Shannon thought about her rules. About the systems she'd built to keep herself from getting too close, caring too much, losing someone again. She thought about the fire shelter, the heat, the moment she'd pulled Tess underneath her without thinking. How much saving her mattered. Above all else.

      She'd already broken every rule that mattered.

      "Yes," she said. "I want that."

      Tess exhaled. Her shoulders dropped, and the tension around her eyes eased.

      She reached out and rested her hand on Shannon's forearm, below the IV line. Warm and unhesitating. Shannon didn't pull away.

      Tess reached into the paper bag and pulled out a book. Paperback, well-worn, a thriller by a sapphic author Shannon vaguely recognized.

      "I didn't know what you read," Tess said. "Yaya suggested this one. She said it's good for when your brain won't shut up but you can't focus on anything important."

      "Yaya reads sapphic fiction?"

      "Apparently she has an entire shelf. She told my mother it was to understand Fenna better." Tess's mouth twitched. "My mother has a different theory."

      Shannon turned the book over in her hands. Ran her thumb across the cracked spine. She swallowed hard and looked away.

      "Thank you," she said.

      A commotion in the hallway made them both turn. Voices, the click of nails on linoleum, and then Kowalski appeared in the doorway with Kep straining at the end of his leash.

      The dog saw Shannon and lost his mind. He lunged forward, yanking the leash from Kowalski's hand, and was across the room before anyone could stop him. His front paws hit the edge of the bed, his nose pushing into Shannon's chest, a sound coming out of him that was half-whine, half-cry.

      "Hey," Shannon said, her voice cracking. "Hey, I'm here. I'm okay."

      She reached for him without thinking, and her back punished her for it, a sharp pull across her shoulders that made her breath catch. She didn't care. Her hands found his fur, singed short along his spine, stiff and brittle where the heat had caught him. She buried her face against his neck. He smelled like smoke and the antiseptic shampoo the vet must have used, but underneath it he smelled like Kep.

      "I tried to make him walk like a civilized animal," Kowalski said from the doorway. "As you can see, that went well."

      Kep was trying to climb onto the bed now, and Shannon didn't have the heart to stop him. She shifted carefully, making room, and he curled against her side with his head on her hip. His whole body was trembling.

      "He's been like this since yesterday," Kowalski said. "Wouldn't eat, wouldn't settle. Martinez tried everything." He looked at the dog, then at Shannon. "I think he thought you weren't coming back."

      Shannon kept her hand on Kep's head, feeling his trembling slowly ease.

      Tess had moved to the window, giving Shannon space.

      "I talked to the charge nurse," Kowalski said. "He can stay for an hour, then I'll take him back to the base until you're discharged."

      "I can take him."

      Everyone looked at Tess.

      "I mean—" She straightened. "If that would help. I can stay at Shannon's place tonight with him. He'd be calmer in his own space. My mother's at Yaya's, so I'm free."

      "He doesn't know you," Shannon said, without thinking.

      "He knows me a little. We've spent time together at the base." Tess's voice was even. "And he'd be home. His own bed, his own smells. Better than a kennel."

      Shannon looked at Kep. He'd stopped trembling, his eyes half-closed, his weight heavy and warm against her side. The thought of him back at the base, pacing in a kennel, refusing to eat⁠—

      "He needs his food," Shannon said slowly. "His bed. His—there's a routine."

      "Then he'll get that at home." Tess paused. "If you trust me with a key."

      Kep shifted against her side, pressing closer. He'd been her constant. The one living thing she let herself need.

      "My keys are in the bag," Shannon said. "With my personal effects. The house key is the brass one."

      Tess didn't make a big deal of it. Just nodded, crossed to the closet where the hospital had stored Shannon's things, and found the keys.

      "Food's in the pantry," Shannon said. "Second shelf. His bed is in the living room, but he'll probably want to sleep with—" She stopped. "He usually sleeps with me."

      "Then he can sleep with me." Tess pocketed the keys. "I'll stay tonight, bring him to pick you up when you're discharged. And I'll text you, so you know he's settled."

      Tess in her house. Tess with her dog. Tess in spaces Shannon had kept closed for five years. She let herself sit with that instead of pushing it away.

      "The alarm code is 2847," she said. "The back door sticks. You have to lift and push at the same time."

      Tess nodded. "Anything else?"

      "He likes the couch. I know I shouldn't let him, but⁠—"

      "Shannon." Tess's voice was gentle. "I'll take care of him. I promise."

      Kowalski was watching this exchange with an expression he was smart enough not to put into words.

      "I'll leave you three alone," he said. "Tess, you good to take him when visiting hours end?"

      "I've got him."

      Kowalski nodded once more at Shannon, then he was gone.

      Tess settled back into her chair. Kep's tail thumped once against the mattress when she reached over to scratch behind his ears.

      "Thank you," Shannon said.

      "You're welcome." Tess picked up her now cold coffee. "Now. Tell me about this routine of his. I want to get it right."

      Shannon started talking. Kep's feeding schedule, his evening walk route, the spot behind his left ear that made his back leg twitch. Small, ordinary details. The kind of things you only share with someone you're letting in.
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      Tess

      Shannon’s house was smaller than Tess expected. A cabin, really. Wood-framed, set well back from the road at the end of a long dirt drive, with a porch that wrapped around two sides and a view of the mountains that probably looked spectacular in daylight. Now, in the fading evening light, it looked like a place someone had chosen because no one would find it.

      Kep pulled at the leash as they approached, his whole body straining toward the front door. He knew where he was. He wanted in.

      “Hold on,” Tess said, fumbling with the keys. The brass one. She found it, fitted it into the lock, and pushed the door open.

      The alarm panel beeped. 2847. She punched in the code and the beeping stopped. Kep was already inside, his nails clicking on the hardwood as he made a circuit of the rooms. Checking to make sure everything was where he’d left it.

      Tess stood in the doorway, hesitating. This was Shannon’s space. Shannon’s life. She’d offered, and Shannon had been too tired and too worried about Kep to refuse. But she was here now. So she stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

      The living room held a couch facing a wood-burning stove. Bookshelves lined one wall, packed tight with paperbacks, reference manuals and what looked like old SAR training binders. A single armchair by the window with a reading lamp and a folded blanket. Kep’s bed in the corner, a large cushion covered in dog hair.

      No television. No decorative pillows or throw blankets or any of the things people used to make a house look “finished.” Just the essentials. Just what was needed.

      Kep had finished his circuit and was standing in the kitchen doorway, looking at her expectantly.

      “Right,” Tess said. “Food. Second shelf.”

      The kitchen was efficient. A gas stove, a deep farmhouse sink, open shelving with mismatched plates and mugs. The pantry held Kep’s food where it was supposed to be. A large bag of kibble, a measuring cup hanging from a hook beside it.

      Tess filled his bowl. Kep ate like he hadn’t seen food in days, which, according to Kowalski, he hadn’t but through his own choice. She refilled his water and stood there watching him.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from Shannon.

      Did you get in okay?

      Tess typed back: Yes. Alarm worked. Kep is eating.

      The response came after a pause.

      He’s eating?

      Like it’s his last meal, Tess typed and hit send.

      Another pause, longer this time.

      Thank you.

      Tess stared at the two words. Such a small thing. Such a big thing.

      Get some sleep, she typed back. I’ll text you in the morning before we head over.

      She pocketed her phone and looked around the kitchen. A coffee maker on the counter, the old-fashioned kind with a glass carafe. A French press beside it, which made her smile. The drip machine for speed on work mornings, the press when she had time to care. A small herb garden on the windowsill, the plants a touch neglected. Rosemary, thyme, something that might be oregano.

      Kep finished eating and nudged his nose against her thigh.

      “Walk?” Tess asked.

      His ears perked up.

      The route was out the back door, through the yard, onto the trail that looped through the woods behind the property. Twenty minutes. He knows the way.

      The back door stuck, as promised. Tess lifted and pushed, and it swung open onto a small deck with steps leading down to the yard. The fence was wooden, weathered, maybe six feet high. Beyond it, the trees were dark shapes against a darker sky.

      Kep didn’t need the leash here. He trotted down the steps and across the yard, pausing at the gate to look back at her.

      “I’m coming,” Tess said.

      The trail was narrow, winding through aspens and lodgepole pines. The air smelled like pine needles and cold earth and the lingering hint of smoke from the fire two valleys over. Tess followed Kep’s pale shape through the darkness, trusting him to know the way.

      These trails, these trees, this sky full of stars emerging as the last light faded. Shannon walked here every evening with her dog, coming home to a house she’d kept quiet on purpose.

      And now Tess was in her kitchen, walking her dog, about to sleep in her bed.

      She let that sit without examining it too closely. Kep circled back to check on her, his tail wagging before he trotted ahead again. She followed.

      When they got back to the house, Tess locked the back door and stood in the kitchen, not sure what to do with herself. It was only eight o’clock. Too early to sleep, despite her exhaustion. Too late to start anything productive. She’d already called her mother and left a voicemail.

      She wandered into the living room. Ran her fingers along the spines of the books on the shelves. Thrillers, mostly. She pulled a few out and read the back covers. Nearly all featured a lead queer character, and most involved a women-loving-women dynamic. Tess’s closest foray into queer fiction had been a smutty lesbian anthology she’d kept hidden during her marriage to Marc. Her trick for getting through the performance of wanting what she didn’t want. It had worked, technically. But the sex that followed only sharpened the distance between what she craved and what she had.

      The next two shelves held wilderness survival and mountaineering guides. At the very bottom, veterinary texts and animal behavior studies, probably for Kep’s training. One shelf, lower down, held older books. Paperbacks with cracked spines. Tess crouched to read the titles. Poetry. Mary Oliver. Wendell Berry. Ellen Bass.

      She pulled one of the Mary Oliver collections from the shelf and opened it at random. A poem about paying attention. About being alive. The spine was cracked, the pages soft from use.

      Tess closed the book and put it back.

      There were photographs on the mantel above the wood stove. Not many, four, maybe five. Tess moved closer.

      A younger Shannon in climbing gear, grinning at the camera, a mountain peak behind her. Shannon with an older couple who had to be her parents, same jawline, same direct gaze. Her father leaning on a cane. A candid shot of Shannon and Kep, both of them mid-motion. This one made Tess smile.

      And one more. Two women in climbing gear, arms around each other’s shoulders, laughing at something off-camera. Shannon on the left, maybe five or six years younger. And beside her, a dark-haired woman with a smile and sharp eyes.

      Angie.

      Tess didn’t touch the photograph. Just stood there looking at it, at the easy affection between the two women, at the way Shannon was leaning into her like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Kep whined softly. Tess looked down to find him against her leg, looking up at her.

      “I’m okay,” she said, though she wasn’t sure if that was true. “Come on. Let’s figure out the sleeping situation.”

      The bedroom was at the back of the house. A queen bed with a simple wooden frame, white sheets, a navy quilt. The bedside table held a lamp, a half-finished glass of water, and a thriller with a bookmark two-thirds through. The book she was reading before she got the call about Mickey Marsh.

      The closet door was open. Flannel shirts and jackets hanging in neat rows. Hiking boots lined up on the floor. Everything organized, everything in its place.

      She should sleep on the couch. That would be the appropriate thing to do. She was here for Kep, not to insert herself into Shannon’s most private space. But Kep had already jumped onto the bed and was circling, pawing at the quilt, settling into the spot that was clearly his.

      Tess found the bathroom, washed her face, borrowed a t-shirt from Shannon’s dresser because she hadn’t thought to bring anything to sleep in. The shirt smelled like laundry detergent and, underneath, something clean. Soap, maybe, or the ghost of Shannon’s shampoo. She climbed into bed. Kep shifted to lie against her side, his head heavy on her hip, the same position he’d taken in the hospital.

      The sheets carried the same scent. The whole room did. Tess lay there in the darkness, surrounded by the shape of a life Shannon had built very deliberately for one.

      “I don’t have friends,” Shannon had told her. “Not really. I have colleagues. I have volunteers. I have Kep.”

      “You have me.”

      Tess stared at the ceiling. She’d said that. Meant it. But what did it look like, after three months? Returning to Portland had always been the assumption. Back to the consultancy, back to the efficient life she’d built. Except she’d talked her employers out of seeing her as integral to their business, and now she was surplus to requirements. The safe path she’d always counted on had disappeared while she wasn’t looking.

      Kep sighed in his sleep, shifting closer.

      Tomorrow she would pick Shannon up from the hospital. Bring her home. And then they’d figure it out together, one conversation at a time. No roadmap, no metrics, no way to measure whether they were doing it right. For someone who’d spent her career finding the most efficient path from A to B, the uncertainty should have been terrifying.

      It wasn’t. Not entirely.

      She closed her eyes. Let the quiet of Shannon’s house settle around her. Let Kep’s warmth anchor her to the present.
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      Shannon

      The wheelchair was hospital policy. Shannon knew this. Had delivered enough patients to emergency rooms to understand liability protocols, the bureaucratic machinery that ground on regardless of whether the person in the chair could walk well on her own. She sat in it anyway, hands loose in her lap, while a nurse she didn’t recognize wheeled her through corridors that smelled of antiseptic, floor wax and reheated breakfast trays.

      Her hands felt empty without Kep beside her. Two days in this place, and that absence had been the hardest part. Harder than the burns, harder than the sleepless nights, harder than lying still while strangers discussed her body like she wasn’t in it. Just air where he should be.

      The automatic doors slid open onto morning light, and there was Tess. Standing beside her rental car, arms crossed against the October chill. And there, in the back seat, a pale shape. Kep’s nose against the window, his breath fogging the glass.

      Shannon’s chest seized.

      The corner of Tess’s mouth lifted. “He’s been like this since we pulled into the lot. I think he knew.”

      Shannon stood before the nurse could offer help, already moving toward the car. Kep was scrambling in the back seat, his body vibrating, a high whine escaping his throat. When she opened the door, he lunged at her, not jumping, he knew better than that, but shoving his head against her stomach, her chest, anywhere he could reach. His nose found her hands, her neck, breathing her in, confirming she was real and there.

      “Hey,” she said, her voice cracking. “Hey. I’m here.”

      She buried her face in his fur. He smelled like her house. Her soap, her sheets, the particular mustiness of his bed by the woodstove. He smelled like home. And underneath that, he smelled like Tess. When she finally straightened, Tess was watching her. Not moving closer. Not speaking. Just waiting.

      Shannon didn’t fall apart. Her throat ached with the effort of not falling apart, but she swallowed it down and stepped back from the car.

      The drive took forty minutes. Kep rode in the back seat with his chin hooked over the headrest beside Shannon, his breath warm against her ear. Every few minutes, his nose would push into her hair, her neck, checking. Making sure she was still there.

      Shannon kept her eyes on the road, watching the landscape unspool through the windshield. The turn onto the highway. The long stretch of pines that marked the county line. The gravel road that wound up toward her property, each rut and pothole memorized from a thousand drives home.

      Home. Tess had spent the night in her home. Had slept in Shannon’s bed, walked Shannon’s dog, moved through Shannon’s rooms while Shannon stared at hospital walls and tried to figure out what any of it meant.

      Tess didn’t fill the silence with conversation. She drove with her eyes on the road, her hands relaxed on the wheel, and Shannon was grateful for that. For the space to sit with the strangeness of what was happening.

      When the cabin came into view, the house looked the same. Cedar siding silvered by weather, green metal roof, the porch she’d rebuilt three summers ago when the original boards started to rot. The woodpile stacked against the south wall, ready for winter. The herb garden in its window box, gone leggy and brown with neglect.

      Everything in its place. Everything exactly as she’d left it.

      Except.

      Tess pulled up to the porch steps and cut the engine. In the quiet, Shannon could hear Kep’s tail thumping against the seat. He knew where they were. He wanted out.

      “I tried to leave everything the way I found it,” Tess said. She was looking at the house, not at her.

      Inside, the evidence was everywhere. Things only Shannon would notice, and she noticed them all. The dish rack beside the sink held two plates and a single mug, dried and stacked in a configuration that wasn’t hers. She would have put the plates on the left, the mug on the right. These were reversed. Kep’s water bowl had migrated three inches toward the stove, out of the path between counter and refrigerator. The throw blanket on the couch was folded into precise squares instead of draped over the armrest the way Shannon always left it.

      Traces of someone learning the shape of her life in a single night, finding the creaky floorboards and the stuck doors and where Shannon kept her coffee and her books.

      Shannon stood in her living room and didn’t know what to do with her hands.

      Kep had no such problem. He circled the space once, checking corners, sniffing around before trotting to Tess. His head butted against her palm. His tail swept the floor in heavy wags.

      “He wants your attention,” Shannon said.

      Tess looked up from scratching behind his ears. “He missed you.”

      Shannon turned away before her face could do anything stupid and walked to the kitchen. Opened the refrigerator. Found it stocked with things she hadn’t bought: eggs, milk, vegetables that weren’t wilted, a container of soup with a handwritten label she recognized from the diner in town.

      “Kristi dropped off the soup,” Tess said from behind her. “She said you liked it. The chicken and wild rice.”

      Shannon closed the refrigerator. “Thank you.”

      “The dressings need changing before dinner.” Tess paused, her hands clasping in front of her. “The nurse wrote out instructions. I have the supplies in the bathroom.”

      Shannon’s back throbbed in answer. The burns ran from her right shoulder blade to the middle of her spine. Places she couldn’t see, couldn’t reach, couldn’t tend on her own. In the hospital, nurses had changed her dressings with gloved hands and professional detachment, their touch impersonal, clinical, forgettable.

      This would not be that.

      “Okay,” Shannon said.

      The bathroom was small. Barely room for one person, let alone two. Shannon stood facing the mirror while Tess arranged supplies on the counter behind her: gauze pads in sterile packaging, medical tape, the antibiotic ointment the hospital had prescribed. Scissors. Saline solution. Non-latex gloves. Everything laid out in neat rows.

      Tess pulled on the gloves with a snap that seemed too loud in the room.

      “I’m going to cut the tape first,” she said. “Then peel back the old dressing. The nurse said to go slow, keep the gauze parallel to the skin. Let me know if⁠—”

      “I know the protocol.”

      “Right.” A pause. “Of course you do.”

      Shannon unbuttoned her shirt. Let it fall.

      In the mirror, she watched Tess’s face. Watched her eyes move over the dressing that covered Shannon’s upper back, the white gauze and ointment visible at the edges where the tape had started to curl. If Tess reacted to the scope of the damage, she didn’t let it show.

      The scissors were cold against Shannon’s skin. A snip, then another, Tess cutting through the tape with care. The air hit the edges of the wound first, cool and sharp, and Shannon focused on breathing. On the tile pattern on the wall. On anything except Tess’s hands on her body, Tess’s breath warm against her shoulder blade, the scent of Tess’s shampoo close enough to name.

      The gauze came away slowly. Tess peeled it back in millimeters, stopping whenever it caught, wetting the edges with saline to loosen the spots where drainage had dried.

      “The blistering is down,” Tess said. Her voice had gone low. “The new skin looks healthy. Pink, not red. That’s what we’re to look for.”

      Shannon kept her eyes on the mirror. On Tess’s gloved hands. On the furrow of concentration between Tess’s brows.

      “Does this hurt?”

      “It’s fine.”

      Tess’s hands paused. In the mirror, her eyes lifted to meet Shannon’s. “That’s not what I asked.”

      The silence held. Shannon could feel her own pulse in her throat, in the tender places where new skin was forming over wounds she’d gotten protecting this woman. The fire shelter. The heat. The moment she’d pulled Tess beneath her without thinking. And now Tess’s fingers resting against her back, gloved and careful, touching the places where that choice had marked her.

      Shannon looked away first.

      “It hurts,” she said. “But not the way it did.”

      Tess didn’t respond. She applied the ointment in slow strokes, the cool gel a relief against the heat of healing tissue. Then fresh gauze laid over the wound. Tape smoothed down at the edges with fingertips that didn’t quite touch skin.

      Neither of them acknowledged what it was.

      “Done,” Tess said.

      She stepped back. Pulled off the gloves, dropped them in the trash, turned to gather the supplies. Her back to Shannon now. Her shoulders tight beneath her sweater.

      Her hands were shaking.

      Shannon saw it in the mirror. The fine tremor as Tess capped the saline bottle. The way she had to try twice to get the ointment tube back in its box.

      She didn’t mention it. Neither did Tess.

      Shannon reached for her shirt and put it on slowly, one arm at a time, her back screaming at the motion but manageable. When she turned around, Tess was still facing the counter.

      “Thank you,” Shannon said.

      Tess nodded without turning. “The nurse said once a day. Every morning. I can—” She stopped. Tried again. “I can show you how to do the parts you can reach, if you’d rather⁠—”

      “I can’t reach any of it.”

      A beat of silence. Then Tess turned. Her face was composed again, whatever had shaken loose now gathered back.

      “Then I’ll be here,” she said. “Every morning.”

      Days of this. Tess in her bathroom every morning, hands on the skin Shannon had burned shielding her. The intimacy of it guaranteed, whether Shannon was ready for it or not. The slow erosion of every barrier she’d built, one dressing change at a time.

      “Okay,” Shannon said, and walked out of the bathroom before she could say anything else.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Tess made dinner.

      Shannon sat at her kitchen table and watched her move through the space. Tess knew where everything was. She opened the right cabinet for bowls on the first try, found the ladle in the drawer beside the stove, pulled spoons from the jar on the counter without hesitation. One night, and she’d mapped the geography of Shannon’s kitchen.

      Kep lay at Tess’s feet. Not Shannon’s. He’d positioned himself where he could watch Tess move between counter and stove, his chin on his paws, his eyes tracking her every step.

      Shannon didn’t call him back. Tess had fed him, walked him, slept beside him while Shannon was gone. She’d kept everything running. He’d made his choice for the evening, and Shannon couldn’t blame him.

      The soup was good. Shannon ate more than she’d expected, her body demanding fuel for the work of healing. Across the table, Tess ate slowly, her eyes occasionally drifting around the room. Taking in the bookshelves, the woodstove, the photographs on the mantel.

      Shannon’s spoon paused halfway to her mouth.

      The photograph at the end. Shannon and Angie, three months before the accident. Tess had been here overnight. She would have seen it.

      She still wasn’t asking. In the hospital, Shannon had started to explain what she’d said in the fire shelter, and Tess had listened without pushing. Without demanding more than Shannon was ready to give. She still wasn’t pushing. Shannon could see her not-looking at the photograph the way she’d been not-looking at it all evening.

      “You can ask,” Shannon said.

      Tess’s spoon stilled. “About what?”

      “The photograph.”

      A pause. Tess set her spoon down. Met Shannon’s eyes.

      “When you want to tell me,” she said, “you will.”

      Shannon’s hands stilled around her spoon. She hadn’t expected that.

      Outside, the light was fading, the kitchen filling with the gray-blue dimness of mountain dusk. Tess rose and began clearing dishes, moving around the kitchen with an ease that should have felt wrong but didn’t.

      Kep lifted his head. Looked at Shannon. Looked at Tess. His tail thumped once against the floor, and then he got up from his spot by the stove and padded over to rest his head against Shannon’s thigh.

      She let her hand settle into his fur. The familiar weight of him, the warmth. The one constant she’d allowed herself for five years. But Kep wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at Tess, his body angled between them like he was holding the shape of something new together.

      Shannon watched Tess rinse bowls in the sink, her back to the room, her shoulders finally relaxed. She thought about Tess’s hands on her burns. About the tremor she’d seen and chosen not to name. About the photographs on the mantel, the silences in this house, the locked-away corners of her life that Tess had walked through without asking permission and without flinching.

      On the mantel, Angie smiled at something Shannon couldn’t remember anymore.

      Shannon didn’t look at the photograph. She looked at Tess instead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Shannon

      Three days. Tess had been in Shannon’s house for three days.

      They’d fallen into a routine without discussing it. Tess had taken a few personal days and asked to work from home for the remainder of the week. She made coffee in the mornings while Shannon fed Kep. Dressing changes after breakfast, Tess’s hands against the healing skin of Shannon’s back. Lunch on the porch when the weather held. Evenings reading in the living room, Kep stretched between them on the rug.

      Shannon’s body was healing. The burns itched more than they hurt now, new skin knitting together under the gauze. She could move without wincing if she was careful.

      But she hadn’t been careful about other things.

      Tess slept in Shannon’s bed. They hadn’t talked about that either. The first night, Shannon had been too tired to argue. The second night, she hadn’t wanted to. By the third night, she’d stopped pretending she was going to suggest the couch.

      They didn’t touch. Not beyond the dressing changes, not beyond the occasional brush of hands passing dishes. But Tess was there when Shannon woke at 3 a.m., her breathing even in the darkness. Tess was there when the nightmares came, the roar of the fire, the weight of the shelter, the certainty that she’d killed them both… and Shannon could lie still and listen to her breathing until her heart rate settled.

      The email came on Thursday morning. Shannon was at the kitchen table, her laptop open to weather forecasts she didn’t need to check but checked anyway. Tess was on the porch with her own laptop, catching up on work she’d been neglecting.

      The notification appeared in the corner of Shannon’s screen. An email from Kowalski. Subject line: FW: Audit Timeline - URGENT.

      Shannon clicked it open.

      The forwarded message was from Commissioner Hendricks. She recognized the tone before she finished the first sentence, a blend of faux concern and bureaucratic aggression that was Hendricks’s signature.

      Given recent events and the extended absence of the Emergency Services Coordinator, I believe it’s prudent to accelerate our review timeline. I’ve been in contact with several rural counties that have successfully transitioned to volunteer-only SAR operations, and their cost savings have been substantial. I’m requesting the consultant’s final report by Wednesday COB so the commission can make an informed decision at next week’s session.

      Shannon read it twice.

      Hendricks had been pushing this agenda since before she took the coordinator position. His father had run volunteer SAR in Elk Ridge for twenty years, back when her father was on the team and the population was half what it was now. Then the backcountry saw a fraction of the traffic. Hendricks still believed that model could work. He’d initiated this audit, handpicked the consulting firm, made pointed comments about “redundant positions” at every board meeting.

      And now he wanted the report by Wednesday. While Shannon was still on medical leave. While she couldn’t be there to defend her program in person.

      Through the screen door, she could hear Tess’s voice. On a call.

      Shannon stood. Moved closer to the door. Stopped just inside, where she could hear but not be seen.

      “...understand Commissioner Hendricks wants to accelerate the timeline.” Tess’s voice shifted. The voice she used for work. “My preliminary findings are ready, but I’d planned to include additional context from⁠—”

      A pause. Someone on the other end, talking.

      “Yes, I understand the budget implications.” Another pause. “I can have the final report by Wednesday.”

      Shannon’s hands went cold.

      The report. The audit. The reason Tess was here in the first place.

      She’d let Tess into her house, her bed, her routines, her most unguarded moments. And the whole time, Tess had a job to do. The job was to evaluate whether Shannon’s position should exist.

      And now Tess was on the phone, voice level, talking timelines and deliverables like the last three days had been—what? Proximity? Pity? Just another data-gathering exercise?

      The screen door opened. Tess stepped inside, phone still in her hand, and stopped when she saw Shannon standing in the kitchen.

      “Shannon—”

      Shannon could feel herself stepping back without moving. “How’s the report coming?” she asked. “Hendricks seems eager.”

      Tess’s chin lifted slightly. “You saw the email.”

      “I saw the email. And I heard your call.”

      “That was the firm’s managing partner. Hendricks went over my head to push the timeline. I was trying to⁠—”

      “To what?” Shannon folded her arms. The motion pulled at her back. “Buy more time to gather data? You’ve had plenty of access. More than most consultants get, I’d imagine.”

      Tess went still. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’ve been living in my house. Sleeping in my bed. And now you’re going to hand Hendricks everything he needs to shut down my program.” She held Tess’s gaze. “They want me gone and you’re here to make it happen.”

      “Shannon.” Tess set her phone on the counter. “I haven’t been taking notes on you. This isn’t—I’m not using this.”

      “No? What happens when you write the report? When Hendricks asks for your professional assessment of whether my position is necessary?” Shannon tilted her head. “Are you going to leave out the part where I almost got us both killed because I couldn’t follow my own protocols?”

      Tess flinched.

      Good.

      “That’s not what happened,” Tess said. “You saved my life.”

      “I put you in danger in the first place. I let you come with me when I should have sent you back. I compromised the mission because—” Shannon stopped. Let out a breath. “It doesn’t matter. Write your report. Tell Hendricks whatever he needs to hear.”

      “Whatever he needs to—” Tess’s voice cracked. “Do you think I’m going to recommend cutting your position? After everything I’ve seen? After⁠—”

      “You’re a professional. You’ll follow the data wherever it goes.” Shannon’s voice didn’t waver. “I think you should probably do that somewhere else.”

      Silence. Tess’s face had gone pale. Her hands hung at her sides.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I don’t say things I don’t mean.” Shannon held her gaze. “You were always here for the audit, Tess. I should have remembered that.”

      Tess stared at her. Then something hardened behind her eyes, and she reached for her phone.

      “Fine. I’ll get my things.”

      She walked past Shannon without touching her. Down the hall. Shannon heard drawers opening, the zip of a bag.

      Kep had been lying by the door. He stood now, his head swinging between Shannon and the hallway. A low whine escaped his throat.

      “Stay,” Shannon said.

      He didn’t. He padded after Tess, nails clicking on the hardwood.

      Five minutes later, Tess came back through the living room with her bag over her shoulder. Kep followed at her heels, tail low.

      Tess stopped at the door. Didn’t turn around.

      “You know this isn’t about the report.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “You know exactly what you’re doing.”

      Shannon didn’t answer.

      The door opened. Closed. Tess’s car started in the driveway, backed out, disappeared down the gravel road.

      Kep stood at the door, whining. He looked back at Shannon. Then at the door. Then back at Shannon again.

      “She’s gone,” Shannon said. “Get used to it.”

      Kep didn’t settle. He paced to his bed by the woodstove, circled twice, got up again. Went back to the door. Pressed his nose against the gap at the bottom.

      Shannon stood in her kitchen. The house had felt full for three days. Now the silence crowded in from every corner, every surface. On the mantel, Angie’s photograph. Shannon looked at it. At the easy joy in Angie’s face. She couldn’t keep Angie safe. And now she’d driven Tess away.

      Kep whined again and came to her side. Shannon didn’t move. Her fingers didn’t curl into his fur.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Tess

      The rental was as she’d left it. Her mother hadn’t been home. Tess stood in the doorway, bag over her shoulder, keys still in her hand. Three days ago, she’d packed a few things and driven to Shannon’s cabin to take care of Kep. Before that, this place had been temporary housing, a placeholder, somewhere to sleep between site visits and interviews.

      Now it was empty.

      No click of nails on hardwood. No warm weight against her leg. No breathing except her own.

      She dropped her bag by the door and walked to the kitchen. Opened the refrigerator. Looked at the contents: takeout containers, a bottle of wine, half a lemon going dry. She closed it again.

      Her hands were shaking. She held them in front of her as though they belonged to someone else, not hers, not attached to her arms. She couldn’t make sense of how she’d gotten here. Back to this kitchen. This table. The same table where she’d spread out budget documents and org charts and five years of SAR call data. The exact spot where she’d built the case for or against Shannon McAllister’s position, one spreadsheet at a time. Since the fire, she’d let herself forget that this was why she’d come to Elk Ridge. For the first time in her life, Tess hadn’t put her work first. Shannon had just made sure she remembered.

      Tess pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. Anger rose hot in her chest every time she replayed Shannon’s voice. “You were always here for the audit. I should have remembered that.”

      As if Tess had planned it. As if changing bandages and making soup and sleeping with her back curved toward Shannon’s warmth had been some elaborate conspiracy to end her career.

      It was absurd. Insulting. Tess had never once⁠—

      She stopped. Let her hands fall.

      The accusation was absurd. But the underlying question wasn’t.

      Tess wasn’t objective. Hadn’t been for weeks. Maybe since the day she’d drawn the map, when Shannon’s breath had been warm against her jaw and Tess had wanted to close the distance so badly her teeth ached. Maybe since before that. Maybe since the first day, when Shannon walked in with such cool competence and Tess had known she was in trouble.

      So what did she do with the report?

      Her laptop was on the table. She’d been working on it this morning, on Shannon’s porch, before the phone call that ended everything. The screen was dark now, but the draft was there. Waiting.

      Tess opened it.

      The document was forty-three pages. Executive summary, methodology, findings, recommendations. The same kind of report she’d written dozens of times for dozens of clients. She scrolled to the recommendations section and read what she’d written.

      Based on the data reviewed, the Emergency Services Coordinator position represents a significant budgetary commitment relative to comparable rural counties. Several jurisdictions of similar size and call volume have successfully transitioned to volunteer-based coordination models, with cost savings of 40–60% annually. While the current coordinator has demonstrated competence in the role, the data does not, in itself, conclusively establish that a paid position is essential to SAR operational effectiveness.

      Tess read it twice.

      It was accurate. Every sentence was defensible. She’d verified the comparable counties, confirmed the cost savings, documented the call volumes. The data was clean. And Commissioner Hendricks would love it. This was what he needed. A professional assessment that gave him cover to push through his agenda. Cut the position. Return to the volunteer model. Save the county money and score a political win.

      But data didn’t capture everything.

      Data didn’t capture Shannon coordinating a search in real time, making decisions in seconds that a volunteer board would debate for hours. Data didn’t capture the way the SAR team responded to her leadership, the trust they’d built over years. Data didn’t capture what happened when fire swept up a drainage and someone had to decide whether to shelter or run.

      Data didn’t capture Shannon putting her body between Tess and the flames.

      None of that belonged in a neutral report.

      Tess closed her eyes. She had two choices, and she could see them both with the clarity of someone who’d spent her career weighing these kinds of decisions.

      Submit the report as written. Protect her professional credibility. Let the data speak. If the commissioners cut Shannon’s position, that was their decision, not hers. Tess would have done her job. She could walk away clean.

      Or rewrite the recommendations. Include context. Make the case for what the data couldn’t measure. Be an advocate for what she believed to be true.

      The second option would destroy her.

      The commissioners already suspected she was compromised. Hendricks had been making comments about unusually thorough observation of field operations. If she submitted an advocacy report now, it would confirm every suspicion. Hendricks would make sure everyone knew. Her firm would distance themselves. Her reputation, the thing she’d spent fifteen years building, would be burned to the ground.

      And for what? For a woman who had just accused her of using their relationship for professional gain. A woman who had looked at her with no warmth at all and said “I think you should probably do it somewhere else.”

      Tess swallowed against the burning at the back of her throat.

      She knew what Shannon was doing. Had seen it with clarity even as it was happening. Shannon was scared, so Shannon was pushing. Running the same play she’d probably run her whole life. Hurt them before they can hurt you. Leave before you can be left. Push them away, as hard and fast as you can.

      Was that what had happened with Angie that morning? Had Shannon pushed then too, and spent five years paying for it?

      Even understanding didn’t make it hurt less.

      Her phone buzzed on the table. Tess’s heart lurched. She reached for it before she could stop herself, before she could pretend she wasn’t hoping⁠—

      Colette.

      Dinner? Yaya’s making paella.

      Tess looked at the message. She should say no. She should sit here with her laptop and her impossible choice and figure out what she was going to do.

      Instead, she typed: Yes. Be there in 20.

      She couldn’t think clearly. Couldn’t untangle the knot of anger and hurt and professional obligation. What did she actually believe about Shannon’s position, separate from what she felt about Shannon herself?

      She didn’t know anymore. Maybe she’d never known.

      God help her. She needed her mother.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Tess

      Yaya’s kitchen smelled like saffron and garlic. Tess sat at the worn wooden table, a glass of wine untouched in front of her, watching her mother and Fenna’s grandmother move around each other with the ease of lovers.

      It still surprised her, seeing Colette like this. So calm, and—present. Her mother had been spending more and more time here, and there was a comfort between them that Tess had never seen in any of Colette’s previous relationships. The way Yaya’s hand found the small of Colette’s back as she reached past her for the cilantro. The way Colette knew her way around the unfamiliar kitchen… the fact that she seemed at home in a kitchen at all.

      “Tempest, you’re not eating.” Yaya set a ladle of paella on her plate. “You need to eat. You’re too thin.”

      “She’s always been thin,” Colette said, waving her fork. “Even as a child. I couldn’t get her to eat anything but toast and—what was it, darling? That dreadful cheese in the plastic wrapper?”

      “American cheese.” Tess pushed a prawn across her plate. “I was seven.”

      “You were obsessed. I tried to give you proper cheese. We were in France, for God’s sake, surrounded by the most extraordinary delights, but no. Only the plastic squares.” Colette laughed, delighted by the memory. “Do you remember the tantrum in that little shop in Avignon? The owner thought I was torturing you.”

      “I remember you left me with a neighbor for a long weekend so you could go to Monaco with someone named Philippe.”

      The table went still. Yaya looked between them, then rose smoothly. “I think the cilantro needs checking on.” She squeezed Colette’s shoulder as she passed. “I’ll be in the garden if you need me.”

      Colette set down her fork. For a moment, Tess saw her mother’s age. The lines around her eyes, the silver at her temples, the way her hands looked smaller than they used to, not quite filling the skin as they once had.

      “Philippe was a mistake,” Colette said quietly. “Most of them were.”

      Tess didn’t respond. She hadn’t come here to regurgitate her childhood. She wasn’t sure why she’d gone there at all.

      “What happened?” Colette asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Tess.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Colette nodded. Picked up her wine.

      It was so unlike her that Tess looked up, startled.

      Her mother was watching her with a serene expression. Like she had all the time and patience the world could offer.

      “Since when do you not push?” Tess asked.

      “Since Yaya told me I exhaust people.” Colette’s mouth curved. “She said it with great love, but she said it. Apparently I have a tendency to, how did she put it? ‘Fill every silence with myself.’ She suggested I try listening instead.”

      “And you just... did?”

      “I’m trying. It’s harder than it looks, darling. Do you have any idea how many words I’m not saying right now?” Colette took a sip of wine. “But I’m learning. Yaya is very patient. And very stubborn. It’s an intoxicating combination.”

      Tess looked at her mother. Really looked. At the way she sat back in her chair instead of leaning forward. At the way her hands rested quietly on the table instead of gesturing through the air. At the effort visible in her not moving.

      “It’s Shannon,” Tess said.

      Colette didn’t react. Just waited.

      “The SAR coordinator. The one I’ve been— The one you—” Tess stopped. Started again. “We were—there was—” She pressed her fingers to her forehead. “I don’t even know how to explain what we were.”

      “Try,” Colette said. “I’m listening. See? Listening.”

      “Shannon threw me out. This afternoon. She overheard me on a call about the audit timeline and she—” Tess stopped. “She accused me of using her. Of staying at her cabin to gather information for the report. Like the time I spent there was some kind of—reconnaissance mission.”

      “And were you?”

      Tess’s head snapped up. “What?”

      “Were you using her?”

      “No. Of course not. I would never⁠—”

      “Then why does it matter what she thinks?”

      Tess opened her mouth. Closed it.

      “She’s scared, darling.” Colette leaned forward now, the stillness abandoned. “She’s healing. Been through a serious trauma. You both have. But she’s doing what scared people do. Pushing you away before you can leave on your own. Burning it down before someone else can.”

      “How do you⁠—”

      “Because I’ve done it.” Colette’s laugh was short, humorless. “A hundred times. A thousand. I love falling in love, darling, but when people got close enough to me to matter, to really see me for who I am, past the bling only to find there’s nothing underneath… I found a reason to leave. Or I made them leave first. It’s easier, you know. Cleaner.”

      Tess stared at her mother. In forty-two years, she had never heard Colette talk about herself this way.

      “Your father,” Colette continued, “bless him, died so I didn’t have to leave. But that painter in Lisbon. The professor in Boston—what was her name? Katherine? All of them. I sabotaged every single one before they could disappoint me.” She paused. “Or worse, disappoint them. I told myself I was choosing freedom. Adventure. A bigger life. But really, I was just afraid of being found wanting. Of being ordinary. Of staying somewhere long enough to find out I wasn’t enough.”

      “Mom—”

      “I’m not telling you this for sympathy, Tess. I’m telling you because I recognize what your Shannon is doing. The same pattern I perfected over thirty years.” Colette’s eyes held hers. “The question isn’t whether she meant what she said. She probably did, in the moment. Fear makes people mean terrible things. The question is what you’re going to do about it.”

      Tess looked down at her untouched wine. The condensation had formed a ring on the wooden table.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I have to write this report. If I write what the data says, it gives Hendricks, the commissioner, exactly what he needs to cut her position. But if I advocate for her, I destroy my credibility. Everyone already thinks I’m compromised. My firm will drop me. No future contracts. My reputation⁠—”

      “Your reputation.” Colette said the word like it tasted sour. “Your career. Your credentials. The careful little boxes you’ve built your life inside.”

      “Those boxes matter.”

      “Do they? Or are they convenient excuses to keep you from having to feel anything too big, want anything too much?” She paused. “I watched you grow up, Tess. So careful. So controlled. Every relationship measured and managed. Every risk calculated before you’d take it. And I thought—she’s protecting herself. She sees what I am, chaos, and mess, and she decided she won’t be that.”

      “I decided I’d never hurt people the way you hurt people.”

      The words were out before Tess could stop them.

      Colette didn’t flinch. “Fair enough.”

      “Every time you left, every Philippe, every adventure, every new city with a new man or woman, you didn’t just blow up your life, you blew up mine as well. I was the one left managing your chaos because someone had to.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you? Do you know what that was like?” Tess’s voice rose. “Never knowing if you’d be there when I came home from school. Never knowing if we’d still have an apartment next month. Or where we’d be living? Loving you and being so angry at you, all the time, and feeling guilty for being angry because you were my mother and you loved me and I knew you loved me, but god, Mom, it was never enough⁠—”

      She stopped. Her throat had closed. She hadn’t meant to say any of that.

      Colette was very still. Her eyes were wet, but she didn’t look away.

      “I know,” she said again. Quietly. “I know I wasn’t—I know I chose myself. Over and over. I know what it did to you. The instability and the fear. Never being able to count on me for the things that mattered.”

      Tess wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She felt hollowed out, scraped clean.

      “I can’t undo it,” Colette continued. “And I’m not sure I would, even if I could. Because all of it, the men, the women, the adventures, the disasters, all of it made me who I am. And I like who I am, Tess. Even if you don’t.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “You don’t have to. That’s not what I’m asking.” Colette reached across the table. Her hand hovered near Tess’s, not quite touching. “What I’m trying to tell you, badly, apparently… I’m better at grand gestures than uncomfortable truths it seems, but anyway, what I am trying to say is that you’re not me. You were never going to be me.”

      Tess looked at her mother’s hand. At the familiar rings. The small scar on her thumb from some long-ago adventure.

      “The way you love,” Colette said, “is nothing like the way I love. You’re steady, Tess. You’re careful, yes, but it’s not just fear. It’s also who you are. You commit. You stay. You build things that last. I never knew how to do any of that.” Her voice softened. “You don’t have to protect yourself from becoming something you were never going to become.”

      Tess’s vision blurred. She blinked, and tears spilled over.

      “I was so afraid,” she whispered. “My whole life. That if I let myself want something too much, feel something too much, I’d end up like you. Chasing the next thing. Leaving wreckage everywhere.”

      “I know, darling.” Colette’s hand finally closed over hers. Her grip was warm and strong. “I know. And I’m sorry. Not for being who I am, because I can’t be sorry for that, but for not showing you that passion doesn’t have to mean destruction. That you can love someone fiercely and still stay. I didn’t know how to teach you that because I didn’t know how to do it.”

      “And now?”

      Colette smiled. It was smaller than her usual smile, but more real. “Now Yaya is teaching me. At sixty-four years old, I’m finally learning how to be present. How to stay in one place without being convinced I’ll disappear inside it.” She laughed softly. “It’s harder than it looks. Some days I want to bolt so badly I can taste it. But then I look at her, and I think—no. Not this time. This one I want to keep. And I hope she wants to keep me.”

      Tess thought about Shannon. About the way she’d looked in the fire shelter, all that control stripped away. About the way she’d let Tess change her bandages, let Tess see her vulnerable. About the way she’d pushed Tess away this afternoon with such certainty.

      “This woman,” Colette said, reading her face. “Shannon. Tell me about her. Really tell me.”

      “She’s...” Tess searched for the words. “She runs search and rescue like she was born to it. She’s incredible at what she does, and she won’t let anyone close. There was a woman, someone she lost, years ago, Angie, and she’s been using that grief as a wall ever since.”

      “And you got past the wall.”

      “I thought I did. In the fire, in that moment when we thought we might die… she told me things. About herself. About Angie. And afterward, she let me in. Let me take care of her.” Tess’s voice caught. “And then today, the moment she felt threatened, she threw me out. Like none of it had happened. Like I was just⁠—”

      “Like a convenient exit.” Colette nodded slowly. “She found a reason to push. You gave her one, accidentally, and she grabbed it.”

      “The report isn’t—I wasn’t⁠—”

      “I know, darling. But she doesn’t. Or she can’t let herself know. Not yet.” Colette squeezed her hand. “The question is: are you going to let her push you away? Or are you going to push back?”

      “I don’t know if I can. She was so—” Tess remembered Shannon’s face, the tone of her voice.

      “She meant it. When she told me to leave. She meant it.”

      “Of course she meant it. That’s how fear works.” Colette leaned forward. “But meaning it in the moment isn’t the same as meaning it forever. She’s hurting, Tess. And now here you are, getting past all her defenses, making her feel things she didn’t plan to feel.” She paused. “For someone like her, that’s the most frightening thing in the world. I would know.”

      “She blames herself for Angie’s death. She wasn’t responsible and in some way I think she knows that but— I shouldn’t have been with her on Saturday. She said no and I wouldn’t listen. I insisted. If I hadn’t gone, she might not have gotten injured.”

      “And a young boy might be dead from hypothermia.” Her mother shook her head. “Ifs, mights, maybes, none of them change things. The two of you saved a young boy’s life. If you’re going to hold onto anything, hold onto that.”

      Tess was quiet for a long moment. Outside, she could hear the faint sound of Yaya in the garden, the clink of tools, the rustle of movement.

      “What about the report?” she asked finally. “If I advocate for her, if I write what I believe instead of what the data technically supports, then I’m finished. Hendricks will make sure everyone knows I was compromised. Fifteen years of building a reputation, gone.”

      “And if you don’t?”

      “She loses her job. Maybe. Probably. Hendricks has been pushing for this since before I got here.”

      “So.” Colette sat back. “You can protect your career and let her lose hers. Or you can risk everything for a woman who just threw you out of her house.”

      “When you put it like that⁠—”

      “There’s no good choice, darling. There rarely is.” Colette picked up her wine glass. “But let me ask you this: which choice lets you live with yourself? Not tomorrow. Not next year. But in twenty years, when you’re my age, looking back at this moment. Which choice won’t you regret?”

      Tess thought about her career. Her reputation, so objective she got herself fired. A series of neutral reports, one assessment at a time.

      Then she thought about Shannon’s hands on the fire shelter. The weight of her body, covering Tess, protecting her. The way she’d looked in the hospital, trying so hard not to need anyone.

      “You’re not keeping yourself protected, Tess.” Colette’s voice dropped. “All that career-building, all that reputation-protecting. That’s not strength. That’s just dying slowly. Keeping yourself so guarded you forget what it feels like to be alive.”

      “How would you know?” Tess asked. “You’ve never played it safe in your life.”

      “No. I played it dangerous, which is just another way of playing it safe. If you never stay long enough to build anything, you never have to watch it, or yourself, fall apart.” Colette met her eyes. “We’re more alike than you think, you and I. Just opposite ends of the same fear.”

      Her mother, the hurricane. Herself, the locked room. Both of them, all this time, just in different directions.

      “Don’t give up on solid,” Colette said. “Just because I never figured out how to hold onto it. You’re not me, Tess. You never were.” She squeezed Tess’s hand once more, then let go. “And this woman, Shannon. She’s worth holding onto, isn’t she? Underneath all that armor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then she’s worth the risk.” Colette smiled. “I’m proud of you, you know. I don’t say that enough. I’m proud of who you are, and I’m proud that you figured it out despite—” She waved her hand vaguely. “Despite everything.”

      “Not despite you.” Tess’s voice was thick. “Because of you. You taught me what I didn’t want. That’s still teaching.”

      Colette laughed, watery. “Well. That’s something, I suppose.”

      They sat there for a moment, mother and daughter. Then Colette nodded, stood and began gathering plates.

      “Go home,” she said. “Write your report. The real one, not the careful one.” She looked over her shoulder. “And then figure out how to get past that woman’s walls. You’re stubborn enough. God knows you got that from me.”

      “And if she won’t let me in?”

      “Then you’ll know you tried. And you won’t spend the next forty years wondering what if.” Colette’s voice softened. “Careers can be rebuilt, darling. Hearts are a different matter.”

      Tess drove home through empty streets, her mother’s words turning over in her mind.

      You’re not me. You were never going to be me.

      She let herself into the dark rental, sat down at the kitchen table, and opened her laptop. The report was there, forty-three pages of neutrality. Tess read the recommendations section one last time. The careful assessment that would give Hendricks everything he needed. Then she highlighted the whole section, took a breath, and started over.
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      Tess

      Tess woke before dawn. The rental was quiet around her; Colette had stayed over at Yaya’s. She lay still for a moment, waiting for the knot in her stomach to tighten the way it had every morning since she’d left Shannon’s home. The report. Shannon’s accusations. The impossible choice she’d been left circling.

      The knot was still there. But it felt different. Looser. Like her unconscious had worked something through as she’d slept. She got up. Made coffee. Stood at the kitchen window while it brewed, watching the sky lighten over the mountains. The peaks were sharp against the horizon. Beautiful, in a way that she’d gotten used to without meaning to. Colorado would do that to you.

      Her laptop sat on the kitchen table where she’d left it last night. Pages of assessment. Defensible and evidenced conclusions. Lies of omission, dressed up in data.

      Tess poured her coffee and sat down.

      She opened the file. Read the recommendations section one more time, the hedging, the phrases designed to give Hendricks what he wanted while allowing her to claim objectivity.

      The data does not conclusively establish that a paid position is essential to SAR operational effectiveness.

      True, technically. Also, a lie.

      She selected the entire recommendations section. Her finger hovered over the delete key. Fifteen years. That’s how long she’d been building this career. This reputation.

      Her mother’s voice, gentle in her memory. Or are they convenient excuses to keep you from having to feel anything too big, want anything too much?

      Tess pressed delete.

      The section vanished. Forty-three pages became thirty-one. She stared at the gap.

      Except it hadn’t been neutral. That was the thing she was only now letting herself see. She’d spent her entire career believing that data was objective. That if you gathered enough information and analyzed it correctly, the truth would emerge, inarguable. But data didn’t interpret itself. Someone had to decide which numbers mattered, which comparisons were valid, which context to include and which to leave out.

      Her report had made choices. It had chosen Hendricks’s framing. It had compared Elk Ridge to counties that looked similar on paper but faced different terrain, different populations, different risks. It had measured cost per call without measuring the impact of lives saved. The families of those saved, the ever-growing ripples. It had presented Shannon’s position as an expense rather than an investment.

      If she was going to advocate either way, and she was, whether she admitted it or not, she might as well advocate for what she truly believed.

      She started typing. This time she would write from not just her head. Hendricks’s arguments came first. The volunteer-only model he’d been pushing since the audit began. The cost savings he’d projected. The comparisons to other rural counties that had eliminated coordinator positions.

      Then she dismantled them.

      Three Colorado counties had tried the volunteer-only approach in the last decade. She had the data. Response times increased by an average of forty-seven percent. Volunteer retention dropped. Two of the three had reinstated paid coordinators within eighteen months, at significantly higher cost than if they’d never cut the position. The third county had the highest fatality rating.

      She documented Elk Ridge’s volunteer retention rates and explained what those numbers meant. Not just percentages on a spreadsheet, but institutional knowledge. Training investments. The difference between a team that had worked together for years and a rotating cast of well-meaning strangers.

      She wrote about the fire. Not the personal parts. Not Shannon’s body covering hers, not the sound of her own voice saying “I’m here, I’m here” while the world burned orange around them. But the professional parts. The decisions Shannon had made under pressure. The coordination that got the medics on the scene and a child to the hospital. The protocols that kept everyone alive when the drainage became an inferno.

      She wrote: The events of Saturday demonstrated the critical importance of experienced, professional coordination in emergency situations. A volunteer board, however dedicated, could not have executed the rapid decision-making required when conditions changed.

      She wrote: Coordinator McAllister’s actions directly contributed to the successful rescue of an eight-year-old child and the survival of all personnel involved in the incident.

      She stopped. Reread that last sentence.

      The survival of all personnel involved.

      Including her. Including Shannon, who had burns on her back because she’d chosen to shield someone else.

      Tess’s hands were sure on the keyboard. Her eyes were not. She kept writing.

      Her recommendation section was four pages now. Before, it had been two. She didn’t just recommend maintaining the position. She recommended expanding it. Increasing the budget. Giving Shannon the resources to build a sustainable program that could serve as a model for other rural counties facing the same pressures. She included a five-year projection. Training investments. Equipment upgrades. The long-term cost savings of prevention versus emergency response.

      She read it over one more time. Checked the formatting. Fixed a typo in paragraph three.

      Then she opened her email and attached the file. The recipient field already had the distribution list: all five commissioners, the county administrator, Sheriff Hannigan, and the consulting firm’s review board. Her thumb rested on the send button.

      Commissioner Hendricks would be furious. He’d call her compromised. He’d make sure everyone in the industry knew. Future contracts would evaporate. A career gone in a single click. And Shannon might never know. Might never care. Might spend the rest of her life thinking Tess had used her for access and information.

      None of that changed what was true. Shannon’s job mattered. Her work saved lives. Cutting her position would be a catastrophic mistake regardless of what had happened between them. And Tess was tired of dressing up conviction as objectivity.

      She pressed send. The email disappeared from her outbox. Gone.

      Tess sat back in her chair. The coffee had gone cold in her mug. Through the window, the sun had crested the mountains, filling the room with late summer light.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from the consulting firm’s managing partner. It hadn’t even been an hour.

      Call me. Now.

      So it was starting already. Hendricks must have seen the report and made the call. Tess looked at the message for a long moment. Then she set the phone face-down on the table and went to pour herself more coffee. She’d call him back and face whatever was coming. But not yet. Not until she’d had five minutes to sit in the quiet of what she’d done.
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      Shannon

      Shannon stood at the kitchen sink, forcing herself to eat toast she didn’t want. Outside, the late August sun was already harsh, the sky hazy with smoke from the fires still burning to the south. The kind of day that used to make her restless to be in the mountains.

      Kep lay by the front door. He’d been there since she woke up. Since yesterday. Since last Thursday, really, when he’d watched Tess’s car disappear down the drive and hadn’t understood why she wasn’t coming back.

      He slept in Shannon’s room but woke her at night, pacing, whining softly. He kept going to the door and waiting, then looking back at Shannon with an expression she couldn’t stand to meet.

      She knew the feeling.

      Her back was healing. The burns just itched now, which the discharge nurse had said was a good sign. She’d been doing her own dressing changes, twisting in front of the bathroom mirror to reach what she could. She could have called someone. Martinez had offered. Kowalski’s wife was a nurse.

      She hadn’t called anyone.

      Shannon opened the lid of the bin and tossed in the remainder of the toast then walked to the living room. She’d taken to sitting in the armchair by the window, the one with the good reading light. But she didn’t want to read or do much of anything. Just sitting was as much as she could cope with. From there, she could see Angie’s photograph on the mantel. It had been there for years, long before the accident. Shannon had never moved it. Had never been able to.

      She’d turned it into a kind of shrine. A reminder of what happened when you got too close. Except that wasn’t what had happened with Angie. Shannon had never gotten close enough. That was the thing she’d spent all this time not looking at. Not that she could have changed what happened on that trail, but that before it, when she’d had the chance, she’d held back. Kept them invisible. Refused to give Angie the one thing she’d asked for.

      Kep’s nails clicked on the hardwood. He came to rest his head on her knee, looking up at her.

      “I know,” Shannon said. “I messed up.”

      Her phone rang. She glanced at the screen. Kowalski.

      She considered not answering. She’d been on medical leave since the fire, and Kowalski had been handling operations. There was no reason for him to call unless⁠—

      Unless it was about the audit.

      Shannon picked up. “Yeah.”

      “We’ve got a situation.” Kowalski’s voice was tight. “Emergency commissioners meeting. Today. Two o’clock.”

      Shannon’s stomach dropped. “Today? Why the rush?”

      “Hendricks. He’s lost his mind.” A pause. “The report came in yesterday. The consultant’s final assessment. And apparently it’s not what he wanted.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean Denise’s sister works in the commissioner’s office. She says Hendricks has been on a rampage since he read it. Screaming about bias, he reckons it’s compromised about—” Kowalski stopped. “About you.” Another pause. “And her.”

      Shannon’s grip locked on the phone. “What did the report say?”

      “I don’t have the details. Just what Denise heard. But apparently it recommends keeping your position. Expanding it, even. The polar opposite of what Hendricks was expecting.”

      Shannon sat very still.

      “He’s demanded a meeting with the head of the consulting firm,” Kowalski continued. “Tess and her boss. He wants to challenge the findings publicly according to what Denise heard. Says he’s talking about nullifying the contract, getting the whole thing thrown out.”

      “Can he do that?”

      “He can try. He’s a commissioner. He pays for the report and can make a lot of noise, call for votes, demand investigations.” Kowalski’s voice was grim. “Denise says he wants her fired. Tess, I mean. And her firm blacklisted from county contracts.”

      Shannon stared at the wall. At nothing.

      Tess had written a report defending her. Against Hendricks. Knowing what it would cost.

      “Shannon?” Kowalski’s voice cut through. “You still there?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Whatever happened between you two, and I’m not asking, she didn’t write what Hendricks wanted. She could have and walked away clean, but she hasn’t, and now she’s about to get publicly crucified by a county commissioner with a grudge.” A pause. “The meeting’s at two. The shit is hitting the fan.”

      Shannon ended the call and sat in her empty house with her badly bandaged back and her miserable dog and the knowledge that Tess was about to have her career pulled apart.

      Because of her. For her. And Shannon had thrown her out.

      Kep whined. Went to the door. Came back. Rested his head on Shannon’s knee again, his eyes asking a question she didn’t know how to answer.

      “Yeah,” she said quietly. “Me too.”

      She looked at the photograph on the mantel. Tess had done the thing Shannon had never been able to do. Gone public. Put herself on the line. Chosen to be seen, knowing what it would cost her. And Shannon had spent her whole life doing the opposite. Keeping everything hidden. Keeping everyone at arm’s length. She’d done it to Angie, and Angie had died without Shannon ever once standing up and claiming what they had. And now she was doing it again.

      Shannon stood. Crossed the room. Picked up the photograph. Angie smiled up at her from behind the glass. That crooked grin. Those warm eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you this. I was too scared to let anyone see us. What we had. What you meant to me.” She traced the edge of the frame with her thumb. “But I think I can give it to her. If she’ll let me.”

      She placed the photograph on the bookshelf by the window. Not hidden. Not gone. Just no longer the first thing anyone saw when they walked in.

      Her phone rang again. Kowalski.

      “It’s a moving feast, Shannon,” he said. “Denise’s sister just called again. The meeting’s still happening at two, but Hendricks has called a press conference for tomorrow. Full media. He’s making this a public spectacle.”

      “A press conference?”

      “Yeah. He’s grandstanding like nobody has ever stood up to him before.” Kowalski paused. “The meeting is closed to the public, but we’ll be at the press conference. The whole team. I’ve called Martinez and Jake. Stan’s moving his wife’s hospital follow-up to be there.” His voice hardened. “But we need you, Shannon. You have to show up. For yourself. For the team. For that consultant who stuck her neck out for you.”

      Shannon stared out the window, detached. Like a morbidly fascinated rubbernecker watching a pileup without appreciating her vehicle was right there in the center of the devastation.

      “I’m on medical leave.”

      “Screw medical leave. They can’t get rid of you. Not after you saved that boy. Not after everything you’ve built.” A pause. “Two o’clock. Town hall. Don’t let us down.”

      Shannon sat for a long time after he hung up. Kep had given up on the door and was watching her from his bed by the woodstove, chin on his paws.

      She looked at the bookshelf. At Angie’s photograph in its new place. At the space on the mantel where it used to be.

      Then she got up, found her keys, and went to get dressed.
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      Tess

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Richard Baldwin’s voice was little more than a low growl. He stood in the corridor outside the commissioners’ conference room, his face tight with concealed outrage.

      Tess had known this was coming. She’d known it since she pressed send on Wednesday morning. But knowing didn’t make it easier to stand here, in the town hall, with her boss looking at her like she’d set fire to his office.

      “I wrote what I believed to be true,” she said. The fact she hadn’t gotten his approval before sending it to their client seemed to have added salt to what was now an open wound.

      “You might as well have written a goddamned love letter to SAR. You made the firm look ridiculous. I thought you understood the outcome we wanted without me having to spell it out for you.” Richard stepped closer, his voice dropping. “Do you have any idea what this is going to cost us? Hendricks has already made calls. Three county contracts, Tess. Three. Gone. Because you couldn’t keep your personal feelings out of a business assessment. And when other counties... other states get wind of this.” He stared at her. “Almost eighty percent of our business is state funded. Do you understand what you’ve done?”

      Tess wanted to point out that having such a high reliance on government funding was probably a structural vulnerability to the firm’s financial and governance frameworks, but it wasn’t the time.

      “My personal feelings had nothing to do with⁠—”

      “Don’t.” He held up a hand. “Don’t insult my intelligence. I’ve been in this business for thirty years. I know what a compromised report looks like.” His expression hardened. “I trusted you. I gave you this contract because I thought you were objective. Your references described you as unemotional. It’s why I hired you.”

      Unemotional. After their recent conversation her mother would have laughed.

      “The report is professional. Every finding is documented. Every recommendation is supported by evidence.”

      “Evidence you selected. Framing you chose.” Richard shook his head. “I’m not naïve, Tess. You think I can’t see what you’re doing.”

      Tess met his eyes. “Every report we produce chooses which data to foreground, which comparisons to make, which context to include. I spent years pretending that wasn’t true. Convincing myself I was neutral when really, all I was doing was advocating for whoever was writing the check.” She paused. “This time I advocated for what I really believe. If that costs me my contract, so be it.”

      Richard stared at her. Beneath his anger he seemed confused, as though truth was an alien concept. Perhaps in her industry it always had been, but she’d been too absorbed in her corporate world to realize that’s how it worked. Then with blinding clarity it struck her. That’s why her old firm let her go.

      “We’ll discuss your future with the firm after this meeting,” he said. “Right now, we have to go in there and face a commissioner who wants our heads. Try not to make it worse.”

      He turned and walked toward the conference room doors.

      The meeting consisted of just her and Richard and five commissioners, one of whom wanted her career in pieces on the floor. Tess didn’t follow Richard. Not yet.

      “I need a minute,” she said to Richard’s back. “Bathroom.”

      He didn’t turn around. Just waved a hand and kept walking.

      The bathroom was empty. Fluorescent lights, beige tile, the smell of industrial cleaner. Tess locked the door and stood at the sink, gripping the porcelain edge.

      Her hands were shaking. She turned on the cold tap and let the water run over her wrists, the way her mother used to do when Tess was a child and couldn’t calm down. The memory surfaced unbidden: Colette in some rented apartment somewhere, holding seven-year-old Tess’s hands under the faucet, saying “Breathe, Tempest. Just breathe.”

      Tess breathed.

      She cupped water in her palms and splashed it on her face. Once. Twice. Then she looked up at the mirror.

      The woman looking back at her was forty-two years old. Lines at the corners of her eyes that hadn’t been there when she started this career. Hair pulled back the way she always wore it for client meetings, every strand in place. Her hands had stopped shaking. She noticed that the way she noticed everything — cataloguing the evidence, filing it away. Except the word wasn’t right anymore. She wasn’t cataloguing. She was just looking.

      At her own face. Without the spreadsheet behind it.

      She’d spent fifteen years walking into rooms like the one down the hall. Boardrooms, conference rooms, county offices that smelled like carpet cleaner and stale coffee. She’d walked in prepared, evidenced, bulletproof. She’d walked in representing someone else’s conclusion and calling it her own. She’d been good at it. Excellent, even. And every single time she’d left a little less of herself in the room than she’d brought in.

      Her fingers loosened on the porcelain.

      Richard would throw her under the bus. Shannon was gone. No one was coming to save her career or hold her hand or tell her she was doing the right thing. She could feel all of that — the exposure, the free fall of it — and her hands were steady on the sink.

      Huh.

      She’d written a report she was proud of. She’d put her name on it. Not the firm’s framing, not Hendricks’s preferred outcome, not the compromise that would have let everyone walk away comfortable. Her name. Her conclusions. Forty-three pages that said exactly what she believed, supported by every piece of evidence she’d gathered, and she was going to walk down that corridor and defend every word of it.

      Not from behind Richard.

      Tess Calder. Colette’s daughter. A queer woman and a fucking good analyst who was done letting other people hold the pen.

      She looked at herself in the mirror one more time. The fear was still there. But her jaw was set and her shoulders were square and she recognized the woman looking back at her. Not the consultant. Not the contractor. Just Tess, with all the sharp edges her mother had always seen and she’d spent her whole life sanding down.

      Richard might never forgive her. He could smear her name and she’d never work in consulting again. Shannon might never know or speak to her again.

      None of that changed what she was about to do.

      She dried her face with a paper towel. Straightened her jacket.

      “Okay, Tempest,” she said quietly. “Let’s go.”
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      Shannon

      The town hall was busier than Shannon had ever seen it. Rows of folding chairs filled the main room, most of them occupied. The overhead lights buzzed faintly, casting everything in that flat institutional glow that made everyone look ill. Local press clustered near the front — a dozen people, maybe fifteen, notebooks and phones at the ready. For Elk Ridge, this was a media circus. One less stolen ride-on lawnmower to report on. One less dispute about fence lines or zoning variances. An actual controversy, with real-life stakes, and Commissioner Hendricks had made sure everyone knew about it.

      Kowalski stood on Shannon’s left, close enough that she could smell the coffee on his breath. Martinez was on her right, her shoulder pressed against Shannon’s in a way that might have been accidental but wasn’t. Behind them, filling the back row and spilling into the aisle: Jake with his arms crossed over his chest, his body braced like he was ready to fight someone. Stan, Murphy, Davidson and half a dozen other volunteers, all of them in their SAR jackets. The ones they wore in the field, stained and faded and patched in places.

      Kowalski’s idea. Let them see who they’re cutting.

      Shannon’s back ached. The burns had closed over, new skin pulling and itchy beneath the bandages she’d managed to tape on this morning. Standing made it worse. The press of bodies, the heat of the room, the sweat prickling along her spine where the skin couldn’t breathe. But she didn’t shift her weight or let it show. On the outside she was calm.

      Across the room, near the side door, she saw them.

      Tess. And next to her, a man in a well-fitted suit who had to be her boss. They stood apart from the crowd, not sitting, positioned near the exit like people who expected to need it. Richard — that was his name, Shannon remembered. Richard something. He was checking his phone, his expression pinched, like he was holding a wasp captive in his mouth.

      Tess, though, wasn’t checking anything. She stood with her hands clasped in front of her, her face composed, her eyes fixed on the empty podium at the front of the room.

      Shannon’s heart punched against her ribs.

      It had been a week since she’d seen her, when she’d said things she couldn’t take back, then watched her car disappear down the drive, and Kep had started his vigil by the front door.

      Shannon willed Tess to look at her. To turn her head and meet her eyes. To give her anything — a nod, a glance, some sign that the past week hadn’t erased everything.

      But Tess didn’t look up.

      Shannon’s throat closed. She knew what that meant. Tess had written her report, taken her stand, and now she was done. Whatever had been between them, it was over. Shannon had made sure of that.

      Martinez shifted beside her. “You okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “I said I’m fine.”

      Martinez didn’t push. That was the thing about the team — they knew when to back off. They’d learned that from Shannon, which was either a compliment or an indictment.

      A door opened at the side of the room. The commissioners filed out, all five of them, Hendricks in the lead. They made their way to the long table beside the podium, settling into their seats. All except Hendricks who moved to the podium, adjusted the microphone, checked the angle of the flags behind him. He smoothed his tie. Adjusted his cuffs. Surveyed the room like a preacher about to deliver a sermon to sinners who hadn’t realized they needed saving.

      The chatter died. The rustle of opened notebooks and clicked pens followed. Phones were held aloft.

      Shannon’s pulse thudded in her ears.

      This was it. Any minute now, Hendricks would announce that her position was being cut. That the commissioners, in their wisdom, had decided to return to the volunteer model. That Shannon’s services were no longer required.

      She’d already done the math. Three months of savings, maybe four if she was careful. Enough to cover the mortgage payment on the cabin, the truck repayments and the insurance for a few months. Eating might be more of a challenge. How long before she had to sell? Six months? A year? And the team — what would happen to them without a coordinator? Back to the chaos of the old days, the confused command structures, the delayed responses. People would die because the county wanted to save money.

      She looked at her team. At Kowalski’s set jaw, Martinez’s straight back. At every one of them showing up for her in their field jackets, and not one of them able to change what was about to happen. She’d kept them all at a distance that was supposed to keep her safe, and it hadn’t kept her safe from anything.

      “Thank you all for coming.” Hendricks’s voice filled the room, amplified by the podium mic. “I know there’s been a great deal of speculation about the future of our county’s Search and Rescue program. I’m here today to put that speculation to rest.”

      Shannon braced herself. Beside her, Martinez’s hand found her elbow and gripped.

      “After extensive review of the independent consultant’s assessment—” Hendricks paused, his eyes finding Tess across the room, holding there for a beat, “—and careful consideration by this board, we’re here to announce...”

      Shannon stopped breathing.

      “...that Elk Ridge County will not only be maintaining our paid Search and Rescue coordinator position...”

      The words didn’t make sense. Shannon heard them, but they didn’t connect to anything. She stood waiting for the catch, the qualifier, the “but” that would make it all make sense.

      “...but we will be expanding the program significantly over the coming year.”

      Martinez’s grip on her elbow locked down. Behind her, someone made a sound — Jake, maybe — a sharp exhale.

      “Increased funding,” Hendricks continued. “Enhanced training. New equipment. Our goal is to make Elk Ridge County one of the safest places to hike and vacation anywhere in Colorado.”

      Shannon couldn’t process it. Her brain had stalled somewhere between “maintaining” and “expanding” and refused to catch up. She was dimly aware of the murmur rippling through the crowd, of Hendricks smiling at the podium like he’d invented the whole idea himself. She very much doubted that.

      “In fact,” Hendricks said, clearly pleased with the reaction, “we’ll be working with our tourism board on a new initiative. We’re calling it ‘Safe Trails, Wild Hearts.’ A commitment to outdoor safety that will set this county apart.”

      Behind her, Jake let out a whoop. Then Stan was laughing, and Murphy was swearing under his breath, and Kowalski slapped Shannon on the back —

      Right on the burns.

      Pain lanced through her. Shannon gasped, her vision going white at the edges, but she barely registered it. Her eyes were wet, and she didn’t know when that had happened.

      She looked across the room. Found Tess.

      This time, Tess was looking back.

      Their eyes met across thirty feet of crowded room, over the heads of reporters and commissioners and everyone else. Held. And Tess smiled. A private thing that had nothing to do with anyone else in the room.

      Then Hendricks was speaking again, and she had to tear her gaze away.

      “I’d also like to take this opportunity to recognize some extraordinary heroism.” Hendricks’s voice had shifted, taking on a politician’s gravity. “Many of you will remember the incident two weeks ago involving a missing child near Independence Pass. Eight-year-old Mickey Marsh was located and rescued thanks to the quick action of our SAR team, and in particular, our coordinator, Shannon McAllister.”

      The room shifted, all eyes turning to the SAR uniforms, and to her. Lenses pivoted. Her skin went cold.

      “Ms. McAllister led the search in dangerous conditions,” Hendricks continued. “She located the child and, when fire swept through the rescue area, protected her team and the civilian consultant accompanying them at great personal cost. She sustained significant injuries shielding others from the flames.”

      The room had gone quiet. Shannon could hear the hum of the fluorescent lights, the creak of folding chairs, as the audience ate up what they were being fed.

      “It is my honor,” Hendricks said, “to recommend Shannon McAllister for the County Medal of Valor.”

      Someone applauded. Then more people. The sound swelled, filling the room, pressing against Shannon from all sides.

      “Shannon, would you please join me up here?”

      Shannon didn’t move. Her feet had rooted themselves to the floor. The back of her neck was prickling, sweat breaking out along her hairline, her heart hammering so hard she could feel it in her throat. Every eye in the room was on her. Every lens. She was being seen, and there was nowhere to hide. Martinez pushed her. A hand placed on her back, just above her waistline, below the burns.

      “Go.”

      Shannon went.

      The walk to the podium took forever. Faces turned to follow her, clicks and flashes made her blink. Her legs no longer belonged to her. Nothing felt like it belonged to her.

      Hendricks shook her hand with a firm grip, his smile fixed. Up close, she could see the cogs whirr behind his eyes, ever the politician, always counting votes and playing angles.

      He’d tried to destroy her position. Now he was taking credit for saving it.

      Shannon smiled back and didn’t let go of his hand until the phones had gotten their shot. Her team was clapping along with the whole room. The sound washed over her, strange and surreal, like it was happening to someone else.

      “Ms. McAllister,” a reporter called out. “Would you like to say a few words?”

      Then another, “What was it like the moment the fire hit?”

      “Or when you found the boy, alive?”

      They were shouting over each other now, clamoring for attention. Shannon looked at the podium. Then at the microphone. And finally at the room full of faces waiting for her to speak.

      She’d avoided this her entire life. Staying in the background. Letting her work speak for itself. Keeping her head down and her mouth shut and her private life private.

      And all she could think of for a brief moment was Angie. Of all the times she could have spoken up and hadn’t. All the chances she’d had to claim what they were, what they meant to each other, and she’d let every single one pass.

      She took three steps forward, until the microphone was in front of her.

      “Every rescue is a team effort.” Her voice came out steadier than she expected, amplified by the mic, filling the room. “The Mickey Marsh rescue was no different. I couldn’t do what I do without the volunteers who show up at three in the morning, who miss their kids’ soccer games, who put their own lives on hold to help strangers.”

      She looked at her team. At Kowalski and Martinez and Jake and Stan and all the others. They looked back at her, and she had to swallow hard before she could continue.

      “They’re the ones who deserve recognition. Not me.”

      She could have stopped there. That would have been enough. A gracious speech, a deflection of credit, the kind of thing everyone expected.

      She didn’t stop.

      “I also want to thank someone who isn’t part of SAR.” Her heart was pounding now, so loud she was sure the microphone would pick it up. “Someone who was with me on that mountain, and without whom I wouldn’t be standing here today. She volunteered to assist on a search when we were short-handed. She was with me when the fire came through. She helped me get Mickey to safety, and she stayed with me in that fire shelter when neither of us knew if we were going to make it out. Without her help, without her calm under pressure, I don’t know if Mickey Marsh would be alive today. I don’t know if I would be.” Shannon paused. Her throat ached, her eyes burning. She looked toward the side door, where Tess had been standing.

      The spot was empty.

      Shannon’s voice caught. She scanned the room — the rows of chairs, the press section, the back corners. Tess was gone. Richard too.

      She’d left. Sometime during the speech or during Shannon’s walk to the podium, Tess had slipped out the side door without a word. Shannon gripped the edge of the podium. The microphone was still live, the room still waiting, and Tess wasn’t there to hear any of it.

      She said it anyway.

      “Her name is Tess Calder.” Her voice didn’t waver. “She’s the consultant who conducted the program assessment. And without her, none of us would be standing here. Not me. Not this program. I owe her my life, and more than I know how to say.”

      A murmur went through the press section. Phones were raised higher.

      “So. Thank you, Tess.” Shannon said it to the empty doorway. To the space where Tess should have been. “For everything.”

      She stepped back from the microphone.

      The room erupted. Voices overlapping, chairs scraping, the press section stirring like a kicked hive.

      “Ms. McAllister — Tess Calder, she’s the consultant who wrote the report?”

      “Can you tell us more about her involvement?”

      “Was she injured in the fire?”

      “Where is Ms. Calder now?”

      “Is it true she was romantically⁠—”

      “I’ve said what I came to say.” Shannon stepped away from the podium, her legs unsteady beneath her. “Thank you.”

      She walked back to her team. They surrounded her, offering handshakes and tentative embraces that avoided her back. Kowalski gripped her shoulder. Jake punched the air. Martinez pulled her into a one-armed hug and said something Shannon couldn’t make out over the noise.

      But her eyes kept drifting to the side door.

      To the empty space where Tess had been.
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      Tess

      Richard had pulled her out the side door the moment the applause started. “We’re done here,” he’d said, his hand on her elbow, already steering her toward the exit. “No point sticking around for the victory lap.”

      Tess hadn’t argued. She’d seen Shannon walking toward the podium, seen the cameras swinging to follow her, and her chest had seized so hard she couldn’t breathe. The fluorescent lights were too bright. The air was too thick. The walls of the room were pressing in on her, and if she didn’t get out, she was going to do something unforgivable — cry, or scream, or push through the crowd and grab Shannon by the shoulders and demand to know why she’d thrown away everything they might have been.

      So she’d let Richard guide her toward the door, his hand firm on her arm, out into the fresh air.

      But she’d looked back over her shoulder, once, just before they reached the exit. Shannon had been halfway to the podium, moving as though on autopilot, and then the crowd closed around her and she was gone.

      Tess had let herself smile. A private thing, an acknowledgment of what they had both done in different ways. Then Richard’s hand had pressed harder on her arm, and she’d turned and walked through the door, and she hadn’t looked back again.

      Now they stood in the parking lot behind the town hall, and Tess was trying to focus on what might come next, not what had been.

      The late August sun hammered down on the asphalt, heat radiating up through the soles of her shoes. The air smelled like hot pavement and exhaust fumes from the highway beyond the trees. A single crow sat on a light post, watching them with the bored indifference of having seen too much human drama to be impressed by theirs.

      From inside the building, muffled by walls and distance, Tess could hear the continued rumble of applause. Cheering. Shannon’s celebration, happening without her.

      Richard was watching her. He’d released her arm once they were outside, but he hadn’t moved toward the cars. He just stood there, hands in his pockets, his suit jacket absorbing heat that had to be uncomfortable. Sweat gleamed at his temples, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      “So,” he said. “That was an interesting but successful couple of days.”

      Tess wiped her palms on her slacks. Her hands were shaking — the aftermath of two days of adrenaline with nowhere to go. She had braced for a fight, for Richard to throw her under the bus, for everything she’d built to end in a fluorescent-lit conference room in a county she’d never heard of six weeks ago. Instead, she’d won. Nothing had felt less like winning.

      “Your arguments won Hendricks over.” Richard pulled out his phone, checked the screen, put it back in his pocket. A nervous tic she’d never noticed before. “You sold him on the new direction and the benefits he could reap. Didn’t hurt that you knew he was up for re-election in six months. Smart move.”

      Tess didn’t say anything. She’d said enough in yesterday’s meeting. Align the data to the required agenda — that was what Richard wanted and that was what Tess had delivered. All she had done was redirect the trajectory of Hendricks’s ambition to something more palatable.

      Richard chuckled. “You got him to decide your report was exactly what the county needed. Visionary, he called it in the end.” His mouth twisted. A quick flash of contempt, there and gone. “Politicians. They’d claim credit for the sunrise if they thought it would poll well.”

      Tess laughed. It came out harsh, with no humor. “He spent a week trying to get me fired.”

      “And now he’s taking credit for your recommendations. That’s how it works.” Richard shrugged, a movement that somehow didn’t disturb the line of his jacket. “The point is you won. They’re expanding the SAR program. And Hendricks is telling everyone who’ll listen that our firm delivered exactly what he asked for.”

      “That’s... good. For the firm.”

      “It’s good for you.” Richard turned to face her fully. The irritation had gone. His eyes were level, assessing her the way he assessed assets — not dismissing, not performing patience, just recalculating. “I was wrong about you, Tess.”

      She blinked. The sun was in her eyes, making her squint. “I’m sorry?”

      “Yesterday. What I said about compromised reports, about your judgment being clouded.” He waved a hand, dismissing his own words like they were gnats. “I was thinking like a bean counter. Playing it safe. You saw a move I didn’t.”

      Tess didn’t know what to say. Twenty-four hours ago, this man had been ready to end her contract. Had looked at her like she’d personally set out to bring down everything he’d built, not just herself. Now he was standing in a parking lot, sweating through his overpriced shirt, telling her she’d been right.

      “You understood that Hendricks was overplaying his hand,” Richard continued. He’d started pacing. Contained movements, the energy of a man whose mind was already three steps ahead. “You wrote a report that gave the other commissioners cover to do what they probably wanted to do anyway.” He stopped pacing, fixed her with those sharp eyes. “You understood the politics. Played the angles.”

      “I wrote what I believed was true.”

      “And that’s a good line, Tess.” Richard offered a thin smile and nodded. “And you made them believe it. That’s a gift.”

      He pulled out his phone again, tapped at the screen, put it away. “I’ve been thinking about your role with the firm. You’re wasted running around to rural counties, writing assessments that sit in filing cabinets. You’re better than that.”

      The crow on the light post shifted, ruffling its feathers. Inside the building, the applause had died down, replaced by the indistinct murmur of voices.

      “We’ve got a contract starting next month.” Richard’s voice had shifted — more businesslike now, the pitch he used with clients. “Big one. State-level efficiency review for Illinois. Their entire emergency services infrastructure. Hospitals, fire departments, EMS, the works. Based out of Chicago.”

      Chicago.

      A thousand miles from Elk Ridge. From her mother. From the mountains she’d learned to love without meaning to, and from Kep, and from — she stopped that thought before it could finish.

      “I want you on it,” Richard said. “Not as a field analyst. As senior consultant. You’d be running the assessment team, reporting directly to me.” He paused, letting that land. “Significant bump in compensation. Real authority. The kind of role you don’t get offered twice.”

      Tess stared at him. The parking lot had gone very bright, the sun bouncing off windshields and chrome, making her eyes water. Or maybe that wasn’t the sun at all.

      Senior consultant. Her own team. The kind of position she’d told herself would come if she just kept her head down and delivered solid work. It had come. And all she had to do was leave.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say yes.” Richard smiled, the sun glinting off his teeth. He reached out and hit her on the arm, a gesture that was probably supposed to be friendly but came off rehearsed, like he’d seen other people do it and was trying it out. “I’ll send through the details tonight. There’s a contract with your name on it. Starts Monday.”

      “Monday?” Her voice came out higher than she intended.

      “Monday.” He was already moving toward his rental car, a silver sedan. “Ever been to Chicago?” He didn’t wait for her answer. “Cold as hell in winter and it’s a six-monther, so pack sweaters.” He glanced back over his shoulder, keys in hand. The lights on the sedan flashed. “We’ll do good work together, Tess.”

      He got in the car. Started the engine. Pulled out of the lot.

      Tess stood alone on the hot asphalt with the crow watching from its post and the muffled sounds of celebration leaking through the walls. Shannon was in there. Being congratulated, being celebrated. Everything Tess had wanted for her, everything the report had been meant to deliver.

      She walked to the Camry. Got in. Sat with her hands on the steering wheel, not turning the key, just breathing. The leather was hot from the sun. Through the windshield, she could see the back of the town hall, the world she was about to leave behind.

      After a long moment, she started the engine and drove.
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      Shannon

      The celebration had materialized from nowhere. One minute Shannon was being ushered off the podium, cameras still flashing, reporters still shouting questions she didn’t answer. The next, someone had opened a side room and there was a buffet table laden with deli platters, cheese cubes on toothpicks, and trays of miniature brownies that looked like they’d been panic-ordered from the grocery store bakery an hour ago.

      Hendricks’s doing, probably. A victory lap he could photograph. “Commissioner celebrates local heroes.” She could already see the campaign mailers.

      The team had descended on the food like they hadn’t eaten in days. Jake had a plate piled high with ham rolls and was systematically working through a second stack of brownies, his cheeks bulging. Stan and Murphy were arguing about something near the punch bowl, gesturing with plastic cups. Kowalski had cornered one of the other commissioners and was talking, hands moving, probably already lobbying for the equipment upgrades Hendricks had promised.

      Shannon stood near the window with a cup of coffee she hadn’t touched, watching her team celebrate the thing they’d all been fighting to achieve for years.

      Her job was safe. The program was expanding. Hendricks had handed her a medal nomination on live local television. She should have felt all of it. She felt none of it.

      Instead, she kept seeing that empty doorway. The space where Tess should have been.

      Jake appeared at her elbow, still chewing. “Boss. You gotta try these brownies.” He held up a tiny square of chocolate between thumb and forefinger. “Who knew you could get them this small? I’m taking some for the grandkids. They’re gonna lose their minds.” He patted his jacket pocket, which was bulging suspiciously.

      “Jake. Are you stealing brownies?”

      “Liberating them.” He grinned, unrepentant. “For the grandkids.”

      Despite everything, Shannon almost smiled. Almost. “Get out of here before Hendricks notices his catering budget walking out the door.”

      Jake saluted with a brownie and wandered off to liberate more.

      Shannon turned back to the window. Outside, the parking lot baked in the afternoon sun. A silver sedan had been parked near the back earlier; she’d noticed it when they arrived. Richard’s rental, probably. It was gone now.

      So was the gray Camry Tess had been driving. Shannon’s knuckles whitened on her coffee cup.

      “You’re not eating.” Martinez had appeared beside her, a plate in her hand loaded with what looked like one of everything from the buffet. She wasn’t eating either, just holding it.

      “Not hungry.”

      “Bullshit.” Martinez’s voice was low, pitched so only Shannon could hear. “I bet you haven’t eaten in days. You’re standing here staring out the window like someone died. And you gave a speech up there that...” She stopped, shook her head. “That mattered, Shannon. What you said about her. Everyone heard it.”

      Shannon didn’t answer.

      “Except her,” Martinez added quietly. “She wasn’t there. That guy dragged her outside before you even started speaking.”

      “I know.”

      “So what are you doing here?”

      Shannon turned to look at her. Martinez was watching her with that look she got when she’d given up being surprised by human stupidity but hadn’t given up on the humans.

      “It’s my celebration,” Shannon said. “Apparently.”

      “It’s Hendricks’s photo op. You’re the prop.” Martinez set her plate on the windowsill. “Nobody here needs you, Shannon. Jake’s got enough brownies to last till Christmas. Kowalski’s working on getting us that new GPS equipment. Stan’s three beers in and about to start telling the story about the raccoon again.” She paused. “But someone out there might need you. Or need to hear what you said up on that stage.”

      Shannon stared at her. “She left. She walked out before I⁠—”

      “I know. I saw her go.” Martinez’s voice softened. “I also saw her face when she looked at you, right before. That wasn’t someone who was done, Shannon. That was someone who thought “you” were done. Trust me, I know women.”

      The coffee in Shannon’s cup had gone cold. She hadn’t taken a single sip.

      “If you want her,” Martinez said, “go get her. Don’t stand here eating cheap cheese cubes while she drives away thinking you don’t.”

      “I threw her out. I accused her of—” Shannon stopped. The words stuck in her throat, ugly and sharp. “I said things.”

      “Then say different things.” Martinez picked up her plate again, examined a cheese cube, put it back down. “Look. I’ve known you for five years. You’re the best coordinator this county’s ever had, and you’re also the most stubborn pain in the ass I’ve ever worked with. You push everyone away and then act surprised when they’re not there.” She met Shannon’s eyes. “Don’t do it this time. Don’t be the reason you end up alone.”

      Shannon pressed her hand flat against her sternum. A dull ache that had nothing to do with her back.

      “What if she doesn’t want⁠—”

      “Then at least you’ll know.” Martinez shrugged. “Better than standing here wondering. Better than adding her to the list of things you didn’t fight for.”

      The list. Martinez didn’t say Angie’s name. She didn’t have to.

      Shannon looked around the room. At Jake, pockets bulging, showing Stan a photo on his phone that Stan couldn’t care less about. At Kowalski, still deep in conversation with the commissioner, hands waving. At Murphy, refilling his cup at the punch bowl when he thought no one was looking.

      Her team. Her people. They’d shown up for her today, all of them. Now it was her turn to show up for someone.

      She set her cold coffee on the windowsill next to Martinez’s abandoned plate. “Cover for me.”

      Martinez’s face cracked into a smile. “Go.”

      Shannon pushed through the side door, out into the corridor, past a startled aide carrying a stack of folders. The main entrance was ahead. She could see daylight through the glass doors. She didn’t look back.
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      Tess

      Tess stood in the middle of the rental apartment living room, taking inventory. Weeks of her life, scattered across someone else’s furniture. A stack of files on the kitchen table. Her laptop, still open. Two coffee mugs in the sink that she kept meaning to wash. Her mother’s scarves hanging from the coat hook. A cardigan draped over the back of the couch where she’d left it, before the fire, before everything.

      She walked to the window and looked out at the street. Quiet. A neighbor two doors down was watering his lawn, the spray catching the afternoon light.

      Chicago. Monday.

      Four days to pack and close out her time in Elk Ridge, to figure out what to do with the plants she’d bought for the kitchen windowsill last week in a moment of optimism she no longer recognized. If she left them for Colette they’d be dead in a week.

      Four days to tell her mother she was leaving.

      That was the part she’d been avoiding. Colette would understand. Of all people, she understood the pull of a fresh start, a new city, the promise of elsewhere. She’d built her entire life around it.

      Tess sank onto the sofa and considered what her mother might say when Tess told her the time here was over. Would she want to come? Chicago would be cold come fall and Colette didn’t like anything too cold. But Colette was different now. Yaya had changed her, or maybe just given her permission to stop running. They had dinner plans this weekend, the three of them. Colette had been talking about teaching Tess to make tamales the way Yaya’s grandmother used to, a whole production with the masa spread just so and the corn husks soaked overnight.

      Tess wouldn’t be here for that. She’d be in Chicago.

      She turned away from the window and started moving through the rooms, making mental lists. The files could be boxed and sent back to head office. Clothes were easy; there weren’t too many. The kitchen would take an hour, maybe less. She’d barely used it, and if Colette wanted to stay, the rent had been paid in advance for the next three months.

      The plants, though. She stood in front of the kitchen windowsill, looking at the terra cotta pots she'd accumulated. Thank god for succulents, the one thing that thrived on neglect. But they were the claim she'd staked without meaning to, while telling herself she was just passing through.

      Like Simon. Her Norfolk pine, still back in Portland with Sarah, along with everything else she’d walked away from. She wondered if Sarah talked to him. If he’d grown. If he ever leaned toward the door, waiting for someone who wasn’t coming back.

      She was projecting onto houseplants now. Wonderful.

      Tess shook herself and went to the closet for the boxes. Not standing around contemplating the metaphorical significance of potted plants. She had four days. She needed cardboard.

      She was elbow-deep in the closet, pulling out a collapsed box, when she heard the car doors. One. Then another. Then a third.

      Tess straightened, the box forgotten. Through the thin walls of the rental, she could hear voices. Multiple voices, getting closer. The clip of footsteps on the path that led to her door. She wasn’t expecting anyone. Colette had a key but unless her mother was bringing an entire retirement community home with her, that wasn’t the answer.

      The doorbell rang.

      Tess approached, curious. Through the frosted glass panel beside it, she could see shapes — more than one person, moving, shifting. A flash that lit up the entranceway and made her jump.

      She opened the door.

      Three people stood on her front step. A woman in a blazer holding a phone like a microphone, a man with a notepad, and behind them, a younger guy with a professional camera already raised and pointed at Tess’s face.

      The flash went off before she could react.

      “Ms. Calder?” The woman in the blazer had the expression of someone who’d just found a story. “Tess Calder? I’m Maisie Thornton, with the Elk Ridge Gazette. We were at the press conference this afternoon.”

      Tess blinked, still seeing spots from the flash. “I — what?”

      “We were hoping to get a comment.” The man with the notepad had his pen ready. “About what Ms. McAllister said.”

      “What Shannon —” Tess stopped. Her brain was three steps behind, still catching up. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. I left before the speeches.”

      The reporters exchanged glances. The woman, Maisie, looked almost gleeful.

      “You don’t know?” She fiddled with her phone and held it up. A frozen video frame of Shannon at the podium filled the screen — mouth open, mid-word, eyes half closed, the least flattering freeze-frame imaginable. But it was Shannon. “Ms. McAllister credited you with saving her life. Said she wouldn’t be standing there without you. Thanked you by name, in front of everyone.” Maisie lowered the phone, eyes sharp. “She called you the reason the program still exists.”

      Tess couldn’t speak. Couldn’t process what she was hearing.

      “So, Ms. Calder.” Maisie raised her phone again, recording now. “Shannon McAllister just told a room full of cameras that she owes you her life. What’s your response?”

      Tess stared at her. At the camera.
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      Shannon

      Shannon saw the cars first. Three of them, parked haphazardly along the street in front of Tess’s rental, doors hanging open like whoever had arrived couldn’t be bothered to close them. A news van from the Gazette. Two sedans alongside. And on the front path, a cluster of people with cameras and notepads, all facing the open door where Tess stood frozen on the threshold.

      Shannon’s knuckles went white on the steering wheel.

      The press. Of course. She’d said Tess’s name on live television, credited her with saving Mickey’s life, with saving Shannon’s life, and now they’d converged on her address like a search team closing on a last known position. Tess looked blindsided in the doorway, one hand gripping the doorframe like it was the only thing keeping her upright.

      Shannon pulled her truck to the curb and cut the engine. She could wait. Let the reporters finish their questions, get their quotes, and leave. Then she could approach Tess alone, in private. No witnesses to whatever happened next. Good or bad.

      She’d done that before, and it had cost her. Five years of hiding behind grief she’d earned by never being brave enough to claim what she wanted when she had the chance.

      Shannon opened the truck door and stepped out. The afternoon sun hit her full in the face, harsh and bright. Her boots hit the concrete and she started up the path. One of the reporters, the man with the notepad, turned at the sound, and then they were all turning, cameras swinging toward her, and she heard someone say “That’s her, that’s McAllister⁠—”

      Shannon didn’t stop.

      She walked past the news van, past the open car doors, past the photographer who was already raising his camera. The reporters parted, primarily because she didn’t slow down, didn’t hesitate, just kept moving toward Tess, who was watching her approach with her lips parted and her hands braced on either side of the doorframe and her whole body very still.

      “Ms. McAllister!” The woman in the blazer — Shannon vaguely remembered her from the press conference — stepped into her path, phone extended. “Can we get a comment? You and Ms. Calder — are you two together?”

      Shannon stopped. Not because of the reporter. Because she’d reached the bottom of the porch step, and Tess was right there, two feet away, close enough to touch.

      Tess’s eyes were wide. Her chest was rising and falling too fast. The hand on the doorframe had gone white at the knuckles, and she hadn’t blinked since Shannon started up the path.

      The reporter was still talking, still asking questions. Shannon didn’t hear any of it. She was looking at Tess. Only at Tess.

      “Are you together?” the reporter asked again.

      Shannon held Tess’s gaze.

      “If she’ll have me.”

      The words came out loud enough for everyone to hear.

      The reporters went still. The photographer’s camera lowered an inch.

      Tess didn’t move.

      For one terrible breath, Shannon thought she’d miscalculated. That she’d come all this way, driven across town with her heart trying to crack out of her ribs, and Tess was going to step back inside and close the door.

      Then Tess let go of the doorframe.

      She stepped down, one stride, closing the distance between them. Her hands came up, both of them, and cupped Shannon’s face, palms warm against her jaw, fingers sliding into her hair. Shannon had a half-second to register the look in Tess’s eyes before Tess pulled her in and kissed her.

      It wasn’t tentative. Tess was claiming her, and Shannon answered by leaning in, her hands finding Tess’s waist, pulling her closer. Tess made a sound against her mouth and the kiss deepened, and there was only this: Tess’s mouth, warm and insistent. Tess’s fingers curling into her hair. Tess’s body pressed against hers after a week of Kep waiting by the door and Shannon not knowing how to tell him she’d ruined it.

      When they finally broke apart, Tess’s forehead came to rest against hers. They were both breathing hard. Shannon’s hands were still on Tess’s waist, and Tess’s fingers were still in her hair, and neither of them moved.

      For a long moment, they just stood there. Breathing. Foreheads touching. The press and the cameras and the street reduced to background noise that didn’t reach them.

      “You said my name,” Tess whispered. Her voice was unsteady. “At the press conference. They showed me the video.”

      “I said your name.”

      “You told everyone.” Tess pulled back just enough to look at her. Her eyes were wet. “Shannon.”

      “I know.” Shannon’s thumb traced a circle on Tess’s hip. Her throat was working, and the words she needed were right there, had been right there for weeks, and they wouldn’t come out the way they were supposed to. “I’m sorry I — I should have — Tess, I⁠—”

      She stopped. Closed her eyes. Opened them.

      “I love you.” It came out rough and graceless, nothing like the way she’d imagined saying it, if she’d ever let herself imagine it. Three words that felt like pulling a splinter from somewhere deep. “I love you, and I’m sorry it took me so long to say it out loud. I’m sorry I made you leave. I’m sorry I⁠—”

      Tess kissed her again. Shorter this time, but firm enough to stop the apology in its tracks.

      “Don’t,” she said against Shannon’s mouth. “Just don’t leave.”

      Shannon’s arms went around her. Carefully, because her back still burned, but she pulled Tess in and held her and felt the solid, real weight of her.

      “I’m here,” she said. It was the truest thing she had. Not a promise about forever, because Shannon didn’t know how to make those yet. But she was here. Right now. Not hiding. Not running. Standing on Tess Calder’s front porch in front of three reporters and a photographer, and choosing to stay.

      Someone cleared their throat. Maisie was watching them with an expression that was half professional interest and half delight.

      “So,” she said, phone still recording, “can I take that as a yes?”

      Tess laughed. The sound was bright and startled, and Shannon felt it against her chest where they were still pressed together.

      “Yes,” Tess said. She didn’t look away from Shannon. “You can take that as a yes.”
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      Tess

      Tess’s mouth still felt warm where Shannon had been. She touched her fingertips to her lips, allowed herself a breath, then turned to their impromptu audience. “And if you’ll excuse us,” she said, and took Shannon’s arm.

      Shannon let herself be steered. Tess pulled her up the front steps and through the door, and behind them Maisie called out, “Would you two be interested in a featured couple piece for the Sunday supplement?”

      Tess closed the door and leaned against it.

      Shannon stood in the middle of the hallway, hands in her pockets, and for a moment neither of them spoke. Just looked at each other, breathing, adjusting to the sudden quiet. Outside, the news van started up. Doors slammed. Maisie’s voice carried through the glass, organizing her photographer.

      Then it was quiet, and they were alone, and Tess started to laugh.

      Shannon’s mouth twitched. “Don’t.”

      “You kissed me on live television.”

      “It wasn’t live. She was recording on her phone.”

      “Oh, well then. Very restrained.”

      Shannon pressed her lips together. It didn’t help.

      Something scraped against the bottom of the door. Tess glanced down. A business card had been pushed through the gap, landing neatly against her heel. Maisie Thornton, Elk Ridge Gazette. Features & Community. A phone number was circled twice in red pen.

      “She’s persistent,” Shannon said.

      Tess picked up the card and set it on the hall table. “She just watched the Ice Queen of Elk Ridge County kiss a woman on her own front path. I’d be persistent too.”

      Shannon’s head turned. Tess followed her gaze and her stomach dropped.

      The boxes.

      Two cardboard moving boxes sitting by the edge of the sofa, one collapsed, one half-assembled. A roll of packing tape on the floor beside them.

      “You’re leaving,” Shannon said.

      The laughter drained out of the room. Tess had rehearsed this conversation. Not this version of it — not with Shannon standing in her living room after kissing her on the front porch in front of cameras — but the words, the framing. She’d practiced it in the car on the drive home from the press conference, when she’d thought none of this would ever happen. A speech for the version of this where Shannon never stepped over the threshold.

      “I was offered a position,” Tess said. “Senior consultant. State-level contract in Illinois. Starts Monday.”

      A muscle moved in Shannon’s jaw. Barely visible, but Tess saw it.

      “Chicago,” Tess added.

      “That’s a good opportunity.”

      “It is.”

      “When did he offer?”

      “Today. In the parking lot, after the meeting.”

      Shannon nodded. She looked at the boxes again. At the bare patches on the shelves where Tess had started pulling books.

      Tess waited for it. The withdrawal. The ice. The familiar hardening she’d watched Shannon retreat behind when proximity became too much. This was the moment Shannon would step back, fold her arms, say something about obligations and the importance of Tess’s career.

      Shannon didn’t fold her arms. She stood where she was, hands loose at her sides, her weight forward rather than back, and looked at Tess.

      “Is that what you want?” she asked.

      The question was simple. Shannon’s body was still, open, unguarded in a way that Tess had never seen from her. Not on the mountain. Not in the hospital. Not even in those quiet hours at the cabin when they’d been alone and Shannon had let her change the bandages on her back. She was asking without bracing for the answer, and Tess understood what that cost a woman who had spent years making sure she never stood unprotected in front of anyone.

      Tess glanced at the plants on the kitchen windowsill. The basil that had grown leggy reaching for the light. The succulent that was thriving because of her neglect. Her mother’s fern, still in its spot by the window, still smugly alive. She’d been watering all of them for weeks, without thinking about why.

      Her mother’s voice, from that night on the porch. You commit. You stay. You build things that last. I never knew how to do any of that.

      Colette had been wrong about one thing. She’d said Tess wasn’t a runner. But Tess had been running for fifteen years — she’d just done it standing still. Fifteen years in Portland behind neutral reports and professional distance, never letting a client become more than a file, never letting a colleague become more than a name. Colette ran from places. Tess ran from people. And now Chicago, because Chicago was the next clean desk, the next place she could sit behind a clipboard and not have to feel this much.

      She looked at Shannon. At the woman standing in her hallway, undefended, waiting.

      “No,” Tess said. “It isn’t what I want.”

      Shannon exhaled. A slow release, controlled, but Tess heard the tremor in it.

      “Okay,” Shannon said.

      “Okay?”

      “Okay.” A pause. Then, quieter: “Do you want to come home?”

      The word settled between them. “Home.” Not an address. Not the cabin. Something Shannon was offering that Tess understood she had never offered anyone since Angie.

      Tess looked around the apartment one more time. The boxes. The bare shelves. The coffee mugs still in the sink. Her mother’s scarves on the coat hook. All of it temporary, all of it borrowed. She picked up her keys from the counter. Left the boxes where they were.

      “Yes,” she said. “I do.”

      They walked out together. Tess locked the door behind her, and it occurred to her as she turned the key that she wasn’t closing anything. She was leaving it for later. The boxes could wait. The plants would survive another day. Colette would find the apartment exactly as Tess had left it, and she’d know what it meant, because Colette always knew.

      Shannon’s truck was parked at the curb where she’d left it, driver’s door still hanging open from her hurry to get out. Tess almost said something about that, almost made a joke about Shannon’s dramatic arrival, but the look on Shannon’s face stopped her. Not guarded. Just present, in a way Shannon so rarely was, watching Tess walk toward her like she couldn’t quite believe this was happening.

      They didn’t talk much on the drive. Shannon drove with her hands easy on the wheel, and Tess sat in the passenger seat watching the landscape she’d learned without meaning to. The stretch of highway where the aspens thinned and the pines took over. The long run at the county line where the light hit differently in the afternoons. The dirt road winding up toward the cabin, each rut and pothole familiar now in a way that had crept up on her while she wasn’t paying attention.

      She’d driven this road for the first time six weeks ago, white-knuckled, convinced she was heading to another forgettable contract in another forgettable town. Now she could feel the turn before it came, knew where the road narrowed, where the washboard started, where the view opened up and the cabin appeared against the tree line.

      When they pulled up to the house, the last of the daylight was caught on the peaks to the west. Cedar siding gone silver with weather. Green metal roof. The porch she’d walked across barefoot at dawn while Kep circled the yard, his nails clicking on the boards, his nose checking the perimeter before he came back to press against her legs.

      Shannon cut the engine. The truck ticked in the cooling air. Through the front window, Tess could see a shape moving in the living room. A blur of black and white, pacing.

      “I should warn you,” Shannon said, not looking at Tess. “He’s been difficult.”

      “How difficult?”

      “He chewed through a boot.”

      “Yours?”

      “Mine.”

      “The hiking boots?”

      “The good ones.”

      Tess bit back a smile. “Let’s go rescue the other one.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Shannon

      Kep didn’t go to Shannon first. She opened the front door and braced for the usual greeting, the lunge, the press of his body against her legs, the circling. Instead, Kep shot past her like she wasn’t there and hit Tess at thigh height, his whole body vibrating, his nose pushing into her hands, her thighs, anywhere he could reach.

      Tess crouched down. Kep’s head buried against her neck, and the sound he made was the same sound he’d made at the hospital: half-whine, half-cry, the noise of an animal who’d been waiting for something and had finally found it.

      Shannon stood in her own doorway and watched her dog choose. Maybe she should have minded, but she didn’t.

      Tess was murmuring to him, her hands working through his fur, scratching the spot behind his left ear that made his back leg twitch. She remembered. One night in this house, and she’d mapped him with the same precision she brought to everything she cared about.

      “I missed you too,” Tess said.

      Kep’s tail swept the floor. Then he pulled back, looked at Shannon, trotted over, pressed his head against her thigh once, acknowledging her, checking in, before he went back to Tess.

      Shannon closed the door behind them. Late light streamed through the kitchen windows. Kep circled twice on his bed by the fireplace and dropped with a sigh, chin on his paws, eyes already half-closed. His people were home. The crisis was over.

      Tess closed the distance between them before the air of expectancy grew awkward. But her movements weren’t fast or desperate, nothing like the way they’d collided in the office all those weeks ago. This time Tess was deliberate, and Shannon allowed her to take charge, watching her come closer with those dark eyes. She stopped when there was nothing left between them but breath, then lifted her hand. Traced the line of Shannon’s jaw with her fingertips.

      “Hi,” Shannon said.

      Tess’s mouth curved. “Hi.”

      Shannon kissed her. Not the way she’d kissed her on the porch, where urgency and cameras had compressed everything into a single act. This was the kiss she’d been carrying for nine days, through the hospital and the press conference and the long drive home. Her mouth opening against Tess’s, her hand sliding from jaw to the back of Tess’s neck, fingers pressing into the soft skin there, pulling her closer.

      Tess gasped against her mouth, her hands gripping Shannon’s torso, fingers digging in like she was anchoring herself. Shannon felt the grip and leaned into it deepening the kiss. Tess’s tongue met hers and heat flooded through her, pooling low in her belly, spreading down her thighs. Her skin prickled. Every nerve ending she owned was suddenly online. Days of hospital beds and caring and disagreements while all along this was what she had wanted so badly, to have Tess in her arms, Tess’s breath coming faster against her skin, Tess’s hips pressing forward into hers.

      Tess pulled back half an inch. Her breath was uneven. Her eyes were dark, and Shannon could see herself reflected in them.

      “Bedroom,” Tess said. “Now.”

      Shannon smiled, took her hand and led her down the hall. She couldn’t easily take her shirt off without help. That was the first thing — the humbling, practical reality of burns across her upper back. She’d been managing alone for a week, arms contorted, pulling the fabric forward over her head to avoid dragging it across the healing skin. It wasn’t dignified. It wasn’t sexy.

      Tess stepped close. Gathered the hem of Shannon’s shirt in both hands. “Arms up,” she said, and her voice was quiet and steady in a way that made Shannon’s chest constrict.

      She raised her arms. Tess peeled the shirt forward and off in one smooth motion, barely grazing the dressings. She dropped it on the floor and looked at Shannon.

      Not at the burns. At her.

      Shannon stood in the low light of her bedroom, bare from the waist up, the gauze a pale rectangle between her shoulder blades. She could feel it pulling slightly as she breathed. The new skin underneath was tight, itching, a constant low-grade irritation she’d stopped noticing.

      Tess reached for her own sweater. Pulled it over her head, then unhooked her bra dropping it where she stood, all the while watching Shannon, watch her, with an expression that dared Shannon to look away.

      Shannon didn’t.

      The light from the hallway caught her collarbone, the curve of her breasts, the flat plane of her stomach. In the office it had been so fast, urgent, no time to take anything in. Now there was nothing but time and Tess standing half-naked in her bedroom and the quiet of a house where no one was going to interrupt them.

      Shannon pulled her forward. Skin against skin. The shock of warmth. Tess’s breasts pressed against her chest and Shannon’s breath left her in a rush. She heard Tess inhale sharply, felt the vibration of it where their bodies met.

      They kissed again. Harder now. Shannon’s hands in Tess’s hair, pulling her head back to expose her throat. Tess’s nails dragging down Shannon’s sides, and the urgency was building, had been building for days, for weeks, for the entire length of this impossible thing between them.

      Shannon moved her mouth to Tess’s neck. Tasted the sweet, saltiness of her skin. She opened her mouth and sucked, and felt the vibration of Tess’s groan travel through her own chest. She scraped her teeth along the curve of Tess’s throat and Tess’s hips jerked forward, grinding against her thigh.

      “Shannon—”

      Shannon dropped to her knees.

      She unfastened Tess’s pants. Pulled them down with the underwear, both at once, not interested in stages. Tess stepped out of them and Shannon pressed her mouth to the jut of Tess’s hip bone, breathing her in. Tess’s hand found her head, fingers threading into her hair, tightening.

      Shannon kissed along the crease of Tess’s thigh. Felt the muscle quiver under her lips. She could smell her arousal, feel the heat radiating from her, and she pressed her mouth between Tess’s legs with a hunger that had long forgotten how to be patient.

      Tess’s moan vibrated through her. But the angle wasn’t enough. Shannon wanted all of her.

      “Lie down,” Shannon said against Tess’s skin.

      Tess sat on the edge of the bed and shifted back. Shannon followed, settling between her thighs, and when she pressed her mouth to Tess the sound that came from Tess’s throat was guttural, wrecked, the sound of a woman who’d been starving for this.

      Shannon didn’t tease. Not tonight. She licked through her with the flat of her tongue, tasting her, learning what had changed and what was the same. Tess was drenched, swollen, her body responding to every stroke with involuntary jerks of her hips. Shannon hooked her arms around Tess’s thighs, pulling them apart, holding her open, and focused her mouth on Tess’s clit.

      Tess’s fingers twisted in her hair. “Don’t stop. God, don’t⁠—”

      Shannon circled her clit. Sucked gently, then harder when Tess’s thighs clamped around her ears. She slid two fingers inside and Tess’s body opened around them, hot and slick, inner walls gripping in rhythmic pulses. She thrust and pulled back, curling on every stroke, as her tongue worked Tess’s clit in counterpoint — faster when her fingers slowed, slower when her fingers drove deep. Building her higher, easing back, building her higher again until Tess was writhing against her, one hand fisted in Shannon’s hair and the other clawing at the sheets.

      Shannon pulled back a fraction and curled her fingers again, more precisely this time to find the exact spot she’d mapped in the office and pressed, her tongue flattening against Tess’s clit. Tess’s moan filled the house.

      “Oh fuck, god, Shannon— Yes!”

      Shannon felt every inch of Tess’s body tense, shake, and with one final suck of her clit a scream tore from Tess’s throat that echoed off the bedroom walls.

      Shannon stayed with her. Gentled her mouth as the contractions ebbed, eased the pressure without pulling away. She kissed the inside of Tess’s thigh, her hip, the trembling plane of her stomach where the muscles were still twitching.

      As the shaking subsided Tess’s hand found her face. Drew her up.

      They kissed, wet and open, hungry. Shannon knew Tess could taste herself on her mouth. Tess’s hips rocked against her, still hungry, still wanting, and her hands were already moving, reaching for the waistband of Shannon’s pants.

      “Come here,” Tess murmured against her mouth. “I need you up here.”

      Shannon stood long enough to strip. Cargo pants, underwear, kicked aside. Then she was back on the bed and Tess was pulling her forward, guiding her, and Shannon understood what she wanted.

      She straddled Tess’s hips. Settled her weight, knees bracketing Tess’s waist. The position put her upright, her back untouched, the burns floating free in the cool air of the bedroom.

      Tess looked up at her. The expression on her face, so open, focused, wanting, made Shannon’s stomach flip.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Tess said, her voice almost humble yet in awe.

      Shannon didn’t know what to do with that. Had never known what to do with that. So she took Tess’s hand and moved it between her own legs.

      Tess’s fingers found her and Shannon heard the sharp intake of breath — Tess’s, not hers — at how wet she was. Soaked. Her body had been building to this since the front door, since the drive, since the press conference, since the office. Days of wanting nothing but this. She pressed down against Tess’s fingers and watched Tess’s lips part.

      Tess stroked through her folds. Exploring, learning and relearning. She dragged her fingertips the full length of Shannon and back, coating herself, circling Shannon’s clit once before sliding lower, and the deliberateness of it made Shannon’s thighs shake. Tess’s other hand gripped Shannon’s hip, thumb pressing into the hollow beside the bone, holding her in place.

      “I love you, Shannon,” Tess said.

      Shannon opened her mouth to speak but swallowed the words as Tess slid two fingers inside her.

      The sound Shannon made was not one she’d have let anyone hear. Not ever. Low and raw and stripped of every defense she’d ever constructed. Tess’s fingers were inside her and her eyes were open and there was nowhere to hide, nothing between them, no desk, no darkness, no crisis to blame it on.

      Just Tess. Looking up at her. Watching her face while her fingers moved. Shannon’s body pushing down to take her deeper.

      Shannon rocked her hips. Found the angle, the depth, the rhythm her body was demanding. Tess matched her, curling her fingers on every stroke, her thumb finding Shannon’s clit and pressing with unhurried precision. Every circle of her thumb synced with the thrust of her fingers, and Shannon’s breath fractured.

      She braced her hands on Tess’s shoulders. Her thighs were shaking. The pleasure was building from the base of her spine, coiling tighter with every roll of her hips, and Tess’s eyes never left her face, watching every flicker, every break in composure, every sound that escaped.

      “Let go,” Tess said. The same words Shannon had said to her in the office that evening.

      Shannon came with her mouth open and her eyes shut, her body locking rigid above Tess, every muscle drawn taut, the orgasm crashing through her in waves that made her vision white out. She heard herself cry out, a sound louder and more desperate than she’d ever heard herself make, and felt Tess’s free hand press flat against her sternum, holding her steady, keeping her upright while her body tried to fold in on itself.

      When it subsided she was trembling, her arms barely holding her weight, sweat cooling on her skin. Tess eased her fingers out slowly and brought them to her own mouth and tasted.

      It was the hottest thing Shannon had ever witnessed. She leaned down, pressed her weight against Tess’s body and kissed her. Deep and slow and tasting herself on Tess’s tongue.

      She rolled off Tess’s body onto her side, wincing slightly as her skin moved and tensed. Her intention was to rest, catch her breath. To be reasonable about what her body could handle but Tess’s hand traced down her stomach.

      Reasonable wasn’t going to happen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tess

      Shannon’s mouth was on her again before Tess had finished catching her breath. She’d barely registered the shift, Shannon pulling back from their kiss, sliding down the bed, her hands parting Tess’s thighs, before Shannon’s tongue was on her clit and everything reduced to sensation.

      This was different from before. Slower. Shannon’s tongue moved in circles, building the pleasure in layers rather than driving toward a peak. She licked through Tess’s folds with an attention that bordered on obsession. When Tess’s breath hitched, Shannon repeated whatever she’d done. When Tess moaned, she did it again, harder.

      Tess sank into the mattress and let herself be taken apart.

      Shannon added her fingers. Two, sliding in easily, Tess’s body so slick and swollen there was no resistance, just the exquisite pressure of being filled while Shannon’s mouth worked above. Shannon curled her fingers in a rhythmic pulse that hit a spot Tess hadn’t known existed until Shannon had found it in a dim office six weeks ago.

      The orgasm built slowly. A gathering heat, a tightening low in her pelvis that expanded outward in concentric rings. Tess gripped the sheets. Her hips rose off the bed, chasing Shannon’s mouth, and Shannon let her this time, didn’t pin her down, just moved with her, tongue and fingers maintaining their relentless rhythm. But right when the inevitability started to build and her body braced for it, Shannon stopped. Pulled back.

      Tess’s head rose from the bed, trying to work out what had happened.

      “Turn over, and kneel for me,” Shannon said. “Please.”

      The “please” surprised her. No one had ever asked so politely. A second later she was kneeling, her back to Shannon, and for a moment nothing happened. Just Shannon’s breath against the base of her spine. The weight of being watched. Then a firm hand pushed her head down, and she was exposed to the warm air of the bedroom and to whatever Shannon intended to do next.

      Shannon’s fingers slid inside her from behind and Tess’s arms buckled. The angle was different, deeper, Shannon’s fingers reaching places they hadn’t from the front, pressing against the front wall with a precision that made Tess’s thighs shake and her breath come out in stuttered bursts. Shannon’s other hand reached around her body, found her clit, and began to circle. A counterpoint to the rhythm building inside her.

      Then Shannon’s mouth. Kisses along the base of Tess’s spine, lips trailing across skin that was already hypersensitive, every nerve ending wide open and screaming. Shannon’s fingers curled. Her thumb pressed. Her mouth moved lower, and lower, her breath hot against skin no one had ever kissed.

      Tess’s breath was hurried, shallow. She could feel the orgasm forming deep in her pelvis, gathering force, and she was already thinking “this is it, this is the peak, it can’t possibly⁠—”

      Shannon’s tongue found her. Warm and wet and impossibly deliberate. Tess’s entire body ignited.

      Every synapse fired at once. The sensation was so intense it obliterated thought — Shannon’s fingers inside her, Shannon’s hand on her clit, Shannon’s tongue where no one had ever been, and the combined effect was not addition but multiplication, each point of contact amplifying every other until Tess lost track of where her body ended and Shannon’s began.

      Shannon was everywhere. Inside her. Around her. Behind her. Every response Tess’s body made was met, matched, anticipated. She was being understood. Not just touched, understood. Every flinch decoded, every shiver followed to its source, Shannon drawing responses from her body that Tess hadn’t known were there to find.

      Tess buried her face in the pillow and heard herself making noises that belonged to someone else. Someone feral and unrecognizable and catastrophically free. She could feel tears on her face and didn’t care. Didn’t care about anything except the fact that Shannon’s tongue was still moving and Shannon’s fingers were still curling and her clit was pulsing under Shannon’s thumb, and she was going to come so hard she might not survive it, and she didn’t care about that either.

      She wanted to stay here. Wanted to live in this exact moment, suspended at the top of the arc, every cell in her body incandescent with a pleasure so acute it was indistinguishable from pain. She had never felt this. Had never known a body could feel this. If she died right now, she would die knowing she had been fully understood.

      She tried to hold on. Tried to stretch the moment, to wring every last tremor of sensation from it, to stay at the crest where Shannon was taking her beyond anything her body had known. She clenched around Shannon’s fingers, fighting it, chasing it, pulling it closer and pushing it away at the same time.

      Shannon pressed deeper. Curled harder. Licked slower.

      Tess lost.

      The orgasm took her body away from her. She had no say in it. Her spine arched, her thighs locked, her hands fisted in the sheets so hard her knuckles cracked, and the sound that came from her throat was a cry wrenched from the base of her spine. Her body convulsed around Shannon’s fingers in wave after wave, each contraction deeper than the last, her vision whiting out, her hearing gone, nothing left except the endless pulse of it and Shannon’s hands holding her steady while she came apart at every seam.

      It lasted so long she forgot how to breathe.

      When it finally released her, she collapsed forward onto the mattress, boneless, wrecked, her face wet, her body still twitching with aftershocks. Shannon withdrew her fingers with a gentleness that made Tess sob. Kisses peppered the base of her spine, her hip. Then Shannon simply held her.

      Tess couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. Could barely see.

      She reached out blindly and found Shannon’s hand. Held on.
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      Tess

      “Come here,” Tess said.

      Shannon climbed up her body, dropping kisses as she went. She settled on her side facing Tess, favouring her back. Her eyes were dark, her lips swollen, her chin wet.

      Tess wiped her mouth with her thumb. Shannon turned her head and caught the thumb between her teeth. Bit gently. The gesture was so unexpected, so un-Shannon, that Tess laughed.

      “What?” Shannon asked against her thumb.

      “Nothing. You just — surprised me.”

      Shannon’s eyebrow rose. A move every one of her team knew well, but here, with Tess, softened by the fact that she was naked and flushed and had Tess’s thumb in her mouth.

      Tess kissed her. Slow and deep, tasting herself on Shannon’s lips, and felt the want rise again in her stomach — not sated, not even close. She’d had more orgasms in Colorado than in every other state combined, and she had traveled, and all her body wanted was more. More of this. More of Shannon warm and open and pressed against her, more of the sounds Shannon made when she wasn’t trying to control them.

      She ran her hand down Shannon’s side. Over her hip. Along the outside of her thigh. Felt Shannon’s skin prickle under her fingertips.

      “I want to taste you,” Tess said.

      Shannon’s breath caught.

      “Can you go above me?”

      Shannon understood. Tess saw it register, a flicker of vulnerability crossing her face, there and gone. This wasn’t Shannon on her knees giving pleasure, in control of the pace and the pressure. This was Shannon above her, exposed, with nowhere to go but Tess’s mouth. Nowhere to hide.

      She hesitated. One beat. Two.

      Then she moved.

      She straddled Tess’s chest first, settling her weight, her thighs bracketing Tess’s shoulders. Her hands found the headboard. Tess looked up at her — the lean lines of her torso, the flat stomach tensing with each breath, her breasts with their peaked nipples, and above it all Shannon’s face, looking down at her with an expression that couldn’t decide between want and panic.

      “You’re sure?” Shannon asked.

      Tess answered by gripping her hips and pulling her forward.

      Shannon’s knees slid higher on the mattress. She adjusted, shifted, and then she was above Tess’s mouth and Tess could see all of her. The coarse dark hair trimmed short, the slick folds flushed and swollen, the evidence of how much Shannon wanted this glistening in the low light.

      Tess lifted her head and pressed her mouth to her. Breathed in the scent of her, salt and musk and heat, and then opened her mouth and tasted.

      Shannon’s whole body went rigid. Her hands gripped the headboard hard enough that the joints of her fingers turned white. A low groan filled the air.

      Tess licked through her slowly. Broad strokes first, learning the taste of her from the source. Shannon tasted tangy, sweet, earthy. She’d only ever tasted her on her fingers before, not like this, not with her mouth buried against Shannon’s body and Shannon’s weight shifting above her. Now she took her time. The soft folds parting under her tongue. The plumpness of her swollen clit. The entrance that clenched when Tess’s tongue circled it, and the groan Shannon couldn’t suppress when Tess pressed inside.

      Above her, Shannon was trying not to move. Tess could feel the tension in her thighs, the effort she was making to hold still, to not push down, to not lose control.

      Tess pulled back. “Move,” she said against Shannon’s skin. “I want you to move.”

      Shannon exhaled and nodded. She rocked her hips. Tentative at first, a motion that brought her harder against Tess’s mouth. Tess met her with her tongue, found her clit, and Shannon rocked again, harder, a sound escaping her throat that seemed to surprise even her.

      They found a rhythm. Shannon’s hips moving in slow, grinding rolls, Tess’s tongue working her clit on every pass. Shannon was wet enough that Tess’s chin was slick, her cheeks, her nose. Shannon McAllister above her, riding her mouth, thighs trembling, coming undone in increments she couldn’t disguise. Tess gripped her hips harder, pulled her down, wanted more of her weight, more of the taste flooding her mouth.

      Shannon’s breathing had gone ragged. Her thighs were shaking against Tess’s face. Tess focused her tongue — tight fast circles on the left side of Shannon’s clit where she was learning Shannon was most sensitive.

      Shannon’s hips stuttered. Her stomach muscles locked.

      “Tess—” A broken sentence. Barely a word.

      Tess sucked her clit into her mouth and pressed the flat of her tongue against it, firm and rhythmic, and felt the exact moment Shannon lost the fight.

      Shannon came with a shudder that Tess felt through her entire body. Her thighs clamped tight, her hips jerked, and a raw cry tore through her. Tess held her in place, hands on her hips, mouth gentle now, letting her ride it out.

      When it was over Shannon sagged forward, catching herself on the headboard, her chest heaving. Tess kissed the inside of her thigh. Felt the muscle twitch under her lips.

      Shannon climbed off her with shaking legs and collapsed onto the mattress, on her side, face buried in the pillow. Her back rose and fell in uneven surges.

      Tess pressed her body along Shannon’s side and brushed the sweat-damp hair from Shannon’s temple.

      Shannon opened one eye. “Give me a minute.”

      “Take your time.”

      “I’m going to need more than a minute.”

      “We have all night.”

      Shannon’s eye closed again. But her hand found Tess’s waist and pulled her closer. Her thumb traced circles against Tess’s hip, an absent rhythm, and even that touch sent a ripple of heat through Tess’s body. They lay together, breathing.

      From the living room, Tess became aware of a low rumble and she laughed.

      “What is it?” Shannon asked.

      “Kep’s snoring.”

      The steady, rhythmic, unbothered snoring of a happy dog echoed up the stairs. His people were home. Nothing else mattered.

      Shannon’s thumb stopped circling. Her hand flattened against Tess’s stomach. Slid lower.

      “I thought you needed a minute,” Tess whispered.

      “That was my minute.”

      Shannon’s fingers found her. Tess inhaled sharply. She was so sensitive, every nerve ending still humming from before, and Shannon’s touch was exactly right — exactly what her body wanted. Two fingers sliding through the wet heat, circling her clit with a pressure that was just this side of too much.

      They faced each other. Side by side, close enough to share breath. Shannon’s fingers moved inside her with a rhythm that was almost meditative, slow and deep, curling on the withdrawal. Her eyes stayed on Tess’s face, watching every shift in her expression, and the scrutiny made Tess’s skin burn.

      Tess reached between them. Found Shannon again, still swollen, still wet, and Shannon’s breath hitched as Tess’s fingers mirrored what Shannon was doing to her — the same depth, the same rhythm, the same slow curl. Shannon’s eyes fluttered. Her lips parted. Tess watched her lose focus and felt a rush of power that had nothing to do with control and everything to do with trust.

      They moved together. Forehead to forehead, breathing each other’s air, hands matched in tempo. The pleasure built in tandem, a shared frequency, and when Tess felt herself approaching the edge she could see it in Shannon’s face too. The tension around her eyes, the way her lips parted, the flush climbing her throat.

      “Can we do this together?” Tess asked.

      Shannon nodded. Couldn’t speak. Her jaw was clenched, her breath coming in sharp bursts through her nose, and her fingers pressed deeper, harder, and Tess matched her, and they fell over the edge not quite together but almost. Tess first, gasping, her body clenching around Shannon’s fingers, and Shannon shortly after, a hoarse sound torn from her throat, her hips bucking against Tess’s hand. They held each other through it. Rode it out pressed together, fingers still buried, mouths finding each other in a messy, breathless kiss that was more exhalation than intention.

      When the aftershocks faded, neither of them moved. Shannon’s fingers were still inside her, Tess’s still inside Shannon. They lay tangled together, hot and sweaty, the bedroom dark now except for the last gray light through the window.

      Shannon withdrew first. Slowly. Pressed her wet fingers against Tess’s hip and left them there, warm and possessive. Tess eased out of her with the same care and for a long time they just breathed.

      From the living room, Kep’s snoring hitched. Resumed. A dream, maybe — his paws twitching, chasing rabbits in his sleep.

      Shannon’s stomach growled.

      The sound was so loud, so prosaic, so spectacularly ill-timed that Tess snorted. Shannon pressed her face into the pillow. Her shoulders were shaking with laughter.

      “I’m starving,” Shannon said into the pillow.

      Tess kissed her shoulder. “I know.”

      “Genuinely. I haven’t eaten in days.”

      “Then we should probably feed you.”

      Neither of them moved.

      Shannon lifted her head. Looked at Tess with an expression that was sated and wry and more than anything — open. “In a minute,” she said.

      “Another minute?”

      “I have looong minutes.”

      Tess laughed. Pressed her forehead against Shannon’s and felt Shannon’s arm draw her closer.

      In the living room, Kep sighed and rolled over.
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      Tess

      “No one has ever made love to me like that! I saw colors. Actual colors that don’t exist in the natural spectrum.” Tess’s face flushed as Colette recounted her exploits. “Yaya did this thing with her — well, I won’t go into specifics because you’re my daughter and there are limits, even for me — but I will say she nearly lost her teeth, and I nearly lost my mind, and we both agreed afterward that it was the single greatest athletic achievement of either of our lives.”

      Tess took a slow sip of her coffee and regarded her mother across Yaya’s kitchen table without raising her eyebrows. She’d had years of practice.

      “Athletic,” Tess repeated.

      “Don’t give me that face. Sex is athletic. Even more so at our age. Yaya thought she’d pulled a hamstring last week and she still⁠—”

      “Mom.”

      “Fine, fine.” Colette waved a hand, her rings catching the morning light. “I’m just saying. Don’t underestimate older women.”

      Yaya appeared in the doorway from the garden, her hands dark with soil, a flat of seedlings balanced against her hip. She looked at Tess. Looked at Colette. Read the situation instantly.

      “She’s telling you about Tuesday,” Yaya said.

      “She’s telling me about Tuesday.”

      “I asked her not to.”

      “And yet.”

      Yaya shook her head, but her mouth lifted at the corners. She crossed to the sink, set down the seedlings, and rinsed her hands. As she passed Colette, her wet fingers brushed the back of Colette’s neck. Colette shivered and smiled.

      Tess watched them. They were so easy together. The way they moved around each other in this kitchen not in unison, but in harmony. Different rhythms. The same want.

      “I’m staying,” Tess said.

      Colette’s hand paused midair, her coffee cup suspended between table and mouth. “Staying?”

      “In Elk Ridge. I turned down the Chicago contract.”

      Colette set the cup down. Studied her daughter’s face. Tess waited for the explosion of delight, the theatrical gasp, the cascade of questions and exclamations that was Colette’s usual response to any announcement.

      “When did you call Richard?” Colette asked.

      “This morning.”

      “And?”

      “He was disappointed. Then angry. Then he offered me a remote consulting arrangement instead, two days a week, because apparently I’m too valuable to lose entirely.” Tess paused. “His words. I think what he meant was: too expensive to replace.”

      “And Shannon?”

      “What about her?”

      Colette raised one eyebrow. “Don’t be coy with me, Tempest. You didn’t turn down the career opportunity of a lifetime to stay in a mountain town for the fresh air.”

      Tess picked at the edge of her napkin. “I turned it down because I don’t want to leave.”

      “Because of her.”

      “Because of a lot of things.” Tess looked up. “Because of you. You and Yaya. Because I watched you land somewhere for the first time in your life, and I thought, if my mother can learn to stay, maybe I can learn to stop running from staying.”

      Colette went very still. Across the kitchen, Yaya had stopped fussing with the seedlings and was standing with her back to them, but her head was tilted, listening.

      “Also, because of Shannon,” Tess admitted. “Yes.”

      Colette’s face trembled, steadied, and softened into a smile Tess had never seen from her before.

      “Good,” she said. “Good.”

      She reached across the table and touched Tess’s hand. Not the grand, sweeping gesture Tess had braced for. Just a touch. Fingertips on knuckles.

      “Shannon? She cooks?” Yaya asked from the sink, her back still turned.

      “Not well,” Tess said.

      “Then you’ll eat here on Sundays. Both of you. I’ll teach her.” Yaya turned around and fixed Tess with a look that brooked no negotiation. “And bring the dog. He can play in the garden.”

      Tess looked at her mother. Colette shrugged, palms up, as if to say, “You heard the woman.”

      “Sundays,” Tess said. “We’ll be here.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Shannon

      Shannon woke before Tess. Her body’s internal clock had been set at five fifteen for over a decade. It seemed unable to reset.

      She lay still.

      The bedroom was gray with predawn light, the mountains outside the window just darker shapes against a sky that hadn’t decided what color it wanted to be yet. The air was cool from the window she’d cracked open before bed. She always slept with it open, even in winter, and it carried the smell of pine and cool earth. No trace of smoke this morning. The first time in months.

      Beside her, Tess slept on her side, facing Shannon, one hand curled beneath her chin. Her breathing was slow and even, her lips parted. Her hair, loose and dark against the white pillow, had fallen across her face.

      Shannon could get up. Make coffee. Check the weather. Feed Kep. The last five years had been perpetual motion, never stopping long enough for her mind to find space to think.

      She didn’t get up.

      She lay on her side, careful of her back, and watched Tess breathe. In a few minutes, the sun would clear the ridge, and the bedroom would fill with the sharp gold light that made the pine floors glow.

      She’d watched Angie sleep, years ago. In this same bed, in this same light. The memory surfaced without the usual barb of guilt, and Shannon let it come. Let it sit beside her. Angie had slept sprawled, limbs everywhere, stealing blankets and hogging pillows and once, memorably, kicking Shannon clean off the mattress at three a.m. Shannon had loved that about her. The way Angie took up space even unconscious, even in sleep.

      Tess slept contained. Neat. Occupying her half of the bed. Even in sleep, she held her ground.

      Shannon was learning the difference between missing someone and being ready for someone new. They weren’t the same thing. She’d confused them for years, mistaking the ache of Angie’s absence for evidence that no one else could fill the space. But the space wasn’t the same shape anymore. Shannon wasn’t the same shape. Five years of grief, guilt, and discipline had remade her, and the woman lying next to her now fit against a version of Shannon that Angie had never known.

      That was okay.

      Tess stirred. A sound, not quite a word. Her hand uncurled from beneath her chin, reaching across the sheet, finding Shannon’s hip. Her fingers rested there, warm through the cotton, and even in sleep, she held on.

      Shannon covered Tess’s hand with her own.

      In the doorway, Kep appeared. He stood with his head tilted, his tail already in motion, his eyes bright with the eternal optimism of a dog who believed every morning held the possibility of breakfast and walks and everything good.

      Tess’s eyes opened. Sleepy. Unfocused. She blinked once, twice, and then her gaze found Shannon, and her face did the thing Shannon was starting to recognize. A softening around the mouth, a warmth in the eyes, as though waking up next to Shannon was a surprise she hadn’t gotten used to.

      “Hi,” Tess said.

      “Hi.”

      Kep’s tail picked up speed. He took a half step into the room, then stopped, polite enough to wait for permission. His eyes moved between them. His whole body quivered with the effort of restraint.

      “Your dog wants something,” Tess murmured.

      “He can wait.”

      “Can he?”

      Shannon looked at Kep. Kep looked at Shannon. His tail slowed to a hopeful metronome.

      “He’s learning,” Shannon said.

      Tess laughed. A soft sound, still rough with sleep, that settled into the quiet room like sunlight finding the floorboards.

      She reached up and touched Shannon’s face. Her thumb traced Shannon’s cheek, the corner of her mouth. Shannon turned her head and pressed her lips to Tess’s palm. A gesture she’d never made before and couldn’t imagine not making again.

      Kep gave up on restraint. He padded across the room and jumped onto the bed, circling once before collapsing between them with a satisfied groan. His body pressed warm against Shannon’s stomach, his head on Tess’s hip, his tail giving one final thump before going still.

      They lay together as the sun crested the ridge. Gold light poured through the window, catching the dust, the rumpled sheets, the dog sprawled across the bed like it was his and they were invited.

      Shannon wasn’t sure which of them was happier — her, Tess, or the dog.
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      Shannon — One Year Later

      The smoke was from the grill, not the mountains. Always a blessing.

      Shannon stood on her porch with a pair of tongs in one hand and a beer she’d barely touched in the other, watching Jake attempt to flip a burger with a spatula that was clearly too small for the job. He’d brought his own, insisting Shannon’s grilling tools were “insufficient for the task at hand,” which was rich coming from a man who’d once tried to start a campfire with hand sanitizer.

      “You’re going to lose that one,” Shannon said.

      “I am not going to lose—” The patty slid off the spatula, hit the grate at an angle, and dropped through the gap into the coals. Jake stared at the space where it had been. “I lost that one.”

      “Told you.”

      “Your grill has structural deficiencies.”

      “My grill is fine. Your spatial awareness is the issue.”

      “Shannon.” Jake pointed the spatula at her. “I’ve been grilling since before you were born. This grill has a wobble.”

      “It doesn’t wobble.”

      “It wobbles.”

      From the yard below, Kep barked. A joyful, throaty announcement that someone new had arrived. The yard was filling up the way it did now, the way it never had before Tess. Martinez and her girlfriend Dee had claimed the bench. Kowalski and his wife had the Adirondack chairs, their boys chasing Kep across the grass. Ali and Jessica had brought Waffle, who’d bypassed the chaos entirely and headed straight for the shade under the picnic table. Stan and his wife had settled by the fire pit, and Fenna and Kristi had arrived with the twins, both dogs, and the cheerful havoc that followed the Ivers-Vargas family everywhere.

      The picnic table was new. Tess had built it in June, after declaring Shannon’s old folding table a “structural hazard” that “couldn’t support a casserole dish, let alone Jake’s ego.” She’d spent a weekend in the yard with a saw and a level and a YouTube tutorial, and the result was solid, imperfect, and exactly right. Shannon had watched from the porch, offering no assistance and considerable commentary, while Kep supervised from the shade.

      “Shannon! Your woman won’t let me add jalapeños to the potato salad.” Colette had emerged from the kitchen screen door in a linen dress and statement earrings, holding a jalapeño in one hand like evidence in a murder trial.

      “It’s not your potato salad,” Tess called from across the yard, not looking up from her conversation with Stan.

      “I’m improving it.”

      “You’re assaulting a side dish.”

      “Yaya!” Colette turned to the kitchen. “Tell them jalapeños are traditional.”

      Yaya’s voice drifted through the screen door, calm and amused. “Not in potato salad, mi amor.”

      “See?” Tess said.

      Colette looked at the jalapeño. Looked at the kitchen. Looked at Shannon.

      “Your household lacks vision,” she said, and swept back inside.

      Shannon drank her beer and let the noise wash over her.

      A little over a year ago, she’d stood on this porch alone, looking at this same view, with a dog who’d never given up on her. A house maintained for solitude and a photograph on the mantel of a woman she’d loved and failed.

      The photograph was in the study now, on the bookshelf beside Shannon’s climbing guides and the Mary Oliver collection Tess had started reading in the evenings. Angie still smiled from behind the glass, frozen in a moment of joy, and Shannon could look at it now without guilt dragging her under. It was a good memory. It deserved a place. It just didn’t need to be the first thing she saw anymore.

      Tess appeared at the bottom of the porch steps. She’d caught the sun over the summer. Her arms were tanned, her hair lighter at the temples. She was wearing a t-shirt Shannon recognized as her own.

      She didn’t say anything. Just leaned against the railing beside Shannon, close enough that their shoulders touched. In her hand was a fresh beer, which she offered.

      Shannon took it. Their fingers overlapped on the bottle.

      “Jake lost another burger,” Tess said.

      “I know. He’s blaming the grill.”

      “The grill does wobble.”

      “It doesn’t wobble.”

      Tess smiled. The sunset was catching her face, painting her gold and amber, and Shannon had to look away for a second because sometimes Tess was so solidly there beside her that the fact of it overwhelmed her.

      “Jessica wants me in Portland next week,” Tess said. “New client onboarding.”

      “How long?”

      “Three days.”

      “Kep will be unbearable.”

      Tess nudged her with her shoulder. “Just Kep?”

      Shannon drank her beer and didn’t answer, which was its own kind of answer.

      Below them, Kep had given up chasing the twins and was lying in the grass, positioned exactly between the porch and the yard. His eyes were half-closed. His tail moved in slow sweeps.

      Tess’s hand found hers on the railing.

      “Good view,” Tess said.

      “Best in the county.”

      Tess squeezed her hand. Below them, Kep sighed in his sleep, and the mountains held the last of the light, and the yard was full of people who had showed up because they wanted to, because this was where they belonged.
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