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When Eli stepped toward him, the man bolted for the barn.

“Wrangler! Stellen! Stellen!”

His K-9 partner fired off the porch at the attack command, eating up the ground between himself and Carly’s pursuer.

It was a terrifying sight that sent the man into a panic. He slipped inside the barn and slammed the sliding doors shut just as Wrangler reached them. The dog pawed at the door, his barks fierce. Given enough time, he might claw the building down.

“Wrangler, kom hier.”

Reluctantly, his partner trotted to Eli’s side, nose toward the barn, ears and tail at attention.

Eli spoke over his shoulder to Carly. “Go in the house. Lock the door. I have a landline. Call 911.”

* * *
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And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.

—Revelation 21:4
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One

One more gesture of goodwill…one more hug…or sympathetic look… One more anything and Carly Mayor might shatter.

She dropped her forehead to her Camry’s steering wheel and prayed she’d open her eyes to the old normal. Her best friend would still be alive. Her life wouldn’t be upside down. There wouldn’t be a six-month-old babbling in the back seat.

And there wouldn’t be a thousand people bombarding her with offers to help.

“I’m just saying, Carly. I can take Ariel for a couple of days and let you get some rest. A lot has happened quickly. You need time to grieve.” The disembodied voice of Julia Crosby, the assistant district attorney of Oak City, Colorado, was coated in compassion.

It was enough to make Carly gag.

The offer to help wasn’t the problem. In fact, it was appreciated.

The problem was the overwhelming truth that nothing would ever be the same again. Her best friend, Wendy, was gone. Wendy’s husband, Mike, was gone. Carly’s role had shifted from adoring godmother to full-time mom overnight.

She lifted her head and stared at the dark fog that had drifted across the field into the trees that surrounded her small ranch-style home.

It was past sunset, and here on the outskirts of town, streetlights weren’t a thing. Like her world, everything was dark. In her haste to get to the funeral, she’d forgotten to turn on any lights, so even her house appeared lifeless.

“Carly?” Julia’s voice flooded the car again. “Do I need to come out there? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Carly straightened her spine. So many people were offering to help, but did they mean it? If life had taught her nothing else, it was that she could only count on herself…

She’d once thought that going into foster care at thirteen after her parents abandoned her in search of their next high had been the hardest thing she could endure.

She’d been wrong.

Exhaling loudly, she glanced in the rearview at the mirror that reflected Ariel in her rear-facing car seat. The baby was happily playing with her toes, oblivious to the chaos around her. “I’m fine, Julia, really. What I want right now is to go inside, get Ariel to sleep, then put my feet up. I promise I’ll call if I need anything.” She punched the end button on her steering wheel before Julia could respond.

It wasn’t that she resented the help or didn’t like Julia. When Wendy, Mike and Carly had all been in foster care in high school, Julia had been a friend to Mike’s foster family. She was about ten years older and married to a local architect. Julia and her husband were kind and helpful, if a little pushy.

Right now, Carly just couldn’t bear to part with Ariel, even for one night. The baby was all she had of Wendy and Mike after two horrific tragedies in the span of three weeks had left the infant orphaned and in Carly’s care.

Wendy’s funeral today had been a whirlwind, too close on the heels of Mike’s. Too many faces, too many sympathetic gestures, too many of everything. Images and sounds all blurred together. Her entire body ached, and she was glad she’d opted for Converse shoes with her dress instead of heels. She’d be a collapsed heap on the church floor by now if she’d chosen style over comfort.

It had been four days since Wendy had been killed in a car crash when she’d missed a curve and rolled down a ravine on a winding mountain road. Four days since Carly’d been handed custody of baby Ariel, who had been home with a babysitter while Wendy went to a job interview. Four days since Carly had taken a leave of absence from her job as a large-animal veterinarian at a practice she was poised to take over from Dr. Frank Tyndall within the next few years.

Four horrible, surreal days.

She had yet to cry. The pressure mounted in her chest and throat, but the tears refused to come. There was too much to do, too much concern for a little one who didn’t understand why first her father and now her mother weren’t comforting her in the middle of the night.

Ariel’s babbling increased in intensity and demand.

Already, Carly knew that cry. She was hungry, and the world did not stop for a hungry baby.

Gathering what was left of her waning strength, Carly slipped out of the car and opened the back door, wishing that this borrowed car seat was the kind that Wendy had used, one that detached into a carrier. Instead, it was a fixed mount, requiring her to strap Ariel into a carrier on her chest if she wanted her hands free.

She unstrapped Ariel and had her fastened against her chest in no time. In the hot July night, the baby was a tiny heater as she snuggled in and whimpered.

“Just a few minutes, Jellybean.” It had been Mike’s nickname for his much-loved daughter, one that had been taken up by everyone who knew them. Carly hefted the backpack that held the household’s worth of supplies it took to care for an infant and slung it onto her back, feeling like a pack mule. “Let’s go.”

She hip-checked the door shut and headed for the porch.

Headlights swept the front of the house, and gravel crunched as a pickup truck pulled into the driveway.

Carly slumped. She’d told the pastor not to bring food to the house tonight, that it could wait until tomorrow. Guess he, like everyone else, thought she’d forgotten how to survive on her own.

But when the truck door opened, it wasn’t Pastor Gabe. Lit by the interior lights was a broad-shouldered bald man with a strong jaw and a scowl on his face. He was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him among the men of the church.

She instinctively wrapped one arm around Ariel as she backed toward the house and reached into her dress pocket for her keys. They were a good third of a mile through the woods from her nearest neighbor, and if this guy meant harm, she’d have to fight on her own.

He stopped to survey her, leaving the truck door open. The interior light was the only illumination in the dark yard. “You Carly Mayor?”

Honestly, she was done with this day. She pulled herself to her full height and hoped it made her seem intimidating, though that was doubtful with a baby strapped to her. “Who wants to know?”

“You’ve got Ariel Higgins?” His gaze drifted to the baby, his expression calculated. “I’m going to need you to turn her over to me.”

Whoa. What? Carly pressed Ariel tighter to her chest, backing another step toward her porch, hoping she wasn’t projecting fear. She gripped her keys like a weapon. Defending herself was second nature. “Again, who are you?”

He walked closer methodically, as though he was a lion on the prowl. He hefted a sheaf of papers she hadn’t realized he was holding. “I’m her legal guardian per the will of Michael Higgins, and I’ll be taking her with me.”

A fierce sense of protectiveness over her precious goddaughter ran steel through her bones. It overwhelmed the fear she should probably be feeling.

Over her dead body would he take Ariel, although she certainly wouldn’t say that out loud. This guy looked like the type who could make it happen. “I think you need to leave. If what you say is true, you can take it up with the courts, but I am not handing her to you.” Not now, not ever. She was Ariel’s family now. “Wendy’s will was clear, as were her words nearly every single day of Ariel’s life.” Particularly in the weeks after Mike had died. It had almost become an obsession of Wendy’s, constantly needing to hear that Carly would raise Ariel in a loving home if the unthinkable happened. “You need to leave. Now.”

Gathering all her bravery, she stepped toward the man as though her five-foot-six self could somehow threaten over six feet of muscle.

He seemed to flinch, but in the moment it took that motion to register, he lunged, reaching for Ariel.

Carly skirted to the side, her steps hampered by the weight of the infant on her chest and the diaper bag on her back. The fear that had been dammed up somewhere inside her was unleashed, rushing forth in a roar.

This man would hurt her, would hurt Ariel, to get what he wanted.

She hesitated, torn between running for her house or her car. Which would get them to safety faster?

Her hesitation proved to be her undoing. The man whirled and grabbed her arm, reaching for the clip that held Ariel against her chest. “I’ll take her now!”

He was going to grab the baby.

Not on her watch.

Reflexively, she swung her hand, her house key protruding from her fist, and hit the man in the side, hard.

He roared and released her as her keys clattered to the ground.

Carly stumbled, going down to one knee, fighting to stay upright lest she fall and injure Ariel, who wailed in terror.

Grasping a fistful of dirt, Carly scrambled to her feet. When the man approached again, she flung the loose soil into his face.

He clawed at his eyes, screaming obscenities, calling her names she’d hoped she’d never hear aimed in her direction again.

She didn’t wait to hear more. There was no time to grab her keys. No way to get into her house or flee in her car. She’d been here before, hunted, nowhere to run…

She had to escape. She prayed she could outpace this man through the woods.

Cradling Ariel close and praying the baby wouldn’t be hurt, she ran as fast as she dared, melting into the woods, hoping her attacker wouldn’t be able to find her in the darkness…

Although Ariel’s cries were a beacon in the night that would lead her attacker right to them.

* * *

It was one of those nights. The air was too heavy and still. He’d never sleep. The memories would dog him and the nightmares would chew him up and spit him out.

Oak City police officer Eli Blackwood stepped out onto his back porch with his K-9 partner Wrangler at his heels. As he stared past the horse paddock and barn into the dark woods that ringed his property, the Belgian Malinois leaned the full weight of his sixty-plus-pound body against Eli’s leg.

It was as though Wrangler understood the pain that coursed through Eli’s veins with renewed vengeance tonight. No matter how much time passed or how many sleepless nights he endured, the grief never seemed to fully go away. It eased for stretches of time, but it always came back. Sometimes it was a needle’s prick. Other times it was a knife to the heart.

He was almost relieved when grief crashed into him like a rogue wave. The moments when he seemed to forget made him feel guilty and negligent, as though memories of his wife and child were losing value.

They were the greatest treasures he’d ever known…and he’d lost them.

He’d failed them.

He let his hand fall to his side and scratched Wrangler behind the ears. Only his partner knew the fullness of Eli’s grief. He certainly wasn’t going to discuss it with anyone else. Three years later and it still burned, although he was certain many people in his life thought he should be “over it.” How did one ever “get over” losing two thirds of his heart?

He dragged his hands down his face and leaned against the porch post by the brick steps, watching his two horses, Sandy and Thunder, wander to the far side of the paddock as they tried to catch an evening breeze. Good luck with that.

Today had been nothing but frustrating. The entire case he and Wrangler were working had been nothing but frustrating.

In fact, his whole team was suffering under the strain.

Three pregnant teenagers had been kidnapped and murdered, shot in the chest and their bodies dumped shortly after they’d given birth. Their infants were missing, presumably sold on the black market.

In response, the Colorado K-9 Unit had been formed, made up of various officers and agents from local, state and federal agencies, all working together to bring the illegal adoption ring to justice.

There was an added level of urgency, given that a fourth pregnant woman, nineteen-year-old Mia Andrews, had vanished three months earlier while dropping off food at her local food bank. The case hit close to home because her grandfather, Dodger Andrews, was a huge supporter of K-9 teams throughout Colorado. He was well known and well liked, and his grief and fear for his granddaughter and her unborn child were heartbreaking.

The case was eating Eli alive. Babies in danger. Mothers murdered.

It hit too close to home. He’d spent the past several months feeling sick to his stomach, wandering his house at night and wondering why he had ever joined the task force.

Why? Because he was the best investigative officer he could possibly be, and Wrangler was the most well-trained suspect apprehension and protection K-9 he’d ever partnered with. Those missing infants and their mothers deserved justice. Mia Andrews and her unborn child deserved to be rescued. There was no way he could sit on the sidelines and watch others do the work when he could help…

Even if his insides ate him alive.

Straightening, he turned to go into the house. He wasn’t going to sleep, so he might as well fire up his laptop and start searching databases.

Maybe he should drop onto the couch and try to catch some shuteye first. He could almost hear a baby crying, which was a sound from his nightmares and a sure sign he was exhausted.

When his hand touched the door handle, Wrangler suddenly stopped and turned toward the yard, a low growl rumbling in his throat.

Eli looked at his partner. Where the K-9 had been relaxed before, he was now all potential energy, his muscles tensed and ready to run. Wrangler pulled his attention from the yard to look up at Eli, clearly waiting for a command.

What did he hear? Or smell?

Eli wrinkled his nose. Wrangler’s sense of smell was epic, and there was no telling what he’d detected, even in the still air.

The K-9 didn’t typically alert to wildlife…only when he sensed that someone might be in danger.

Holding a flat palm toward his partner, Eli commanded him to be silent and wait. “Wrangler, stil.” Like some working K-9s, Wrangler had been trained in Dutch to prevent confusion if other people tossed out commands.

From the left, a soft crashing sound came from a distance. An infant wailed.

That wasn’t in his head. The cry was real, and Wrangler knew it.

Stepping off the porch, Eli eased into a shadow close to the house, where the light over the barn door didn’t reach.

The cries grew louder, a surreal sound in the still night. Crashing feet pounded the ground. Branches cracked. There was a baby in his woods, but was it…running?

Trying to shake the mental image, he commanded Wrangler to stay, then crept toward the sound. Had the kidnapper they were hunting stumbled into his yard? How was that possible?

A figure burst out of the trees and into the illumination from the barn’s security light. It was a woman, and she was clearly at the end of her strength and stumbled, weighed down by a large backpack and an infant cradled to her chest in a carrier.

Was that—“Carly?”

She whirled toward him. Her dark brown hair straggled in tendrils around her face, and her blue eyes were wide with panic. She heaved breaths as though each was her last. “Eli… A man…” He met her halfway into the yard.

“A man what?” He tilted his head and surveyed her. “Carly, what’s—” More footfalls in the woods cut him off. Instinctively, he shoved Carly behind him and drew his weapon.

On the porch, Wrangler growled. He was ready for whatever came next.

A man raced into the clearing, skidding to a stop when he spotted Eli. He was bald, but shadows obscured his facial features.

Whatever was happening, it wasn’t good. What did this man want? Was the illegal adoption ring now trying to abduct a baby from someone alive and well? And why was his neighbor and occasional running partner carrying an infant?

None of that mattered now. He had to protect Carly and the child. “Oak City Police. Stop where you are and hold your hands up!”

The man remained at the edge of the woods and seemed to consider his options. He took one more step, his arms out to his sides as though he was going to surrender.

When Eli stepped toward him, the man bolted toward the barn.

“Wrangler! Stellen! Stellen!”

His partner fired off the porch at the attack command, eating up the ground between himself and Carly’s pursuer, barking as though he could chew the entire world into bite-size pieces.

It was a terrifying sight that sent the man into a panic. He slid inside the barn and slammed the sliding doors shut just as Wrangler reached them.

The K-9 pawed at the door, his barks fierce, his jumps high. Given enough time, he might claw the building down.

But too much go-time wasn’t good for him.

“Wrangler, kom hier.”

Reluctantly, his partner trotted to Eli’s side, nose toward the barn, ears and tail at attention. He looked up, quivering with excitement and ready for a command or a reward.

He’d have to wait a moment for a treat. The danger was too real.

Keeping his eyes on the barn, he spoke over his shoulder to Carly. “Go in the house. Lock the door. I have a landline. Call 911.”

She hesitated, still breathing heavily.

“I can’t—”

“Go!”

She jumped at the sharp command, but she moved.

He waited for the door to shut behind her, feeling briefly sorry that he’d shouted, but the threat was real. That guy was in his barn, and there were any manner of sharp instruments that he could come out and attack them with if he wasn’t carrying a weapon of his own.

He could also escape out the back door, but it squeaked so loudly that everyone in a two-mile radius would know he’d chosen that exit.

No, the man was still inside, likely ready to pounce.

He looked down at Wrangler and back at the porch. Pointing toward the door to the house, he commanded the K-9 to guard. “Wrangler, yacht.”

Immediately obedient, Wrangler trotted to the bottom of the stairs, his focus on Eli. If anyone else went toward the door, Wrangler would handle him quickly.

Weapon raised, Eli crept toward the barn. “Oak City Police! Come out with your hands where I can see them!”

Silence.

He could burst in, but that severely elevated the risk of someone getting injured.

He could wait. If Carly had done as he’d said, then backup would be here eventually, though it would take time.

He tried once more. “Oak City Police! Come out—”

The barn door slid open, but no one appeared.

Eli gripped his pistol. Maybe the man was afraid that Wrangler was ready for round two.

Or maybe he’d planned something.

Eli was in the middle of the yard with no cover, a sitting duck. “Oak City Pol—”

An engine roared, and the ATV that Eli used to ride the property’s fence line roared out, aiming for the side yard instead of him.

He couldn’t shoot. This wasn’t an attack. It was an escape.

A four-wheeled, horsepower-driven escape that neither he nor Wrangler could stop.

Holstering his pistol, Eli muttered with unintelligible anger and turned toward the house as the engine vanished into the distance.

He’d had a suspect in his hands, a man who’d been bent on attacking a woman and a child…

And once again, he’d failed.






Two

Huddled in the bathtub with Ariel snuggled close, Carly whispered prayers over the baby who was now hers to comfort and care for, trying in vain to relax so Ariel wouldn’t pick up on her fear.

Gradually, although she was surely still hungry, Ariel’s cries downshifted into snuffling whimpers.

Carly’s back and shoulders ached from the fifteen-plus pounds of baby in the front carrier and the unknown weight of Ariel’s backpack, but she didn’t dare take them off. If she had to run, she wanted Ariel as secure as possible so that man couldn’t rip her away.

An engine raced past the window and into the distance, snapping Carly’s head up. What had happened? Was Eli okay? Had she put him in danger?

She swallowed. He was in law enforcement. Should she worry?

Lord, keep us safe. Keep Eli safe. Stop that man before he hurts Ariel. She’d been praying on a nonstop loop since her feet had started running. The prayers were as babbling as Ariel’s sputtering gibberish, but she had no doubt God understood.

A soft sound from the kitchen made her hold her breath and snuggle Ariel closer. The back door squeaked open. Footsteps paced on the hardwood. Was it Eli, or had that man subdued him and entered the house?

Please, God. Please…

Canine toenails tapped on the floor. Wrangler.

They were safe.

She drew in a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then tried to stand.

She couldn’t. The weight of baby and backpack coupled with the awkward way she’d tucked her legs beneath her had essentially rendered her incapable of movement.

On top of everything else, this was humiliating.

The footsteps stopped. “Carly?” Eli’s voice rose in concerned question. “He’s gone. Where are you?”

“In the bathtub.” Now that the danger had passed and her adrenaline ebbed, this was awkward. She was huddled in her neighbor’s bathroom, unable to stand. Great.

He appeared in the doorway with Wrangler at his heels. His reddish-blond hair was tousled as though he’d run his hands through it, and his brown eyes were intense. At the sight of her, he lifted an eyebrow in question. “You good?”

“Yeah.”

“Smart move taking refuge in the bathtub. That’s one of the safest places in the face of pretty much any kind of danger from tornadoes to, well, humans.”

“I watch a lot of crime shows. They’re always shoving people into tubs when the shooting starts.” She tried to shuck off the backpack so she could stand, but the cramped bathtub made movement impossible. The easiest thing would be to unstrap Ariel and hand her off to Eli. She reached for the clasp at her shoulder. “Can you take her for a second?”

Eli froze as though she’d asked him to hold a grenade with the pin pulled. His face actually went white. That was something she’d never seen before.

His mouth opened, then closed, and he looked away toward the bathroom window. “How about I, uhm…” He held up his hand and waved it between them like he was trying to shove something out of the way. “How about I take the…the backpack? Instead?”

The man was afraid to hold a baby. Noted.

He wouldn’t be the first. She’d been around when Mike’s buddies visited after Ariel was born. The never-been-a-dad guys in the group had treated Ariel like she’d break if they breathed wrong, and some had refused to even stand near her. “Okay.”

He moved toward her slowly, his gaze locked on the backpack, and helped her slide it from her shoulders. As soon as it was clear, he turned and left the room.

She’d never pegged him as rude, but she was shocked he’d walked out without helping her up.

It was awkward, but she managed to get to her knees, then to her feet, and to make her way up the hallway.

Eli wasn’t in the living room or the kitchen, though the backpack-slash-diaper bag was on the round wooden table. Unsnapping the carrier, she shifted Ariel to her hip, relishing cool air where the warm baby had been.

She ought to be scared, but numbness had kicked in. She was exhausted, weak and empty. She had a baby to feed and change, and then she had to figure out what came next. Was it smart to go home? Should she go to Wendy’s? Could she handle the memories there, or would that man show up in the dark of the night to steal Ariel?

Was anywhere safe?

Ariel wailed, so Carly swallowed her fear and started a running dialogue with the baby. “I know you’re hungry. We have a nice bottle and maybe some carrots, if you want to try those.” She glanced around as she jiggled Ariel on one hip and dug through the bag with her free hand. The walls were a pale yellow that would have been cheery at any other time. A bar separated the dining area from the kitchen, and the decor was…

Well, Eli had either bought the house from someone who’d never bothered to redecorate or he was very into 1970s retro. It was oddly comforting, making her feel like she was in her grandmother’s house, the one place where she’d felt safe until a heart attack stole that safety when Carly was nine. The wooden fork and spoon hanging on the wall were nearly identical to a set her great-grandmother had gifted to her grandmother.

Carly shook off the nostalgia then headed for the sink and mixed a bottle. Wendy had started introducing Ariel to pureed foods a few weeks earlier, and carrots seemed to be a favorite, given how many containers had been in Wendy’s kitchen.

But how much? She’d never paid attention to how Wendy had fed her daughter and never imagined she’d be the one in charge. It was overwhelming and terrifying even without a strange man trying to—

Carly pulled in a deep breath and released it as Ariel fussed. The last thing this sweet girl needed was more stress in her tiny life.

Shaking the bottle, she checked to make sure it was mixed properly, then popped the lid and presented it to her charge, who did her best to help hold it as Carly sank into a kitchen chair.

“You guys okay?”

Her head jerked up at Eli’s voice from the entrance to the hallway. He stood awkwardly with his arms crossed over his chest, shifting from one foot to the other. Far from the confident officer she’d witnessed earlier or the accomplished horseman she’d worked with when one of his animals had almost gone down with an infection, he seemed ill-at-ease, unable to look directly at her.

“We’re good.”

“Did you call the police?” He looked in her direction then away, seeming to find the refrigerator incredibly interesting. “They should be—”

“No.” Her priority had been getting Ariel to safety. As for the Oak City PD… “I wasn’t comfortable calling the police.”

That got his attention. His head swung toward her, his jaw almost slack. “What? Why? Carly…” He dragged his hand through his hair as he strode toward the phone on the wall by the bar, an anomaly in a digital world. “A man tried to—”

“I can’t.” How could she make him understand when he was a police officer himself, even if he wasn’t currently working with Oak City? “You might be the only one I can trust.” Maybe Wendy had been wrong. Maybe her best friend had been grief-stricken and paranoid after Mike’s death in the line of duty. But her friend hadn’t trusted the police after her husband had died while sitting in a patrol car on his lunch break. Wendy had been wary, suspicious of Mike’s fellow officers, though she’d said little about why.

Eli hesitated for a long moment before he cautiously pulled out a chair on the other side of the table and slid into it. When he sat, Wrangler trotted from the hall and lay down on a bed in the corner, relaxed but alert.

Eli looked her in the eye for the first time since he’d walked into the room. “The only one you trust?”

Ariel seemed to be content with her bottle, unfazed by the tension in the room. “Wendy was afraid of someone in the police department.”

Eli’s head jerked back. His forehead wrinkled. “Who?”

“I don’t know.” She rocked back and forth slowly, Ariel relaxing in her arms as her belly filled and her eyes grew heavy. “Internal Affairs showed up at the house the day after Mike was killed. They had a warrant, and they went through everything. They took his personal phone, his work phone, his computer…” She sniffed angry tears. Hadn’t Wendy been through enough? What had they been looking for? “It was hard. If they were looking for a reason he died or something… I mean, is that standard? Do they just show up and go through everything when a police officer dies?”

“You’re sure it was IA?” He asked the question slowly, as though he was thinking it through.

“Yeah.”

“That’s not standard procedure.” He said it gently, as though he was breaking bad news.

“I figured not.” She’d hoped against hope, but… Her heart cracked a little more.

“And Wendy was scared of someone?” He was leading, coaxing.

She was too tired to care if he was digging, and honestly, he was the only officer she’d trust. He was her neighbor. They’d been running together in the mornings since they’d crossed paths on the road when he moved in a year earlier. They often ran into one another around town and, if they were in the coffee shop at the same time, grabbed a table together for a quick chat. Though he’d shared few personal details over the past year, he’d been friendly and warm.

She’d spent three nights sleeping in Eli’s barn a few months earlier when Thunder had been sick, treating the horse around the clock. Eli had spent his off time there, too, and they’d talked through the dark hours of the night. He’d seemed incredibly attached to the animal, willing to part with whatever funds it would take to save him.

So, yes. He was the only one she’d trust.

Carly shifted Ariel, and the baby stirred, took a few more sleepy sucks from her bottle, then relaxed. Carly let her keep a grip on the bottle, already knowing that pulling it away too soon would result in a noisy jolt back into consciousness. “Wendy never said it in so many words, but she started talking more about me being Ariel’s guardian if anything happened to her, made me promise to ‘raise her right.’ She kept saying that. ‘Raise her right.’ And once, she told me straight-out that if anything happened to her, I shouldn’t trust anyone that Mike worked with, especially not with Ariel.” There had been a tinge of fear in Wendy’s demand that day, and Carly had thought it was grief talking.

Until tonight, when those fears began to live and breathe. “That man tonight, he tried to tell me that he was Ariel’s guardian, but that can’t be right. I’ve seen the paperwork. I know what’s true.” So why was someone trying to make her believe a lie?

* * *

The things Carly had said earlier didn’t make sense.

Then again, right about now, nothing made sense. Not only had a thug chased her into his yard, but he was sitting in his house with a baby…

…and it was slowly killing him.

He couldn’t look at the infant in her arms, now sleeping peacefully in the midst of the storm. It was too much. After all this time it shouldn’t be so overwhelming, but it was.

Shoving his chair from the table, Eli walked to the window and stared at the barn, where the door still stood open. He should close it, but he didn’t trust that Carly’s attacker wasn’t skulking in the shadows. Out here, away from town, the darkness was deep and the houses were far apart, offering too many places to hide.

He needed an extra set of eyes until he helped her figure out a next move. He didn’t agree with her distrust of Oak City PD, but he tried to understand. He’d been with OCPD a couple of years when he got called over to the K-9 task force a few months ago, but he’d largely kept to himself. He preferred his horses to people, if he was being honest. And, while Oak City was a moderate-size city and not a populous metropolitan area like where he’d worked in Denver, it had a large enough police force that there were plenty of officers he’d never even met.

He hadn’t known Ariel’s father, Mike Higgins, by more than sight, though he’d attended the funeral and worn the black armband.
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