
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    [image: Look Behind You by D.K. Hood. The international million-copy bestseller. An isolated house in pine forest surrounded by high mountains. An edge-of-your-seat serial killer thriller with a heart-stopping twist. Detectives Kane and Alton Book 29.]
  

  
    
      Look Behind You

      An edge-of-your-seat serial killer thriller with a heart-stopping twist

      
        Detectives Kane and Alton

        Book 29

      

    

    
      
        D.K. Hood

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bookouture]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by D.K. Hood

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Detectives Kane and Alton prequels

        Lose Your Breath

        Don’t Look Back

      

      

      
        
        Detectives Kane and Alton series

        Don’t Tell a Soul

        Bring Me Flowers

        Follow Me Home

        The Crying Season

        Where Angels Fear

        Whisper in the Night

        Break the Silence

        Her Broken Wings

        Her Shallow Grave

        Promises in the Dark

        Be Mine Forever

        Cross My Heart

        Fallen Angel

        Pray for Mercy

        Kiss Her Goodnight

        Her Bleeding Heart

        Chase Her Shadow

        Now You See Me

        Their Wicked Games

        Where Hidden Souls Lie

        A Song for the Dead

        Eyes Tight Shut

        Their Frozen Bones

        Tears on Her Grave

        Fear for Her Life

        Good Girls Don’t Cry

        Their Haunted Hearts

        Watch Over Me

        Look Behind You

        Nothing Stays Buried

      

        

      
        Detective Beth Katz series

        Wildflower Girls

        Shadow Angels

        Dark Hearts

        Forgotten Girls

      

        

      
        Psychological Thrillers

        The Liar I Married

        His Next Wife

      

      

      AVAILABLE IN AUDIO

      
        
        Detective Beth Katz series

        Wildflower Girls (Available in the UK and the US)

        Shadow Angels (Available in the UK and the US)

        Dark Hearts (Available in the UK and the US)

        Forgotten Girls (Available in the UK and the US)

      

        

      
        Detectives Kane and Alton prequels

        Lose Your Breath (Available in the UK and the US)

        Don’t Look Back (Available in the UK and the US)

      

        

      
        Detectives Kane and Alton series

        Don’t Tell a Soul (Available in the UK and the US)

        Bring Me Flowers (Available in the UK and the US)

        Follow Me Home (Available in the UK and the US)

        The Crying Season (Available in the UK and the US)

        Where Angels Fear (Available in the UK and the US)

        Whisper in the Night (Available in the UK and the US)

        Break the Silence (Available in the UK and the US)

        Her Broken Wings (Available in the UK and the US)

        Her Shallow Grave (Available in the UK and the US)

        Promises in the Dark (Available in the UK and the US)

        Be Mine Forever (Available in the UK and the US)

        Cross My Heart (Available in the UK and the US)

        Fallen Angel (Available in the UK and the US)

        Pray for Mercy (Available in the UK and the US)

        Kiss Her Goodnight (Available in the UK and the US)

        Her Bleeding Heart (Available in the UK and the US)

        Chase Her Shadow (Available in the UK and the US)

        Now You See Me (Available in the UK and the US)

        Their Wicked Games (Available in the UK and the US)

        Where Hidden Souls Lie (Available in the UK and the US)

        A Song for the Dead (Available in the UK and the US)

        Eyes Tight Shut (Available in the UK and the US)

        Their Frozen Bones (Available in the UK and the US)

        Tears on Her Grave (Available in the UK and the US)

        Fear for Her Life (Available in the UK and the US)

        Good Girls Don’t Cry (Available in the UK and the US)

        Their Haunted Hearts (Available in the UK and the US)

        Watch Over Me (Available in the UK and the US)

      

        

      
        Psychological Thrillers

        The Liar I Married (Available in the UK and the US)

        His Next Wife (Available in the UK and the US)

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Nothing Stays Buried

      

      
        Hear More from D.K. Hood

      

      
        Books by D.K. Hood

      

      
        A Letter from D.K. Hood

      

      
        Also by D.K. Hood

      

      
        Wildflower Girls

      

      
        The Liar I Married

      

      
        His Next Wife

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Publishing Team

      

      
        Supporting Young Readers

      

    

    

  

  
    
      In memory of my dear friend Wendy Steenblok.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday

      Fear gripped Jan Pierce so hard her chest tightened, making it hard to breathe. So many people had died at Bear Peak, she would swear she could hear them moaning with each gust of wind. Too afraid to move from the safety of her truck, she stared into the dark depths of Stanton Forest and a shiver slid down her spine. Fragrant pine trees marched up the mountainside in their green spring coats, and the wildflowers sprinkled in the grass coaxed her forward, but beneath the trees, the thick trunks created a dense, dark terrifying space. Desperately trying to push her anxiety to one side, she stepped from her truck and headed toward the popular hiking path. Her friends had assured her that the trail ran up the side of the mountain and offered glorious views of the lowlands below.

      Her anxiety at living alone since her grandma died had intensified since the last murders in Black Rock Falls, and over the last three months she’d attended self-defense classes offered by the sheriff’s department. She’d met one of the deputies, an ex-military man and doctor by the name of Johnny Raven. He trained K-9s and specialized in dogs for personal protection. This past month she had driven to his small ranch in Stanton Forest, where he trained the dogs and worked with a dog she intended to purchase. Wanting to face her fears, she’d decided to hike to his home rather than take the fire road. It had been quiet in Black Rock Falls since Christmas, and as the weather forecast had predicted heavy rain for the next few weeks, this would be her only opportunity to test her courage.

      Heart pounding and mouth dry, she stood for a few moments staring at the trail leading into the forest and then pulled on her backpack. The forest seemed to breathe as the hush of wind threaded its way through the trees. Whispers of the dead or a warning not to enter? She pushed away the stories she’d read about the forest and turned to scan the parking lot for other hikers. It would be easier to follow a group of people even at a distance, but apart from two vehicles parked some distance away, there was no sign of anyone.

      Taking a deep breath, she took a few hesitant steps into the dark forest. If she tried not to manifest something bad in every shadow, the forest could be a beautiful place to visit. Watchful of her surroundings, she ran slowly, feeling the cold air slam into her lungs. The first part of the trail wound out before her with sunlight pouring down like flashlight beams and then it opened up to display blue sky. She ran harder, the allure of the light drawing her forward. The trail ran alongside the edge of the mountain, and the swaying branches of the pines created a frame of a magnificent vista.

      The sight took her breath away. She pulled out her phone and angled it to catch the golden spill of sunlight over the valley. When she turned to her right, the jagged peaks of Bear Peak rose up black and forbidding, and when she panned down, she caught a ribbon of a blue river as it wound its way down the mountainside to the town of Black Rock Falls. She smiled to herself as she captured the video. She would add it to the others she’d collected from some of the most beautiful places around town and loop them together to create a screensaver. She spent a few minutes admiring the view and her confidence soared. Running, she headed back up the trail through the forest until a dark patch of dense trees and thick undergrowth sucked away all the light, leaving thick dark shadows.

      Jan paused, heart hammering. Anything could be in there, a bear maybe or someone intent on harming her. So many people had been murdered in the forest, she hesitated breathing heavily and scanned the darkness for any sign of movement. She wanted to go back and swallowed hard, suddenly unable to take another step—but she must. She checked her phone for the time. If she didn’t keep going, she’d be late for her appointment with Raven. He was a busy man and wouldn’t appreciate her being tardy. Taking a firm grip on her fear, she ran into the darkness, tripping over exposed roots on the trail, but as she turned a bend, the light ahead spurred her forward.

      The sound of rustling came from the trees and panic had her by the throat. If someone was in the trees watching her, she’d run right toward them. Too afraid to stop, she ran faster. Footsteps pounded along the trail behind her, but too afraid to look back, she burst into the light and found herself on a narrow path alongside the edge of the mountain. Gasping in the clear cool mountain air, she glanced over one shoulder. Her imagination had gotten the better of her. No one ran at her from the shadows. Trembling, she stared into blackness, but as the minutes ticked by not a soul emerged from the forest. Her imagination had become her enemy.

      Trying to calm down, she turned back to enjoy the incredible landscape spreading out below her. She lifted her phone and, pressing record, aimed it to capture the view. Moments later the sound of a crunch came from the path behind her. Fear gripped her and her breath caught in her throat, but before she could turn, agony shot through her temple and a stab of pain hit the back of her knee. Jan stumbled forward and gasped as she fell into space, arms windmilling. She clutched at branches that only slid through her fingers and then hung for a second on an updraft, staring at the mountain before plunging backward toward the jagged rocks. The sound of laughter came on a rush of wind just before the beautiful image blacked out.
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      The day Dave Kane, who had left his job as a special agent and sniper working for the US government, arrived in Black Rock Falls to live off the grid with a new name and face, he never imagined he’d be teaching self-defense to a group of women in the local town hall. He enjoyed his work as deputy sheriff of Black Rock Falls. Being married to Sheriff Jenna Alton and raising two sons had never seemed possible during his old life. Although he drilled the women like a sergeant major and had assistance from the other deputies, he hadn’t imagined how much attention he would get from his students. He’d made it clear from the get-go that Jenna was his wife, but that didn’t stop some of them from batting their eyelashes at him and making any excuse to get him alone. Their vehicles mysteriously broke down or they’d heard someone in their house and wanted him to drop by to check it out. He wondered if he’d become a little oversensitive and mentioned it to Raven only to find that the same thing happened to him on a daily basis. He’d decided, when this happened, to bring up Jenna’s name as often as possible and keep a running commentary going about how good his two boys were doing—it hadn’t worked.

      The self-defense classes had been his idea, and he didn’t want to stop them because in Serial Killer Central, people living alone needed as much protection as possible, and he welcomed everyone to come along. During their downtime, which of late had been almost every day, they held classes three times a week with two deputies taking the classes. The classes weren’t only for hand-to-hand combat but also to instruct people on the right way to handle a weapon. This meant he took groups of people, mostly women, to the firing ranges around town.

      His friend, Deputy Johnny Raven, spent most of his downtime saving homeless dogs from shelters. He often drove miles throughout the state to collect animals he believed could be trained to protect people. He worked with military K-9s but used his knowledge to work with suitable strays for self-protection. Most times he gave these dogs to vulnerable women or charged a very small fee to cover his expenses. The K-9s, he sold to people or security companies and put the handlers through a vigorous training program with their dogs. Raven insisted that each dog had a good home with the handler and would check on them regularly. His partner in the dogs was Native American Atohi Blackhawk, Dave’s close friend and once the guardian of his adopted son, Tauri.

      Kane stepped away from demonstrating how to escape from a choke hold when a wild-eyed teenager burst through the door. He turned to look at him. “Is there a problem?”

      “Yeah, maybe.” The boy held his stomach, panting. “There’s a group of ranch hands bad-mouthing some of the college students outside Aunt Betty’s Café. It’s getting nasty and the sheriff is right in the middle of it, alone.”

      “Did she send you for help?” Raven went to Kane’s side, his eyebrows raised.

      “Nope, but I figure she needs it.” The boy leaned over, his hands on his knees, gasping in long breaths. “I figure you should come right away before someone gets hurt.”

      It would be unusual for ranch hands or students to be carrying weapons in town. Most of the ranch hands had a rifle in their trucks but rarely carried sidearms. He glanced at the class and nodded to the women. It was almost over anyway. “That’s all for today. It seems we’re needed in town.”

      “Deputy Kane.” Sierra Lang touched his arm. “Is there any chance you could check the security on my house? Living alone, I’m always worried someone might break in.”

      Kane grabbed his holster belt, strapped it on and then took his coat from a chair and shrugged into it. He dived into one of his pockets for a cardholder and selected a card. “This is a company that comes to your home and checks everything out. They give you a detailed rundown of what they believe you need to keep your house safe. You’re not obligated to purchase anything they recommend, but it will give you a better idea than I can on what you need.” He sighed. “I understand that setting up security systems can be expensive, but if you have any problems, please contact the Her Broken Wings Foundation. We have created a fund to assist people to make sure their homes are safe.”

      “I can put you on the list for one of our dogs too.” Raven smiled at her as he buckled his belt and checked his weapon. “Trust me, no one would get past them.”

      “Thank you, I’d appreciate it.” Sierra took the card and pushed it down the front of her bra. She smiled. “I’ll see you at our next class.”

      As Kane led Raven out onto Main, they could see the rowdy, loud group spilling out over the blacktop outside Aunt Betty’s Café. The town hall, where they held the classes, was a short distance from the sheriff’s office, so this morning they’d walked there in the fresh spring air. He glanced at Raven and they took off at a run, slowing some distance from the crowd to see what exactly was happening. In the middle of the altercation stood Jenna, both arms outstretched to prevent the men from coming to blows and speaking in hushed tones at the irate men around her. His dog, Duke, stood beside her, his lips drawn back to show his canines, which on a bloodhound made him appear to be smiling, but the low growl told another story.

      Kane took in the situation and relaxed. He’d jump in right away if the men started swinging, but Jenna had earned her respect in town. He’d never seen her back down from anyone and she fought hard to keep the townsfolk safe. Her team of deputies ran like a well-oiled machine under her leadership and her record of taking down serial killers was legendary. Being slightly built and small enough to tuck under his arm, it never ceased to amaze him how lowering her voice to just above a whisper got people’s attention more than when she raised it. The same thing worked with their sons. They knew that if their mom spoke to them in a whisper, they were in deep trouble.

      He placed a hand on Raven’s arm, indicating to him to stand down and wait. Pride radiated through him at the way Jenna took complete control of the situation. She didn’t need him or Raven strong-arming anyone. Kane leaned against a street light, and Raven stood nonchalantly reading the specials at the café. After a few minutes, the faces on the men dropped to expressions of embarrassment. Not long after, Jenna twirled her fingers at them, and they turned and the groups walked away in opposite directions. Kane smiled as she looked up and noticed him. “We’ve finished the class and we’re starving.”

      “Who sent for the cavalry?” Jenna looked from him to Raven and back. “I had it under control and I didn’t need to pull my weapon either.”

      Kane laughed. “I could see that and I wasn’t getting involved. When you drop your voice to a whisper I want to go hide under the table.”

      “Oh, stop it.” Jenna slid her arm through his and grinned. “Yelling never gets anyone anywhere. I learned that from you.” She led him toward Aunt Betty’s. “I’m hungry too. I walked here to allow Duke to stretch his legs and to get some fresh air. No cases for me means updating files, checking lists from other law enforcement offices, or cleaning the closets and refilling supplies. It’s boring.”

      “Not for long. The storm clouds are rolling in.” Raven frowned. “I’m guessing the weather forecast is right for once. The ground is still wet from the melt. If it rains for a week, it will flood.”

      Kane followed Jenna inside, glanced at the specials, and ordered, before heading to their table at the back of the restaurant. When he removed his jacket and sat down opposite Jenna, he looked at her and sighed. “Much as I enjoy training the women, I figure it’s best I leave it to the single guys.”

      “Why? I figured you loved it?” Jenna blinked at him. “What else is going on here?”

      Clearing his throat, Kane shrugged. “It’s fine when you drop by, but we’re talking about a group of women who live alone. Yeah, they need help, but it’s clear some of them are also seeking companionship. To show them the moves to defend themselves, I need to be up close and personal, and to be honest, those women are making it uncomfortable to be around. The others are fine. When they come on to me like that, I spend all my time talking about you and the boys, but it doesn’t make any difference.”

      “How do you mean?” Jenna’s eyes narrowed. “Suggestive remarks? Maybe they’re joking?”

      Kane ran a hand down his face. “I wish. I ignore them but some have started to rub their butts against me during training. I wouldn’t accept that behavior at work, but I don’t like to be rude to them. Heck, I’m a dad and I figured I’m too old to be hit on.”

      “You’re not too old.” Jenna frowned. “Men are never too old and you’re only forty-two—that’s in your prime.”

      “I’m getting the same and Emily figures it’s funny.” Raven smiled at the server pouring their coffee. “If they try that, I get them to work together and keep away. The thing is, it doesn’t stop there. They figure if they can get us into their homes, they have a chance. Rio doesn’t mind, and when Agent Carter drops by to help out, he loves the attention.”

      “Well, one of my deputies or an FBI agent would be a catch.” Jenna raised both eyebrows. “But not my husband or Rowley. I don’t figure Sandy would be too happy.” She sobered. “I wish you’d told me before. I’ll support any decision you make.”

      Chief Deputy Rio and Special Agent Ty Carter, both being single, didn’t have a care in the world, but Deputy Jake Rowley was happily married with three kids and had declined the offer to train the women, but he had become involved with young men who needed instruction and trained them in a martial arts dojo in town.

      Kane nodded. “Thanks. I’ve tried getting the women to work alone but I do need to show them the moves. I guess I should be flattered but I’m not.” He met Jenna’s concerned gaze. “I’ve spoken to Rowley and he figures some of the martial arts instructors would be willing to help.”

      “That sounds like a plan. I agree with you, Dave. If the women in the class are making you uncomfortable, I figure you should work with Rowley and the men.” Jenna looked at Raven. “You too, if you feel the same way.”

      “Talking about the women in the classes”—Raven sipped his coffee and placed the cup back on the table—“I was expecting Jan Pierce early this morning for a training run with her dog and she was a no-show. She didn’t come to class either. I’m reluctant to give her a call because, like you, I don’t really want to encourage her. She seems very needy, but since we started working with her dog, I figured she’d turned the corner and had gotten her courage back.”

      “Don’t worry about it right now.” Jenna sat back in her chair as the food was delivered. “When we get back to the office I’ll give her a call.”

      “Thanks.” Raven smiled.

      Kane looked at the concerned expression on the face of Susie Hartwig, the manager of Aunt Betty’s, as she hesitated to leave after delivering their meals. “Is there a problem, Susie?”

      “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.” Susie frowned. “Jan came by for breakfast. She mentioned taking the mountain trail and running to your house. She told me she wanted to face her fears. She’s very excited about getting a dog from you.” She held the tray before her like a shield. “Maybe it was too much for her and she went home. Since her grandma died, she’s been jumping at her own shadow, poor woman.”

      “I was expecting her.” Raven rubbed the back of his neck. “I figured she’d changed her mind. She has missed a few sessions. I had Em come along for some of them to keep her company.”

      Kane nodded. Raven and Emily Wolfe were dating, but he doubted, as one of the medical examiners in town, she had time to escort frightened women all the time. “Thanks for letting us know, Susie. We’ll drop by and do a welfare check.”

      “Thanks.” Susie smiled and headed back to the kitchen.

      “Maybe she’s at work?” Jenna tucked into her meal.

      “She works from home.” Raven sprinkled crackers into his bowl of chili. “Accountant.”

      “Call her.” Jenna sipped a glass of water. “If she doesn’t pick up, we’ll drop by.”

      “Okay.” Raven scrolled through his contacts and placed the call. After a few moments, he shook his head. “It goes straight to voicemail. She could be working. She told me she has a separate number for work. Maybe she turned off her regular phone?”

      The forest posed a danger for a woman alone. Kane met his gaze. “I sure hope so.”
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      Raven bolted down his meal and stood to pull on his jacket. It might be spring, but the wind still carried the threat of more snow. “I’ll head back to the office and grab Ben. If she isn’t at home, I figure we track her.”

      “We’ll drop by her house. Wait at the office. If she’s not there, we’ll call you.” Jenna stood. “We’ll need to enter for a welfare check, so I’ll grab something of hers that Ben and Duke can get a scent from and we’ll head up the Bear Peak trail.”

      Raven headed for the door. As he moved swiftly along the sidewalk, he cast his mind back to the last conversation he had with Jan. She’d mentioned her grandmother being a very strong woman, until she took a fall and broke her hip and went downhill from there. She died less than six weeks later, leaving Jan alone in a big empty old house set on a good parcel of land just on the outskirts of town. Although she’d lived in the house since her parents died in a fiery wreck when she was only five years old, being alone frightened her.

      He’d spoken to her at length about different ways of protecting herself but really believed she needed the companionship of a dog. He’d found a suitable young mixed-breed bitch, which came by the name of Greta. The dog had come from a home with children, but when the owners moved to a smaller house in a different state, they’d left her at the shelter hoping that she would find a good home. Raven had contacted all the shelters in a hundred-mile area and purchased suitable dogs for training for personal protection or K-9. When the call came in about Greta, he’d left immediately and collected her. She was perfect for protection. Active and intelligent, she had been trained by him with ease. Jan and Greta had made a good combination, but he never allowed dogs to go with new owners until he was satisfied that they were a good fit.

      He’d spent time working with Jan and Greta at his ranch and again at Jan’s home, making sure that the dog would settle with her. Having the dog understand and react immediately to the new owner’s commands was imperative. Jan and Greta were coming along really well, and with the dog beside her, Jan seemed to forget her nervousness. He’d recommended contractors, who installed security systems and motion sensors outside the house, and truly believed that the dog, the classes, and meeting other women in the same position had helped her regain her courage.

      He’d left his Belgian Malinois, Ben, a military-trained K-9, in the conference room. His dog hated being left behind, but persistent barking during the exercises with the women had made it necessary. Ben was very protective and couldn’t tell the difference between women attacking him in a play fight and the real thing. Not wanting to confuse his loyal companion, he’d left him behind. The moment he got to the office he headed up the stairs and took down a bag of the dog’s favorite food from the storeroom. Ben’s excited barks came from the conference room, and when Raven threw open the door, the dog told him all about his day, all the while turning around in circles. He laughed and filled Ben’s bowl with food. “Have something to eat. We’re going walkies.”

      The dog’s ears stood up on end and his intelligent dark eyes focused on Raven before he dived into the plate eating ravenously. Raven leaned against the desk, watching. He didn’t want to get Ben’s harness just yet because it meant serious work. It turned a normal dog into a military machine, fierce and loyal. Ben would put his body in front of him to protect him without a second thought. He would stay beside him if he became injured and go for help if ordered. It hadn’t always been this way. He met Ben flying a medevac chopper during a military mission to rescue Ben’s seriously injured handler and was in the process of transporting him to safety. Unfortunately, enemy fire took down the chopper, and the soldier died in the wreck. He’d suffered injuries as well, and if not for a special forces sniper, he and Ben would have died at the hands of the rebels. He’d dragged the injured, distressed dog along with him. Somehow, they’d formed a bond. It had been fragile, but the dog seeing him injured had made the canine want to protect him.

      During his convalescence he’d spent his time learning how to train K-9s. Working with dogs helped his PTSD, but when the military discharged him, he made a request to take Ben with him. They’d been together ever since. This was the main reason why he trained dogs for protection for vulnerable people. The partnership helped both of them. The person had a loyal companion who would look after them, and the dog a home it desperately needed.

      His phone chimed and he pulled it out of his pocket and stared at the screen. “Did you find her?”

      “No, she’s not here.” He could hear the roar of the Beast, Kane’s tricked-out black truck, behind Jenna’s voice. “We’re heading for the parking lot by the mountain trail at Bear Peak. Grab a few survival packs and meet us there. We’ll wait for you.”

      Raven nodded. “Copy that. I’m on my way.” He took down the harness from the peg behind the door. “Come on, Ben, it’s time to go to work.”
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      He found Jenna and Kane examining a vehicle when he arrived. He slid out of his truck and opened the back door for Ben. A few spots of rain splattered his cheeks and he stared at the dark clouds swirling across the sky. The expected storm would arrive soon. Ben gave a happy bark and walked around Duke, excited to be out in the forest. “That’s Jan’s truck. She usually drives to my place when she comes to work with Greta.”

      “There’s no sign of her anywhere.” Kane moved to his side. “The house is clear. There are no signs of forced entry and no disturbance whatsoever. Inside it’s as neat as a pin.”

      “The vehicle is locked. She’s left a pair of day shoes inside on the passenger-seat well.” Jenna pulled up the hood of her jacket against the buffeting wind. “There is one set of footprints leading from the vehicle toward the trail. She came here alone. I wonder what happened to prevent her arriving at your place. What time did you expect her?”

      Raven stared at the trail leading into darkness and wondered what made Jan risk going into the forest alone. “Around seven-thirty. I needed to be at the town hall at nine-thirty to assist with the classes.” He removed his Stetson and pushed a hand through his hair. “The thing is, this woman is like a scared rabbit. I can’t imagine what prompted her to go into the forest alone at that time of the morning. If she’d mentioned she’d planned to walk to my place through the forest, I’d have headed out to meet her along the way.”

      “Here.” Jenna handed him a plastic bag with a pair of socks inside. “See if Ben can track her. Dave will give Duke her scent as well. We’ll find her.”

      Raven opened the bag and held it to Ben’s nose. Tracking was new for Ben, but Blackhawk had worked with him and he’d gone from okay to amazing in a few weeks. The dog sniffed the air, sneezed, and then headed toward the trail. Raven looked at Jenna. “He’s on it. Let’s go.”
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      The smell of rain came on the buffeting wind and the trees groaned like an old squeaky gate as Jenna followed Raven and Kane into the forest. She shook her head, unable to comprehend why a frightened woman would walk along a dark trail alone. Many hiking groups enjoyed it for the outstanding scenery along the way, but it wasn’t a place where she would enjoy walking alone. Bear Peak had a terrible reputation. Murders had occurred there from way back before she became sheriff. She’d witnessed the results of a few that happened over the last few years, and even though she’d begun her time in law enforcement as DEA Agent Avril Parker, she never imagined that when she started her new life as Jenna Alton in Black Rock Falls that she would encounter so much carnage. It seemed that the dense forest in this area of the mountain offered a number of places for serial killers to either hide or dump their victims’ bodies. As she increased her pace to keep up with her deputies, she constantly scanned the shadows, aware that not only wild animals roamed the woods but also psychopaths.

      “She stopped here.” Raven turned to look at her as she came along the trail behind him. “There are footprints along the edge. They don’t look disturbed or panicky. I figure she stood here to admire the view.”

      “Yeah, I can see where she turns and walks away. The stride is measured and normal.” Kane crouched to get a better view.

      “This woman is frightened of her own shadow, and if she got this far without being scared, she was doing really well. I recall her telling me that she enjoyed taking videos of the surrounding countryside. Maybe she stopped here to capture the scenery?” He indicated to Ben to continue and the dog took off at a trot.

      The trail widened and Jenna moved closer to Kane. “Neither of the dogs seems to be acting as if anything is wrong. They’re sniffing the air and following the scent.”

      “The thing that concerns me most is she didn’t arrive at Raven’s ranch, and if she got there after he left, Blackhawk is working with the dogs today and would have contacted Raven to let him know she was late arriving.” Kane gave her a side-eye. “If she’d changed her mind halfway and turned back, the dogs would have led us back to the vehicles. The fact that her truck is still in the parking lot is cause for concern.”

      Jenna scanned the ground ahead. Pine needles and leaves scattered across the rocky mountain trail, making any footprints impossible to discern. Only the soft soil at the edge of the mountain offered the opportunity to discover footprints. The trail was very popular and any number of people could have come by this way over the last few hours. In fact, it was the perfect opportunistic area for anyone intent on murder to hang out on the off chance they could grab someone. The trail was shrouded in long patches of darkness and then would break into bright patches of sunlight so intense they blinded hikers. The free publication offering maps of the local hiking trails gave a stern warning about traveling through the forest alone due to the large quantity of wild animals. Although in all her time as sheriff, animal attacks had been very few and far between. Very occasionally, someone would stumble over a grizzly and its cubs, but most hikers took precautions and remained vigilant.

      The men and dogs walked at a rapid pace. Jenna sucked in deep breaths of the cool mountain air as she paced alongside Kane. With each step the gradient got steeper and covered with tree roots and loose gravel. The latter came from the runoff from the melt, carrying with it small rocks and other debris across the trails. Ahead, Ben’s bark shattered the silence of the forest, sending birds flying high into the air. Behind him, Duke sat down, signaling that he had found something. As she got closer, Ben scratched at the edge of the mountain and Raven dragged him back by his harness. “What’s he found?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” Raven gave a few short orders to Ben and the dog sat motionless. “The ground along the edge here is churned up.” He looked at Kane. “Grab me by the belt. I need to hang over the edge of the ravine. Maybe she took a tumble and fell?”

      “Wait.” Kane handed Duke’s leash to Jenna, pulled out his phone, and moved along the edge taking photographs. “This looks like a scuffle to me. We need to record it before it rains. This might be a crime scene… Okay, done.” He moved closer to Raven, grabbed him by the belt, and spread his legs. He used his other arm to grip the trunk of a tree. “Okay, I’ve got you.”

      Jenna held her breath as Raven leaned out over the massive drop to the valley below. She found it hard to believe that Jan had ignored the posted warning signs and walked too close to the edge. No one could possibly be that stupid.

      “Pull me back in.” Raven staggered backward and turned to look at them, his face grim. “I see a body. There’s nowhere I can see to get to it by foot. I figure I can get the chopper close enough to drop a team down to retrieve it.”

      A wave of emotion hit Jenna. This poor woman was trying to face her fears and had accidentally fallen over the edge of the ravine—or was she pushed? “Can you tell from this far away that it’s a woman?”

      “I figure it’s Jan. Every time I’ve seen her this winter she’s been wearing the same pink parka, blue jeans, and hiking boots. I can see blonde hair spread out over the rocks. I figure it must be her.” Raven glanced at Kane. “We’ll need to call Wolfe. After the last time you rescued me and Emily in the chopper, she’s not going to get into one again soon.”

      “The weather is closing in. Are you happy to do this, Raven?” Kane gave him a searching look. “It’s been a long time since you flew in an updraft in a ravine this close to the mountainside. I’ve been in a chopper with Carter and he’s just about the most experienced military chopper pilot I’ve ever met, and he has difficulty.”

      “During many deployments, I flew the same type of missions with the enemy firing at me, and I managed to bring the boys home safe all but one time.” Raven shrugged. “Sure, I’m a little rusty after a couple of years without flying but I completed a full refresher course. I’ve been out with Wolfe many times and we’ve flown through the mountain pass to make sure I could handle any situation. He’s happy with me and I passed all the requirements to the satisfaction of the licensing board.”

      “Wolfe is experienced too, and if you have any doubts, he could pilot and you and I could retrieve the body.” Kane stared at him, hands on hips. “You’re a doctor, and you’ve retrieved a ton of bodies in your time.”

      Jenna looked from one to the other, unsure why Kane was questioning Raven’s abilities. For some inexplicable reason, Kane had concerns about Raven flying so close to the mountains. Unbeknownst to Raven, Kane had been the sniper who’d rescued him from the fateful wreck along with Ben, who’d been injured in the crash as well. It concerned Jenna that the dog recognized him, and Raven had even mentioned how much he resembled the sniper who had rescued him from the desert. Being recognized brought with it a wealth of problems as Kane had a bounty on his head, but luckily, Raven had accepted his denial. It was fortunate that Kane had removed his fingerprints and had intensive facial reconstruction prior to arriving in Black Rock Falls, and now he appeared much younger than his forty-two years. In fact, like Jenna, they both resembled people as much as ten years younger than their true ages. They kept their bodies in great shape by working out every morning. Jenna enjoyed the exercise to keep up her stamina, but Kane needed to keep his skill set sharp to remain the lethal weapon the military trained him to be.

      “Maybe we should allow Wolfe to decide.” Raven whistled to Ben and turned to head back down the trail.

      As Raven vanished into the shadows, Jenna glanced at Kane. “Is there a problem I’m not aware of?”

      “Nope.” Kane pointed to the sky. “There is a storm brewing, and from the weather forecast, it’s going to be bad. I honestly don’t like the idea of flying in a chopper so close to the mountain in high wind gusts. I’m sure Raven is proficient or he wouldn’t have been given back his license, but he does suffer from PTSD, and it was caused by a crash that happened close to a mountain under enemy fire. By the time we get this organized, the storm is just about gonna be on us, and the thunder and lightning might trigger an episode. I needed to ask the question. It’s my life hanging on the end of that rope.” He ran a hand down his face. “It’s times like this I wish Carter were here.”

      Jenna smiled. “Why don’t you call him?” She pulled out her phone to call Wolfe. “I recall he had a case in my county, so he might be working close by. If he is, there’s no doubt we’d be getting a call before long, because there’s no way he’d be flying back to Snakeskin Gully in bad weather.”

      “I will.” Kane pulled out his phone and made the call.

      Jenna contacted Wolfe and explained the situation.

      “There I was, planning on a nice day playing with my new equipment and then y’all go and spoil it.” Wolfe’s footsteps clattered along the tiled hallway in the morgue. “As luck would have it, Carter is in Louan this morning. I figure y’all gonna need him if you’re planning on retrieving the body today. The storm is rolling in and it’s gonna be nasty.”

      Jenna could hear Kane speaking to Carter. “Dave is talking to him now. We’ll come to the morgue and organize everything.” She lowered her voice. “Raven wanted to fly the chopper. He’s not very happy that Dave questioned his ability.”

      “He’s a big boy.” Wolfe chuckled. “He’ll get over it. My bird is fueled and ready to go. I just need to do a preflight check. I’ll go and load my equipment. See you in ten.” He disconnected.
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      The morgue held the distinct smell of vanilla rather than the usual eau de decomposing body. There hadn’t been a death in Black Rock Falls for almost two months, but machinery hummed as usual. One of the laboratory doors stood open, and inside, Jenna could see Emily and their assistant Colt Webber moving around. A pile of boxes in one corner indicated that they were setting up new equipment that Wolfe had recently purchased. He liked to be one step ahead of everyone else when it came to new technology in his field. Jenna pushed her hands deep into her pockets and clenched her fingers tight as she watched Kane get ready for the body retrieval. As he fastened the strap to his helmet, she couldn’t prevent the shiver of apprehension running through her. Although Kane never showed the slightest sign of fear, she fully understood the danger of rappelling into the ravine during a storm. High winds and wind tunnels within the ravine were not the only problem they would face. Within a matter of time, they’d be hit by lashing rain, and the chances of lightning strikes would increase as the body retrieval continued. She took deep breaths and tried to keep her expression relaxed as Kane joked with Raven. It seemed to her that they had made peace with each other. Wolfe had informed them that Carter would be flying his chopper, and he and Kane would do the retrieval. Raven would be in control of the rescue hoist.

      She turned as the door to the roof elevator slid open and Zorro the Doberman nosed his way out of the door with Carter and Special Agent Jo Wells, the FBI behavioral analyst and his partner trailing suitcases behind them on wheels. She hadn’t seen them since Christmas and a wave of relief went over her knowing that Carter would be flying the chopper. “Hi, Jo, Ty, and Zorro. It’s good to see you. Our cottage is fully stocked with food if you need to stay for a few days while this storm blows over.”

      “We might just take you up on that. It’s getting nasty out there.” Carter moved a toothpick across his lips and grinned at her. “Are you driving to the top of Bear Peak to watch?”

      Jenna couldn’t resist returning his smile even though her stomach rolled in fear at what might happen. “Yes. They’ll need observers in case anything happens.” She looked at Jo. “Are you coming?”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be a difficult retrieval.” Jo indicated to their bags. “We’ll just drop these into Wolfe’s office. I figure it will be pouring with rain by the time we get back, and I didn’t want to leave them in the chopper. It’s blowing a gale on the roof already.” She headed along the hallway with the wheels of the suitcase squeaking.

      “I suggest you grab to-go cups of coffee.” Carter turned to look at her over one shoulder as he followed Jo. “I figure this is gonna take a while.” He glanced down at his dog. “Zorro will be happy to wait in Wolfe’s office. I figure everyone here knows not to mess with him.”

      Smiling, Jenna looked at the dog’s big brown eyes and the way his little tail stump wiggled in greeting. He became a statue when Carter wasn’t around. “He’ll be fine. Duke and Ben will keep him company.”

      “Jenna.” Kane handed her a com. “You should be able to hear what’s happening. These have excellent range.” He slid an arm around her waist. “It would be safer to drive the Beast up to the parking lot at Bear Peak to watch the retrieval. If the storm gets fierce, it will be easier to drive than any of the patrol vehicles. Raven recommended the second lookout parking lot to see what’s happening. The new one the council opened recently. That one has a fenced lookout over the ravine.” He handed her the keys and gave her a long searching look. “I’m actually looking forward to rappelling out of the chopper today. It’s one of the things I miss the most.”

      Nodding, Jenna took the keys and pushed them into her pocket. They were still warm from his body. “Yeah, I know, you’re an adrenaline junkie. Although I don’t believe it will be much fun picking up the body of Jan Pierce. It looks pretty well banged up.” She pushed the com into her ear.

      “No, that part of the job is a definite downer.” Kane frowned. “I just hope the animals haven’t got to her.” He met her gaze. “While you’ve been waiting for us, have you had any thoughts on who might have had a reason to push Jan over the edge of the ravine?”

      Jenna pushed her hand through her hair. “No. My main concern at the moment is just retrieving her body and making sure it is her before we notify her next of kin. Although from what I know about her, I don’t think she has any other family. She told me one day during one of your training sessions that she lived with her grandma after her parents died, and now her grandma is deceased and she has been frightened living on her own. That is the reason she took the lessons on self-protection. The thing is, if someone snuck up behind her when she was taking photographs or recording and pushed her over the edge, I don’t figure she’d have time to turn and fight. Do you?”

      “Nope.” Kane rubbed his chin. “From what I could see at the scene, the struggle was minimal. I figure she only saw her attacker at the last moment. Some of the trees along the edge have the leaves shredded from them. She tried to grip them before she went over. Maybe while we’re retrieving the body, we’ll be able to locate her phone. Even if it’s damaged, we should be able to download the images. With any luck, she’ll have a picture of her killer.” He sighed as Carter came walking back along the hallway. “I gotta go. Drive safe and I’ll see you soon.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead and walked away, pulling on his leather gloves.

      She watched the men pile into the elevator and turned as Jo came alongside her. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” Jo held up a Thermos and a few energy bars. “Carter insisted we take these with us. He said you look tired.” She shook her head. “I’m starting to believe he thinks he’s your brother.”

      Jenna smiled. “I could do worse than have a brother like Carter.” She led the way to the back door of the morgue and they climbed into the Beast.
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      Using the GPS to guide her, Jenna drove the Beast slowly along the highway and found the narrow dirt road leading to the lookout. The parking lot was bigger than she expected. She had noticed it in the Welcome to Black Rock Falls tourist guides Maggie had stacked on the front counter in the office. She glanced around, impressed. It even had picnic tables on one side and a set of public restrooms. Two vehicles sat in the parking lot and a couple stood on the lookout, holding hands and admiring the view. A woman wearing a hoodie stood a discreet distance away.

      Jenna scanned the area to get her bearings. It seemed they were to the left of the ravine but had a clear view of the side of the mountain where Jan had fallen. She turned to Jo. “The storm will be here soon. Do you want to watch from inside the truck or would you prefer to go to the lookout?”

      “I figure we should go to the lookout. I’m not sure if we’d be able to see from way back here.” Jo slipped on a pair of gloves and then pulled a woolen cap over her hair. “We can always come back if it starts to pour.” She slid out of the passenger seat.

      Dragging the hood of her jacket over her woolen cap, Jenna followed. The wind came in gusts, swirling dead leaves and debris into multiple dust devils. At a glance, they resembled people walking out of the forest and across the parking lot, but when she looked again, they weren’t there. “Dust devils are a strange phenomenon, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah.” Jo chuckled. “For a moment there, I thought it was a group of drunken men heading out of the forest. Things happen around ravines because of the wind turbulence. Carter explained the problems of negotiating it with a chopper.” She gripped Jenna’s arm. “Heavens, I shouldn’t have said that, should I? I’m sorry. It must be nerve-wracking for you to watch Dave jump out of a chopper.”

      Pasting a smile on her face, Jenna turned to her friend. “The thing is, he loves it. It seems to me the more his life is in danger, the bigger thrill he gets out of it. He couldn’t wait to get up there. Yeah, I admit it scares me, but having Carter to fly the chopper makes it easier.”

      “The problem with Carter”—Jo gave her a side-eye—“is that he believes he’s immortal when he’s in that chopper. He takes some terrible risks when we’re flying to crime scenes. Sometimes he scares the hell out of me.”

      Everything that Jo said increased Jenna’s fear and she quickened her pace at the sound of a chopper overhead. She took a position on the fence around the man-made lookout and gripped the handrail as the chopper circled in the distance. Her heart pounded as Carter maneuvered the helicopter into position. Before Kane and Wolfe had the chance to rappel down to the body, a gust of wind ripped through the ravine, causing the aircraft to lurch. It swayed before it turned slowly and regained its hovering position. She turned away as dust and debris swirled violently around her, reducing the visibility. The wind dropped as fast as it had arrived. Jenna glanced at the sky. Gray clouds rolled across the top of the mountain, swirling and building into a threatening dark mass. She turned her attention back to the chopper when Carter’s voice crackled through her earpiece.

      “I have limited clearance. I’ll hold the hover for as long as possible as you rappel down, but once you are on the ground, I may need to circle around again to keep out of the wind gusts.”

      “Copy that.” Kane’s voice came through the static. “We’re good to go.”

      Gripping tight to the handrail and holding her breath, Jenna stared at the chopper. It held a precise hover with its nose tilted and the tail rotor dangerously close to jagged rock. If Carter made one miscalculation, the chopper would crash into the mountainside. The next moment, Kane and Wolfe appeared at the open door, their legs dangling as if they hadn’t a care in the world. They tossed out long ropes and in tandem slid down the ropes at high speed. It was as if they couldn’t stop they were going so fast, but at the last second before they hit the ground, they both stopped and eased themselves down. Jenna blew out her breath as the men vanished into the rocks. She glanced back up and caught sight of Raven leaning out of the chopper and then an orange-colored rescue litter descended toward the ground.

      The chopper swayed and Carter moved it away from the rocks, hovering a short distance away. Frightened by the way the wind gusts affected the chopper, Jenna clamped her jaw shut. They were down on the ground and safe at the moment, but being winched up with a body would be extremely dangerous. Small blotches of rain hit her face, and in the distance came the rumble of thunder. She glanced at Jo. “I hope the storm holds off for another twenty minutes or so. I figure that’s all they’ll need to get the body up to the chopper.”

      “The wind gusts are increasing.” Jo stared at the sky. “When the storm arrives, it’s going to be bad. Are the townsfolk prepared for potential flooding?”

      Jenna nodded. “Yeah, we’ve just been through a melt. They’re prepared for anything at this point in time. The weather has been unpredictable for the last few years. Community messages about being prepared for storm seasons, flooding, and long periods of isolation have been on the media all week.”

      “That’s good to know.” Jo pushed a com into her ear. “I hope the storm won’t interfere with the coms. They look like they’re ready to head back up.”

      Over the com, Kane and Wolfe relayed information back to Carter. They planned to secure the body in the stretcher and then carry it fifty yards or so away from the edge of the mountainside. All around them wind gusts blew up great clouds of dust, and the noise from the chopper made it difficult for communication on the ground.

      “We’ll need to record the scene before the storm washes any evidence away.” Kane’s voice came through her earpiece. “Err… Don’t move. What’s that by your foot?”

      “Oh, come on, don’t y’all know that’s a harmless garter snake.” Wolfe chuckled. “Now if it were a rattler, I might be worried—but we’re not in Arizona.” He pointed ahead. “There she is. Dear Lord, at least she didn’t fall face-first. The backpack must have turned her over.”

      “I’ll take a few shots and then we’d better get going.” Kane sounded serious. “The wind is picking up. We don’t have much time.”

      The activity had gotten the interest of the people on the lookout. The man observing turned to her.

      “Do you know what’s happening, Sheriff?” The man was in his mid-twenties and she believed the young woman with him was around the same age.

      Jenna nodded but kept her eyes fixed on Kane’s shoulders as he moved about in the ravine. Rocks and vegetation thankfully obscured the body. “Yeah, someone fell into the ravine and Deputy Kane and Dr. Shane Wolfe are retrieving the body.”

      “That’s so sad.” The young woman tugged on the man’s arm. “Can we go? I don’t want our memories spoiled by such a tragic event.”

      Nodding, Jenna turned to her. “Yeah, you’re good to go.”

      “Thanks.” They both headed back to their vehicle.

      Jenna noticed the other woman hadn’t moved. Her gaze fixed on the chopper, and in one hand she held a dog’s leash. No doubt her dog had run off into the forest. When the woman turned to go, she turned her attention back to Kane and Wolfe and chewed on her bottom lip. Concern for the team gripped her in waves of nausea. Going down from the chopper was the easy bit; going back up with a body in the turbulence could be lethal. She gripped the handrail so hard her fingers ached. Watching them tied her in knots but she couldn’t look away. Please, God, keep them safe.
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      The smell of death surrounded Kane as he removed his leather gloves and replaced them. Using his phone, he recorded the scene, including the rock face, and then approached the body. Gusts of wind blew dust into his eyes and lifted the edges of his jacket, making the fastenings of his harness jingle. Recent rockslides had littered this area of the ravine, making the ground difficult to walk on. Kane stepped carefully, his boots constantly slipping on small pebbles covering ragged broken pieces of granite. He put on a face mask as he approached the body. Wedged between boulders, Jan’s body had one arm twisted unnaturally. The other was thrown out to one side palm up. Her face was untouched, but dry blood and debris obscured most of her hair and splattered the rocks all around her. Blue lips stretched around an open mouth. Her expression was empty and her eyes stared sightless into the sky. One of her legs was bent under her, the other straight out. He walked around the body taking photographs from every angle. He had been around dead bodies for a long time, but it never reduced the shock of seeing a young person dead. He turned as Wolfe dropped a body bag on the ground and opened it. “The blood spatter and the width of the pool around her is larger than I would have expected.”

      “Unfortunately, that indicates that she was alive for a few minutes before she died.” Wolfe bent and lifted one of her hands. “Her body hasn’t gone into rigor yet, which means she must have fallen on her way to Raven’s house. If we estimate the walk there would have taken approximately forty minutes, she would have died around seven. She has green stains on the palms of her hands. I’ve seen this many times. It indicates she grasped at tree branches on the way down to stop her fall.” He checked her pockets. “A set of keys, a small wallet, but no phone. I figure she had it in her hand. She liked to take photos of scenery.” He dropped the items into an evidence bag and pushed them into his pocket.

      Standing back to allow Wolfe room to straighten her limbs, Kane took in the condition of her clothes. “She has no rips or tears in her jacket. It will be interesting to see if she has any defensive wounds. From the disturbance in the ground on the trail, I’m assuming someone pushed her over the edge. Although we hunted around for evidence of someone else being there, we found no footprints or anything else. When people fight among pine trees, we usually find a few hairs caught on branches, but in this case, there was nothing.” He bent to assist Wolfe with lifting the body into the bag. “When we get the body onto the litter, I figure we need to take the time to look for her phone. Maybe get Raven to haul her up? We can hike out of here if the weather gets ballistic.”

      “Yeah.” Wolfe looked at the sky and relayed the plan to Raven. “Let’s go.” He grasped one end of the body bag and they made their way over the uneven ground to the litter swinging on the end of the rope.

      With the body stowed safely under a net, along with Wolfe’s forensics kit, Kane waved his arm and Raven hoisted the litter into the chopper and then it moved some distance away.

      “Don’t take too long. I’m fighting a wind tunnel up here.” Carter snorted. “I don’t figure Jenna or Norrell would be too happy with me if I centrifuged your brains.”

      Having been on a spinning rope on a chopper, Kane raised one eyebrow at Wolfe. “Sounds like every ride at the fairground. Count me in.”

      “Get the phone, Dave. Jenna can hear you.” Carter chuckled. “Don’t worry, Jenna, I’ll take care of them.”

      Climbing over jagged rocks, Kane tried to anticipate the trajectory of the phone if it was dropped from the point where Jan fell. He had tracked the trajectory of bullets many times and added the wind gusts to his mental calculations. The phone would likely have fallen almost straight down, whereas the body would have moved in an arc. He led the way closer to the edge of the ravine and they spread out and searched.

      “I see a reflection over there.” Wolfe jumped down from a boulder and headed to the location. He held up a phone. “Got it. The glass is only cracked.” He pressed the button on the side and the phone lit up. “It requires facial recognition. I believe that will work as her face is untouched. I’ll open it the moment we get back to the morgue.” He slid it into a bag and added it to his pocket. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Kane activated his com. “Carter, swing back this way and pick us up.”

      “Copy.” The chopper came closer but hovered twenty yards or so away.

      As they made their way across the landscape to the chopper, the wind dropped and everything went suddenly quiet, apart from the whoop, whoop, whoop of the chopper blades. The sun vanished and darkness descended across the ravine in a straight line. It reminded Kane of an eclipse, and he looked as a line of purple-blue clouds rolled toward them. He hurried to clip his harness to the rope and then attached his clips to Wolfe so Raven could raise them into the chopper together. The long rope had only just started to climb when Carter took them higher. Above them the chopper turned and swung erratically as Carter fought to keep it under control. The gusts of wind blew them closer to the edge of the ravine, and the rocks were getting closer by the second. Above, thunder growled and lightning crackled seconds before hail pelted them like buckshot.

      They swung and twisted on the end of the rope like flies caught in a spider’s web. Above them, Carter continued to climb higher and higher until only the tops of the trees were under their feet. They swung back and forth in ever widening arcs, making it impossible for the winch to get them higher. Lightning crackled through his earpiece and he couldn’t make out what Carter was saying to him. The chopper swung over the tops of the trees and headed toward Bear Peak. The direction confused Kane as the town was in the opposite direction. The next moment a lookout came into view and he made out the Beast in the parking lot. He pointed toward it and smiled at Wolfe. He raised his voice to be heard above the noise. “He’s dropping us at the parking lot.”

      Hail pinged off the top of his helmet and bit deep into his cheeks. In front of him, a trickle of blood ran down Wolfe’s face and hail piled up around the neck of his jacket. A bolt of lightning came close and hit a tree, sending a puff of smoke into the air. The tree ignited. Flames danced for a few minutes before the torrential rain extinguished them.

      “That was way too close.” Wolfe’s eyes narrowed and he pressed his com. “Hey, y’all up there, didn’t you know water and electricity don’t mix.”

      “Hang on, old man.” Carter’s voice crackled through the earpiece. “Two minutes.”

      “Old man, huh?” Wolfe grunted. “I could run circles around y’all.”

      As lightning flashed and they spun in a spiral toward the ground, Kane grinned at him. “I’m sure you could.”

      Moments later, they dropped into the parking lot. Kane quickly released them from the rope and waved Carter away. The chopper rose high in the air and headed back to town, the rope trailing behind it as Raven slowly wound it into the chopper. They dashed across the parking lot as hail pelted their backs. Kane didn’t bother to remove his harness but threw himself into the back seat of the Beast with Wolfe close behind. In the driver’s seat Jenna’s pale face and wide eyes told him everything he needed to know. Watching them come close to being toast had terrified her. He squeezed her shoulder and smiled. “That ride back was crazy good.”

      “Well, I hope Carter gets the bird back safely.” Jenna stared into the distance before turning her gaze back to him. “How bad was it?”

      “Massive head trauma.” Wolfe wiped a hand down his face. “Dave looked at the trajectory. She didn’t slip and fall straight down. She was well away from the bottom of the cliff face. Add the scuffle marks on the trail and I’d say someone pushed her.”

      Horrified, Jenna stared at him. “I had my suspicions.” Thunder rolled overhead. “We’ll talk about it later.” She looked at Kane. “Why don’t you remove the harness and dry yourself? I figure you should drive. It will be faster.” She narrowed her gaze at Wolfe. “You have a cut on your cheek.”

      “Do you want me to fix it?” Jo frowned. “How did you get cut?”

      “Now don’t y’all go worrying about me.” Wolfe shook his head. “We need to get off this mountain.” He looked at Jenna. “You drive. I’ve seen you behind the wheel of your Mustang. You’re more than capable of driving this truck in a storm. It’s practically indestructible. Just point and drive before all the roads wash out.”

      Tossing Wolfe a towel, Kane grinned at her. “You heard the man.”
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      Trying not to show fear in front of Kane had exhausted Jenna. She couldn’t allow him to be worried about her during any type of life-threatening mission. She staggered into Wolfe’s office and made straight for the coffee machine. The drive down the mountain in practically zero visibility had been a nightmare, although it had made her face her fears of driving in a storm in Kane’s pride and joy. As Kane showered and dressed in his normal clothes, she pushed pods into Wolfe’s coffee machine and allowed it to do its magic. Soon the aroma of fresh coffee filled the room and she handed Jo a cup. “Zorro knows you and yet he completely ignored us when we came into the room. Is he always like that?”

      “Yeah. When Carter isn’t around, he is.” Jo added cream and sugar to her cup. “He’s been given an order to stay, so he goes into statue mode until Carter comes back and then he turns back into a dog. He’s very friendly when you get to know him. He likes you and Dave. He doesn’t wag his tail for many people. He usually ignores them or growls and shows his teeth.”

      The door opened and Raven and Carter came in. Ben, Raven’s dog, went to him and leaned on his leg, his tail banging against the wall like a kettle drum.

      Jenna smiled at them. “Coffee?”

      “Sure.” Carter wiggled his fingers at Zorro and the dog came to him with his backside wagging and very pleased to see him. “Good boy.” He gave him a treat from his pocket and rubbed his ears before dropping into a chair. “Man, that was a flight I don’t want to repeat anytime soon.” He held up his hand, his finger and thumb an inch apart. “The lightning missed us by this much.” He shook his head. “I figured Wolfe and Dave were goners when that tree exploded.” He wiped a hand down his face.

      “I’m sure glad you were in the pilot’s seat.” Raven took a cup from Jenna and smiled. “I’ve never flown in conditions like that before. It was a crazy ride. That’s for darn sure.”

      Shaking her head, Jenna looked from one to the other. “I would be trembling in my boots if I’d been up in that chopper. How come you guys just take it on the chin as if it’s nothing to worry about? Don’t you feel any fear whatsoever?”

      “If I didn’t feel fear, I wouldn’t have the adrenaline pumping through my veins that keeps me edgy.” Carter took a cup of coffee from Jo with a smile. “I figure we use the fear to make us better. It’s like the flee-or-fight response, I guess. Some use the fear to stand and fight; others use the fear to get the hell outta Dodge.”

      “Weren’t you just a little bit scared when you stood up to those roughnecks in town?” Raven perched on the edge of the desk with one large hand curled around a cup. He turned to Carter. “She had a bunch of guys who wanted to start something in the middle of town. They were college students and ranch hands. She just stood in the middle of them and spoke quietly for a time and they all looked shamed-faced and walked away.”

      Jenna shrugged. “Yeah, I was a little scared, but if it had gotten out of hand, it would have taken me only a second or so to draw my weapon. None of them were armed. I told them that it would be better for them to walk away rather than be hauled into my office. I’d noticed you and Dave standing a few feet away and indicated that we wouldn’t have a problem marching them through town like convicts.” She smiled. “It seemed to work.”

      “Ah, there you all are.” Emily poked her head around the door. “Dad wants to know if you want to stick around for the preliminary examination. Also, Raven, you’ve met the deceased before. Can you give a positive ID?” She frowned. “Her face looks okay but she’s banged up. Dave is heading there now. The two of you will be enough for identification purposes.”

      “Yeah, I’ve met her.” Raven shook his head, his expression grim. “I’d like to know what happened to her.”

      Jenna stood. “I’ve met her too and I agree we need to get to the bottom of this. If she was pushed, I want to know why. She was a very nice woman. I don’t figure she had any enemies.”

      “If Jo agrees”—Carter swung his attention to Jo—“we’ll stay and help out.”

      “I don’t plan on flying in this storm and Jaime is happy with her nanny. She is used to me being away for days at a time. I’ll call her the moment she gets home and explain.”

      Standing, Jenna smiled at them. “Thanks. I appreciate your help.”

      She led the way into the hallway and met Kane in the alcove, changing into scrubs. His hair was still wet from the shower and his nose red from the cold. She hugged him. “You look freezing.”

      “I’m good since I got the hail from down the back of my shirt.” He touched her cheek. “I’m fine. The retrieval went better than we expected and we were able to find her phone.” He frowned and shook his head slowly. “Jan didn’t need to die like that. It’s looking like murder but I can’t imagine who would want to harm her.”

      “I don’t have any doubt she was pushed.” Raven pulled scrubs over his head and looked at Jenna. “There was evidence of a struggle.” He turned to Kane. “Did she have any defensive wounds on her?”

      “Not that I could see, but I’m sure when Wolfe does his preliminary examination, he’ll be able to make a determination.” Kane handed Jenna a pair of examination gloves and a mask. “She landed on her back in the rocks, so it’s not pretty.”

      Nodding, Jenna followed Kane and Raven into the examination room with the red light flashing outside. She steeled herself for the vision of someone she knew quite well badly damaged and lying on a gurney in the morgue, but the actual sight of seeing Jan’s broken and bruised body brought tears to her eyes. She should be used to seeing murder victims by now, but in truth, the professional façade she put on only covered her true emotions. She always held deep empathy for the victims, but falling apart didn’t catch their murderers. What Wolfe had said to her when he arrived in Black Rock Falls and became the medical examiner always came to the front of her mind when her emotions threatened to overtake her during an autopsy. He told her that he was there to represent the dead because they couldn’t speak for themselves. He would learn their story and make sure it was heard by everyone who would listen. She’d made that her creed as well. Determined to catch Jan’s killer, she stepped closer to the gurney as Wolfe proceeded with his examination. As the sheriff of Black Rock Falls, she owed it to the townsfolk to keep them safe.

      “Before we start.” Wolfe surveyed the faces in the room. “The phone unlocked with facial recognition. I’ve removed all the protection for it so you can take it into evidence, but unfortunately the last few photographs and the video that was running when she fell show only the phone’s descent to the ground. There is background noise of a scream but no visual evidence of anyone else being there. The phone blacks out on impact.”

      Running a hand down her face, Jenna sighed. “That’s bad news, but I’ll send the footage to Kalo just in case he can get any other background noise.”

      “Do you all concur that this woman is Jan Pierce from Black Rock Falls?” Wolfe looked from one to the other. “Is she the same woman you mentioned who attended the self-protection classes?”

      Jenna nodded. “Yes, unfortunately, she is Jan Pierce. We found signs of a struggle at the edge of the trail and believe someone pushed her.”

      “The first thing we need to look for is defensive wounds.” Wolfe gently lifted each arm and examined it closely. Then he checked the nails on each hand and opened the palms to reveal green marks. He looked at Emily. “Help me turn her over.”

      The damage to the back of Jan’s head was extensive and Jenna glanced away, taking deep breaths through her nose to steady herself. She turned back as Wolfe examined the victim’s torso and legs.

      “There is a distinctive bruise behind one knee and it is arc shaped. It resembles the heel of a boot. I’ll get some enhanced photographs of it. Livor mortis isn’t pronounced and, due to the heavy blood loss from the head injury, not a good indication. However, I don’t believe that she was moved after the fall. When we discovered her body, her limbs were spread-eagled. I will complete a series of X-rays and scans on the body but it is evident that she has two broken femurs, one broken ulna, and a broken clavicle on the left side. These are consistent with falling from that height, as is the fractured skull. From the evidence presented by Susie Hartwig in Aunt Betty’s Café, who gave an exact time she was last seen alive, and when you discovered the body, I will set those times as the perimeter for the time of death.” He looked at Jenna. “I agree with y’all this is a homicide.”
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      Graduating from college had left Julie Wolfe a strange feeling of foreboding. Excitement leading up to the ceremony had given her stomach cramps, but now at home when it was all over, her future was insecure. She’d spent most of her time in her bedroom removing things she didn’t need going forward. Confident she’d made the right choice by applying for positions in child safety, the career she really wanted was child advocacy. It would mean she would become the voice of children going to court. She would make sure that their voices were heard and their concerns met. The idea of working directly with a lawyer and the children’s services fit into her wheelhouse of study and diplomas. She understood the need to start at the bottom and work her way up as her experience grew. A position had opened up in the last month in Black Rock Falls and she’d applied. Waiting for her dream job was the worst part, as other offers had arrived in the mail.

      She could work in other towns. One job in Louan and one in Blackwater both appeared to be very good positions, but she really wanted to remain close to home. Her dad, the medical examiner Shane Wolfe, worried way too much about her and her sisters, and in truth, she didn’t want to cause him more stress by moving away from home.

      When her phone buzzed, she stared at the caller ID and screeched with delight. She’d been waiting for a call from Rhett Lawson and hoped he hadn’t been delayed because of the storm. She’d met him during a career convention in Helena before the holidays. He would be moving to Black Rock Falls to work and to discover what his parents had left him in their will. When she’d mentioned him coming to town to her dad, he’d given her a long look and then offered the spare room for him to stay until he’d gotten his affairs settled. She understood his reasoning. Lately she could read him like a book. The last thing he wanted was for Rhett to stay at the motel because he knew she would visit him there. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her judgment; he didn’t trust the groups of miners or ranch hands who came into town looking for a good time.

      Her hands trembled with excitement as she accepted the video call. She could hear the sound of vehicles in the background, and Rhett’s windswept hair meant he was somewhere outside. “Hey, are you sheltering from the storm?”

      “Yeah, I made it to the Triple Z Roadhouse before the sky opened up. I’m just outside now.” His mouth curled into a wide smile. “It’s sure good to see a friendly face, I’ve been on the road for days. I packed all my belongings into my Harley, so there’s nothing to go back to. Whatever happens, I’ll be remaining in Black Rock Falls until I get a job.” His eyes moved over her face. “They mentioned inside that there was a motel in town or I could stay at the one behind the Triple Z Bar. I figure they believed I was a biker and would fit right in there.”

      Julie had spoken to him many times over the last three months but knowing he was so close made her nervous. Suddenly tongue-tied, she didn’t know how to ask him to stay at the house without overstepping the boundaries that they’d created between them. Right now, they were just friends and there were no expectations either way, although she really liked him. “My dad has offered you our spare room until you get your affairs in order if you would like, but if you would prefer to stay at a motel, I would take the Black Rock Falls one, which is closer to town. It’s a dive but not as bad as the one behind the Triple Z Bar.”

      “Are you sure he won’t find a guy with tats and a Harley an unwelcome houseguest?” He chuckled and swiped at his chin. “I read an article about him in a newspaper I picked up in the motel I stayed in last night. You didn’t mention he is on the forefront of forensic science in this state and he’s married to a renowned forensic anthropologist. I never judge a book by the cover but usually the elite of this world look down their noses at people like me.”

      Not trying to smother her grin, she shook her head. “My dad is not an elitist and neither is Norrell. They are both very down-to-earth people and work hard to solve crimes in this state. When my mom died, my dad quit the military to raise us. My little sister Anna was only a baby and it was tough going for a long time. I guess being the only parent for so long, he is a little overprotective—well, let me rephrase that—he is overprotective, but he has good reason to be. Both Emily and I have been involved with serial killers at one time or another. With being as close to law enforcement as we are, we have targets on our backs for those who want to seek revenge.” She met his gaze. “Come and meet the family. There’s no obligation for you to stay if you feel uncomfortable. I’ve already told you my dad owns a Harley. In fact, he is rebuilding another as we speak. You have old-school values like him and most of the deputies we call family in Black Rock Falls. I honestly believe you will fit in just fine.”

      “That would make sense if they all had military backgrounds.” Rhett sighed and stared into the distance. “I want to see you again and we have so many things to talk about. It feels like a year since we went to the convention. Graduation seemed to take years to arrive. I’m so glad all that part of my life is finished. I’ve already applied for a few positions in Black Rock Falls. We can chat about that when I arrive. How far away from your house am I?”

      Ecstatic that he decided to at least drop by, she grinned. “Less than twenty minutes.” She gave him directions. “If you go past the sheriff’s office, you’ve gone too far. You need to go left at the crossroad and follow that road. We’re the big house at the end of the street. There’s a gnome with a red hat sitting at the front gate. Anna found it at a yard sale and insisted we bring it home.”

      “Okay.” Rhett grinned at her again and pushed a lock of dark hair from his eyes. “I’ll wait for the hail to stop and head on down. Looking at the sky, it might be a while. At least, it will be warm inside the roadhouse.”

      Julie smiled. “I’ll see you soon.” She disconnected and flopped down backward on the bed. “At last.”
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      “Dad.” Julie’s voice came through his phone’s speaker. “All I ask is you give him a chance. He’s old-school like you and well-educated. So, he might not fit your ideal, but I like him and that’s what matters.”

      Wolfe ran both hands down his face and peered at Norrell across the desk. He only wanted what was best for his girls. Julie was over twenty-one and could walk away from home at any time she wanted, but she’d chosen to stay with the family until at least she’d established herself in her career. In truth, he couldn’t ask for more. He cleared his throat. “We’re done for the day here, so we’ll be home in ten minutes or so. I’d really like to be there when he arrives.”

      “He’s holed up at the Triple Z Roadhouse at the moment waiting for the storm to pass. He has ridden his Harley all the way from Helena.” Julie sounded disappointed. “At least invite him to dinner. He must be exhausted.”

      “We’ll make him very welcome.” Norrell raised both eyebrows at Wolfe and gave him a meaningful stare. “See you soon.” She leaned across the desk, disconnected the call, and then glared at him. “Don’t ruin this for her, Shane. Think about it. They met each other months ago, and he has still been in touch with her. They chat just about every night. She may have found her one true love. At least give him a chance. He is planning a career in children’s services after spending most of his young life in foster care. He can relate to the kids more than most people in that profession. He seems like a nice guy from what I’ve heard.”

      Standing slowly, Wolfe picked up his phone and slid it back inside his pocket. “I guess we’re gonna find out.” He took her hand and walked along the hallway, stopping at one of the laboratory doors and peering inside. “We’re heading home now, Em. Don’t stay back too late. We have company for dinner. Julie’s friend Rhett may be staying with us for a few days until he finds somewhere to live.”

      “I’ll be right along.” Emily put her hands on her hips and stared at him. “You won’t go too hard on him now, will you? I figure he’s a keeper.”

      Grinding his back teeth as he drove home, his mind went to his promise to Angela, the wife he’d lost to cancer when his girls were so young. He’d given her his word he would make sure no harm came to them. Even with a team of professional law enforcement officers as his best friends and workmates, Julie and Emily had almost become victims of serial killers. It would seem nothing he could do was enough to protect them from the horrors of the real world. He figured one day he’d have to trust someone else to take over his job of protector. Emily had finally found somebody that he approved of—not that his approval would have made any difference—but he liked Raven and hoped they would become a couple. Raven treated Emily as if she were made from Dresden china and he knew she resented it, being a very independent woman, but in his eyes, he saw that as a plus. What would this Rhett Lawson fellow be like?

      He didn’t have too long to wait. By the time he had removed his coat and boots in the mudroom, slipped on his slippers, and made his way to the family room to warm his hands at the fireplace, the roar of a very powerful motorcycle slowed in front of their house. The next moment, Julie came thundering down the stairs and rushed to the front door. He followed her. A tall man with broad shoulders slid off the back of a vintage Harley. So, this was Rhett Lawson. The man grinned at Julie, unstrapped his helmet, and hung it over the handlebar of his motorcycle.

      “There you are.” Rhett stepped forward and gave Julie a hug. “Man, you are a sight for sore eyes.”

      “It’s good to see you here safe and well.” Julie looked up at him, her eyes dancing with excitement. “It must have been a nightmare driving all this way.” She led him onto the porch and turned to one side. “I’d like you to meet my dad, Shane Wolfe, and Norrell, who hates being called a stepmother.”

      “Mr. Wolfe, sir, it’s nice to meet you.” Rhett held out his hand to Wolfe.

      Wolfe stepped forward to shake his hand. The young man’s grip was firm. He glanced toward his motorcycle. “Is your Harley street legal? It’s loud enough to wake the dead.”

      “Yeah, it’s got grunt.” Rhett’s gaze didn’t falter. “I figure I built personality into it.”

      This guy wasn’t intimidated by him and he liked that. Wolfe leaned a little closer. “Personality is fine as long as it doesn’t lead to trouble.”

      “I’m here to see Julie, sir.” Rhett’s gaze narrowed slightly but he smiled. “And sort out some family business, is all. I’m not looking for trouble.”

      Wolfe nodded. “I hope so. You see, trouble doesn’t always announce itself. Sometimes it rolls in on two wheels and a smile.”

      He took in the young man’s body language, but he remained relaxed, self-assured, and never broke eye contact. Beside him, Julie tugged on his arm, but Wolfe stood his ground, waiting for a reaction. If this guy thought he could come along and charm his daughter into doing something she regretted, he had another think coming. He’d need to fight for the chance to know her.

      “Daddy, please.” Julie pulled at his arm. “You promised.”

      The rain had started again and distant thunder rolled over the mountains. To his surprise, Rhett smiled and shook his head.

      “Well, sir, I imagine when I have daughters and someone looking like me arrives on my front door, I’d be the same.” Rhett held out a hand to Julie and she went to his side. “The ink was part of my rebellion when I left a string of foster carers after my folks died. I was young and foolish with a rebellious streak a mile long. I wanted to change the world and fought hard to get my foster brothers and sisters out of the hole where they lived. I complained to children’s services, social workers, and the local cops, but no one listens to a kid. I figured the only way I could do anything is to become one of them. I used my scholarship to UM to get the qualifications I needed to do some good.” He indicated to the snake tattoo on his neck. “The kids recognize one of their own and know I’ll fight for them. I hear the local sheriff has the same ideals. Black Rock Falls is the place I need to be to make sure kids are safe.” He glanced at Julie. “Julie has the same goals as me and we like each other. I hope we can keep on seeing each other and see where it goes.”

      Impressed, Wolfe moved his gaze to the motorcycle. It was a skillful restoration and would have taken years to secure the parts. “How did you come by the knowledge to build the Harley?”

      “Luck.” Rhett shrugged. “Like many kids, even though I had a full scholarship, I worked my way through college. I’ve always had an interest in motorcycles and would fix many things around the various homes I lived in. I read a flyer on one of the noticeboards in town looking for someone to do the grunt work around a motorcycle repair garage. It was perfect. They needed someone to clean up in the afternoons and on Saturdays. I started helping out with repairs and when I purchased the Harley in a barn find, they allowed me access to their tools after work. It took me four years to complete, a little longer to get it cleaned up and painted. I should have called her Blood, Sweat, and Tears but I named her Justice.” He lifted his chin toward Julie. “Jules tells me you built your own ride as well. I’d like to see it someday.”

      Strong, respectful, and courageous went a long way with Wolfe. He smiled. “Why don’t you bring your bags inside out of the rain? Julie will show you the garage. You can leave your motorcycle there. It’s safe. I’ll meet you there and show you my ride.” He turned and headed back inside and glanced at Norrell. “He’ll do.”
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      Sierra Lang yawned and leaned back in her chair in Aunt Betty’s Café and then smiled at the other women around the table. “That was one heck of a workout we did tonight.”

      “Yeah, I like Deputy Rio.” Judy Gamber sighed. “He is so patient. I’m surprised he worked with us alone tonight.”

      “I guess the other deputies were on a case.” Donna Dallaire sipped her coffee. “It’s a shame Deputy Kane isn’t teaching us anymore, but Rio told me he teaches the guys now. I guess there’s young men out there as well who need to know how to protect themselves.”

      Sierra giggled and leaned forward conspiratorially. “Is it just me or are those men some of the most handsome in town? I pretend I don’t know how to do a move just to get close.”

      “Me too.” Maya Trent ran her finger around the top of her cup. “How come men that fine are still single? Well, two of them are anyway.”

      The deputies appeared to have the same effect on everyone seated around the table. Sierra looked from one to the other. “It seems to me that it’s going to take a long time before we get the hang of self-defense.” She laughed. “Although I figure I need it. I’m sure someone has been following me home from work. I keep looking behind me and seeing no one, but I have that feeling, you know, when the back of your neck prickles and you’re sure you can hear footsteps?” She shuddered. “I keep feeling someone is watching me at home too. It’s disturbing.”

      “Maybe you should buy a weapon?” Judy looked at her. “It will keep you safe.”

      “I believe Jan has the right idea. She’s been going to Raven’s house to get lessons on working with one of his protection dogs.” Donna raised one eyebrow. “Neither of them showed at the class tonight. Maybe he asked her out on a date?”

      “I’ve seen him out with the new medical examiner, Emily Wolfe.” Judy poured another cup of coffee from the pot on the table. “They seem pretty cozy to me. I figure he’s off the market.”

      “No single man is off the market.” Maya wiggled her eyebrows. “All’s fair in love and war, they say.”

      Sierra nodded in agreement and then stood. “I’m going home to soak in a hot tub. I figure I’ve pulled every muscle in my body tonight. I’ll see you all again next week. She looked at Nici Mans. Are we still going to the Louan market in the morning?”

      “Sure, I’ll drop by at eight and give you a ride.” Nici smiled. “I have an afternoon shift.”

      Sierra nodded. “Me too.” She dropped a few bills on the table and headed for the door.

      It had been light when she’d left her home and walked to the town hall, arriving at seven-thirty, but as it now approached ten, dark shadows filled the alleyways between the buildings along Main. She could walk around the block, but it would take a long time and her muscles ached from overexertion. Cutting through one of the alleyways would be dangerous, but it would mean she would be home in less than ten minutes. She walked along Main until she got to Guns and Ammo and stopped to peer into the dark alleyway. Large dumpsters blocked her view of the entire way ahead, and empty cardboard boxes and other detritus littered the ground. Using the flashlight on her phone, she stepped into the alleyway and, walking slowly, used the beam to scan the shadows. Her heart pounded as critters scampered away—rats most likely—and she stepped carefully through the garbage. As she moved toward the street light at the end of the alleyway, darkness closed in around her. The back of her neck prickled, and gripped by the feeling of someone watching her, she turned suddenly, moving the flashlight back and forth, but no one followed.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she stepped out of the other end of the alleyway, crossed Maple, and made her way along Elm. The street lights here were welcome beacons after being in the dark. As she turned into her driveway, footsteps echoed along the sidewalk behind her. It had happened many times in the last week or so and terrified her. Not wasting time to look over her shoulder, she dashed to her front door, unlocked it with shaking hands, and stepped inside. She turned, pulled back the drapes, and peered into the street. Orange lights glowed along the footpath, changing the green verge to brown, but no one walked along the sidewalk. The entire road was empty. She shook her head, feeling silly. Why did she always believe someone was following her? Perhaps the lessons in self-defense had made her more skittish than normal. The stories the deputies told them had made her skin crawl. She understood it was necessary to get their attention and to make them aware of the dangers out there, but some of the things they told them were more like horror stories. She wondered if they’d embellished them to ensure they understood the need to protect themselves.

      Sierra dropped her purse and keys on the kitchen table and hurried upstairs. As she ran the bath, she undressed and laid out the things she needed to use before going to bed. She’d wash her hair and liked to dry it sitting in front of the vanity. She took out a variety of moisturizing lotions and placed her hairbrushes within easy reach. The bubbles had reached almost to the edge of the tub when she bent to turn off the taps. She swirled her hand in the water and recoiled. Why was the water freezing cold? She straightened and frowned. The furnace worked perfectly well before she left for work. What could have happened to it during the day? She straightened, intending to grab her robe, when a sound came from behind her. Terror gripped her but she had no time to fight. Someone shoved her hard in the back and she fell headfirst into the tub. Her forehead hit the side and blood filled the water around her. Dizzy, she thrashed trying to push herself out of the freezing water, but a strong hand pressed hard between her shoulder blades. Soapy water filled her nostrils. Trapped, Sierra couldn’t breathe and she couldn’t fight. Pain seared her chest. She couldn’t hold her breath any longer. Bubbles slipped from between her lips and panic gripped her. She needed one tiny breath and opened her mouth and pressed down hard on the slippery porcelain, desperately trying to lift her head. She gasped and water flowed into her bursting lungs. She convulsed but the pressure remained on her back trapping her below the bubbles. No one was coming to save her. Her heart pounded and then missed beats. Her mind went fuzzy, and her sight darkened. The light vanished to a pinprick and then went out.
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      Jenna rubbed the back of her neck. The brutal workout this morning with Kane and Carter had exhausted her. Knowing that being fit was a priority for them and for all of her team, watching them spar after lifting weights and doing chin-ups made her realize it wasn’t only dedication but a way of life for them. She’d completed the workout Kane had designed for her and then practiced a few moves with Carter, who gave no measure, and then Kane. Coming up against two brick walls made her feel soft, but knowing she could fight back if necessary pushed her on, no matter how much it hurt. Working out and then tending the horses had become their regular routine, but she had spent a little longer in the shower, allowing the hot water to soothe her sore muscles.

      Breakfast at the Kane residence was always loud and she tried to block out the chatter and stared at the message on her phone from Rio. She chewed on a piece of toast, before sipping her coffee and looking at Kane across the table. “Rio spoke to the women who went to the self-defense class last night. They all knew Jan, and she often went with them to have coffee after the class. A couple of times they all went to the pizzeria, but she isn’t close friends with any of them. In fact, they mentioned she was very much a loner, having spent most of her time caring for her grandmother and working from home. He mentioned one of the women, by the name of Kerry Floyd, had confided in him that Jan believed once she had the protection dog, she would have more courage to go out on her own. Apparently, Kerry has a dog and offered to walk with her in the park.”

      “I guess we should go and have a word with Kerry today.” Kane used a wipe to clean the egg from Jackson’s face. “If they chatted recently, maybe Jan mentioned having a problem with someone.” He went on to wipe the baby’s fingers and then handed him a sippy cup. He looked at Tauri. “Have you had enough to eat this morning? I have more pancakes.”

      “I’d like more pancakes.” Tauri rubbed his belly. “I have room for more and it’s a long time until break at school.”

      “Then you better eat the extra bacon as well.” Kane peered over the table at Duke. “I’ll find something else for Duke.”

      Jenna closed her phone and leaned back in her chair. “I thought Ty and Jo would be over for breakfast. Did Ty mention anything to you this morning?”

      “Yeah, they have a few things to tie up from their last case and they need to check in with their director to let them know they are staying here for a few days until the storms pass.” Kane added more food to his son’s plate.

      “Daddy, daddy, daddy.” Jackson held out his hand. “Me too, me too, me too.”

      “Okay.” Kane handed him a strip of bacon. “Eat slowly and don’t push it all into your mouth at once or you’ll choke.”

      Smiling, Jenna looked at her sons. They were growing so fast. Before she knew it, they would be at college. She planned to make every day precious. “Don’t forget to chew, Jackson.” She ruffled the little boy’s dark curls and wished the weekend would be free, but likely the case would take up all of their time.

      She finished eating her breakfast and stood to clear the table. As she added plates to the dishwasher, she glanced at Kane. In honest truth, she hadn’t expected him to be so hands-on with the boys. It was as if overnight he had become the dad every kid wished for. The moment Tauri walked into their lives, the tough combat warrior had vanished in the home environment to become a firm but loving father. He had endless patience and was never too busy when they needed him. She turned away from the table and swung Jackson up into her arms. “Come on, time to get washed up before Nanny Raya comes to get you.” She looked at Tauri and smiled. “If the weather isn’t too bad, Atohi might come by today.”

      “Yes, he told me.” Tauri used the wipes on the table to clean his hands and mouth. “He will try and teach Jackson more of our language. He says a young mind is open to learning.” He frowned. “Nanny Raya is hoping he will bring Tashina.”

      “Tashina?” Kane looked at Jenna and raised one eyebrow. “I don’t think so. He wouldn’t invite a stranger here without telling us first. Who is she?”

      “Nanny Raya says Atohi met her when he and some of his friends went to Canada.” Tauri frowned. “Her grandmother lives on the res and she is visiting with some of her friends for a time.” He rolled his eyes. “Girls spoil everything.” He looked at Jenna. “Not you, Mommy. At school, they’re always angry.”

      Jenna heaved Jackson onto one hip. He weighed a ton. “I don’t think you need to worry. Atohi never mentioned her when he called.” She sighed and kissed him on the forehead. “I’ll get Jackson cleaned up and then we’ll need to go to work. I’m sure you’ll have fun today. Raya has great plans for the spring break.”

      After finishing cleaning Jackson and allowing him to scamper off, she turned as Kane walked into the bathroom. He had a silly grin on his face. “What?”

      “Do you figure Tashina is the one?” Kane leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms. “He did mention visiting Canada after his mother insisted it was time he found a wife. He had dated a few of the women in town lately.”

      Jenna smiled. “Well, he is a fine-looking man and I’m sure he has women falling at his feet. I hope he has found someone special. He is such a kind and thoughtful person. He’d make a good husband.” She glanced at her watch. “We need to go.”

      “Raya is here.” Kane turned and headed back to the kitchen.

      Once the boys had vanished through the door into Raya’s apartment, both chatting loudly, Jenna grabbed their weapons from the gun safe and they headed for the door. She peered outside into the overcast morning. “At least it’s not raining yet.”
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      Jenna had Kerry Floyd’s name in her contacts list from when she’d signed up for the defense class. As sometimes cases got in the way, she needed the women’s information to enable her to contact them should the need arise. They made their way to Cottonwood Lane and parked at the curb. “I hope she’s home. I don’t have an occupation for her.”

      “I hope so too. I figure the sky is gonna open again soon.” Kane stared at the clouds rushing by overhead. “I hear thunder. I don’t believe it’s gonna be too long.” He went to the front door and knocked.

      A dog barked and the door opened. A small black-and-white dog stuck his head around the door and growled at them before a command had it backing inside. “Morning, Kerry.” Kane touched the front of his hat. “If you have time, we’d like a word with you about Jan.”

      “Yes, of course.” Kerry leaned her shoulder against the doorframe. “Why all the interest in Jan all of a sudden? Has she broken the law?”

      Jenna shook her head. “No, I’m sorry to tell you that Jan is dead. We can’t find a whole lot about her apart from the fact she lived with her grandma until she died and that she works from home. We need to contact her next of kin. If you have any information whatsoever about her, we would appreciate it.”

      “Jan’s dead. That’s terrible.” Kerry’s eyes opened wide with shock. “What happened to her?”

      “We’re waiting on the results of an autopsy to determine the cause of death.” Kane took out his notebook and turned it to a clean page. “When was the last time that you saw or spoke to Jan?”

      “That would have been after the last class that she attended. As you know, she wasn’t there on Thursday.” Kerry pushed a stray strand of hair behind one ear and narrowed her gaze. “We all stopped by Aunt Betty’s Café for coffee and a slice of pie. It’s become a tradition with us of late. We like to discuss the class and other things.”

      Seeing the shock on Kerry’s face, Jenna decided to take the questioning in a different direction. “Going back to the last time that you spoke to her, can you remember anything that she said?”

      “We chatter a lot of nonsense really, but I do recall Jan telling us about the training she’d been doing with a dog she was getting from Deputy Raven.” She stared into the distance for a few seconds before looking back at Jenna. “She’d made great plans for that dog and had purchased everything she needed to keep her at home. She’d been to Deputy Raven’s house many times to learn how to look after her and to understand the commands needed to keep her safe. I do recall her mentioning that she had become more confident in herself since working with the dog and next time she wanted to take the trail up the mountain and head over to his ranch. She planned on making a video of the scenery along the way.”

      “Didn’t you figure that idea was dangerous?” Kane narrowed his gaze at her. “We’ve explained in the classes the places you need to avoid going to alone. Trails like the one up to Bear Peak are notoriously dangerous at the best of times. Apart from the chance of running into a bear, that area is a hunting ground for serial killers.” He shook his head. “Raven didn’t suggest she go through that trail alone, did he?”

      “No, I told her it was a bad idea at the time but thought little of it as I was there when he made the appointment with her to go and see him. He insisted that she drive to his place along the fire roads.” Kerri sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I can’t believe she would be so stupid as to go there alone. She could have asked me to go with her. I’d have been more than happy to walk the trail with her and I’d have my dog with me.” She looked from one to the other. “Something happened to her on that trail, didn’t it?”

      Nodding, Jenna didn’t want to upset the woman any further, but honesty was the best policy in these cases. “We found her in the ravine.” She paused for a beat, allowing the information to sink in. “Do you recall if Jan discussed at any time any family, apart from her grandmother?”

      “No, she did mention that her grandma was the only relative she had left in the world.” Kerry hugged her chest. “It’s so sad because she had just started to come out and join us as a group. It took us a couple of weeks to encourage her. She’d spent so much time with her grandma she didn’t know how to socialize with people outside of the home. I know she was an accountant. She managed the books for a couple of the local stores in town and worked from home.” She sighed. “That’s all I really know about her. She was a lovely person. I believe we could have become close friends.”

      “What about the other women in the group?” Kane raised one eyebrow. “Did she become friends with any of them?”

      “No, not really. Apart from perhaps a wave. She always sat next to me when we went for coffee.” She met Jenna’s gaze. “She’s very shy. I was the one who started to speak to her. She looked so lonely and I wanted to find out what had happened to her and the reason she was at the class. Most of us who attend are concerned about living alone, although not all of us live alone. Some of us are married and others live with their parents. We all have a story. The main reasons are being afraid of someone breaking into the house overnight, driving home from work, or being alone when their husbands are away. Just living in this town is a danger when you look at it—isn’t it? It seems someone is always getting murdered.”

      Pulling a card out of her pocket, Jenna handed it to her. “Thank you for your time. You’ve been really helpful. If anything else comes to mind, any other conversations you had with Jan or any relatives she may have mentioned in passing, please give me a call so I can contact them. In the meantime, I suggest you keep your doors and windows shut when you’re alone inside the house. We don’t know for certain if there’s someone in town hell-bent on hurting women, but until we do, I suggest you take all precautions to protect yourself. The classes are being suspended for a short period while we sort out this case.”

      “Okay. I will.” Kerri stepped back inside the door and closed it.

      Jenna followed Kane back to the Beast. “We know someone murdered Jan. What really puzzles me is how they knew she would be alone on that trail at that time of the morning. Okay, so it might have been an opportunistic thrill kill, but something doesn’t seem right.”

      “Thrill kills are usually messy.” Kane pressed the ignition button and the Beast’s engine roared. “The thrill usually means stabbing someone to death or some other kind of self-indulgent murder. Pushing someone over the side of a ravine is a clean kill. No blood, no evidence. Nothing left behind for us to find.”

      Jenna leaned over the back of her seat and rubbed Duke’s ears. “So, if it didn’t happen the way I suggested, how did the killer know?”

      “There are two possibilities and both come from Aunt Betty’s Café.” Kane shrugged and headed the truck back toward Main. “Maybe it was a case of being in the right place at the right time. Twice, Jan told people in the café that she planned to walk up the mountain trail at Bear Peak to go to Raven’s ranch. It was opportunistic to some degree because her killer would need to be in the café to overhear the conversations. I believe this is how it happened. A serial killer overheard when and where Jan—a woman clearly alone and facing her fears—would be at a certain time, and he took advantage.” He flicked her a glance. “He just headed up the mountain and lay in wait for her to arrive. It was very dark in there. If anyone else came by, no one would see him. It was a perfect plan.”
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      As Kane headed for the river, the wind picked up and large spots of rain hit the windshield. “I want to check the levels. After the melt, the river has been lapping the road. Any more rain and it will go over the highway.”

      “It’s not looking good.” Jenna indicated to the brown water rushing past in the drainage ditches alongside the highway. “I’ll call Raya and make sure she keeps the boys at home today. Do we have enough supplies if we get isolated?”

      Smiling to himself, Kane’s mind went to the extension they’d added to the barn. As their substitute family had risen over the last few years, and the weather had become so unpredictable, he’d become more like a prepper. He stored goods just in case something happened. He’d built the barn extension to withstand earthquake and flood. It had solar and gasoline generators and enough stores to share. He’d encouraged the other deputies and Wolfe to do the same, but he took the “just in case” attitude. The swollen muddy river came into view, and he pulled to a stop alongside the road and turned to Jenna. “You don’t need to worry about supplies. All the new appliances run on an app that orders and restocks food items as we use them. I have beef, pork, and chicken in the freezers in the barn, along with everything else we could possibly need. Wolfe even made sure we have all the necessary medical supplies for an emergency, should anything happen. Why don’t you call Raya and I’ll go and check the flood levels.”

      “Okay.” Jenna reached for her phone.

      Kane’s boots sunk into the wet grass as he opened the back door and unhooked Duke from his harness. He made his way across the grassy slope until he came to the sandy riverbank. In front of him the river moved swiftly, curling around rocks sticking out of the water and hurtling past under the bridge. He could make out the flood markers on each side of the bridge and the road leading onto the highway. Brown muddy water lapped the bottom of each post. There would be room for more water if it remained dry for a day or two but once it rained in the mountains, the water would come cascading down into the valley, and the river at this point wasn’t wide enough to take away the excess flow. In the past, this part of the highway had flooded all the way through to the Blackwater on-ramp. Flooding here meant that delivery trucks would be held up for an indefinite time as there was no way around the water.

      Standing hands on hips, Kane scanned the immediate area, taking in the threat. Large spots of water hit his Stetson and he stared into the turbulent sky. The wind had picked up since leaving the ranch and dark clouds moved fast across the sky as if they were in a hurry to be somewhere else. Thunder rolled in the distance, and above the mountains lightning zigzagged across the sky. He whistled for Duke and they headed back to the Beast. He opened the back door to the truck, grabbed one of the old towels from the floor, and dried the dog’s wet feet before placing him on the seat and clipping in his harness. It seemed to him that Duke really enjoyed getting his feet wet and the subsequent drying process, but it made him smile that one mention of the word bath had his dog running for cover. He climbed behind the wheel and turned to look at Jenna, who had finished talking to the boys on the phone. “If that storm hits, it’s going to flood. The river is already swollen and every part of the surrounding land is draining into it and making it worse.”

      “The mayor has everyone on full alert.” Jenna leaned back in her seat and sighed. “The last time this part of the river and downstream flooded, most of the town remained safe, although no supplies could get here, apart from those coming from the other side of the mountain.” She indicated with her chin to a truck with bold letters on the side stating it was from Black Rock Falls City Council. “They’re already out checking the roads. I’m sure they’ll notify Blackwater if the highway goes underwater at this end. If they don’t, we’ll end up with a convoy of trucks blocking the highway. Looking at how dark the sky is right now, flooding is inevitable.”

      By the time they reached the office, rain fell in sheets and thundered against the roof of the Beast. Visibility had dropped considerably and vehicles creeped along Main, some pulled to the curb to wait out the storm. Kane drove to the back entrance of the office and pulled up outside the awning covering the back door. He climbed out, leaving the door open for Jenna, who slid across to his seat to avoid getting wet. He collected Duke from the back seat and they all hurried inside. Jenna walked ahead of him. She instructed her deputies to go to the conference room and then dropped by the front counter to update Maggie on the case and take any messages.

      Kane climbed the stairs and found Carter and Jo in the conference room staring at their laptops. He sat down beside Jo, needing to pick her brains about the current case. He had great respect for Jo’s knowledge of the criminal mind. She traveled across the country lecturing about criminal profiling. She had also published many books on the subject and was considered one of the best behavioral analysts in the business. After updating her on the information or lack of it on Jan Pierce’s killer, he offered her his theory and then sat back and waited for her to mull it over.

      Before Jo had time to reply, Jenna came into the room and went to the coffee pot and filled two cups before sitting beside him. Kane took the cup from her and smiled. “I’ve updated Jo on the case and hopefully she’ll be able to give us better insight into the killer’s motive.”

      “In my opinion, the chances of someone overhearing Jan telling her friends about her intention to walk up the mountain trail is a little remote.” Jo’s frank expression moved over Kane. “I’m not saying it’s impossible, but the crime itself is way too clean for your average serial killer. I figure that Jan’s killer knew her. He or she was privy to her enthusiasm about facing her fears and taking the Bear Peak Mountain trail rather than driving. This person might have even encouraged her.”

      Not seeing why, Kane frowned. “I need a bigger picture. Can you explain why you would come to this conclusion?”

      “As you know, most crimes fit into certain categories.” Jo pushed her laptop to one side and reached for her cup of coffee. “Most domestic murders are caused by intense emotions and happen in the spur of the moment. The killer in this instance usually suffers from remorse.”

      Kane nodded. “So, we’re talking about anger, fear, jealousy, and revenge. Those that are often caused by relationship breakdowns or a wrongdoing of some kind?”

      “I can’t see Jan falling into any of those categories.” Jenna turned her coffee cup around with her fingertips. “From what we know about her, she was a homebody and hardly knew anyone. I can’t imagine her instigating that type of emotion in anyone.”

      “You mentioned she didn’t have any relatives that you know of, so other motives like greed for financial gain, the desire for power and control, or gang-related violence are off the table.” Jo sipped her coffee. “This leads us into the world of the psychopath. The unknown, mainly because they don’t require a reason to kill. Although, in my opinion, this doesn’t resemble a typical psychopathic murder, unless we have a killer who enjoys seeing someone fall onto rocks. I guess it could be a fantasy one of them might enjoy, but unlike the slash and kill, strangulation, and other very violent crimes, it would be difficult to lure their victims to a suitable place to reenact their fantasy.”

      “So do we put this one into the too hard basket or was it perhaps an attempted rape that went wrong?” Jenna pushed a hand through her hair. “That can be a spontaneous action, and if they struggled on the edge of the mountain, it would be easy enough for Jan to fall. The perpetrator could easily slip into the forest and move to another trail and walk back down to the parking lot without anyone really noticing him.”

      “That’s very possible.” Jo narrowed her gaze. “We should consider factors like substance abuse. Environmental influences—for instance, bullying and humiliation—can lead to violent behavior and homicide. Perhaps Jan reminded the killer of someone in their past and it triggered a violent episode.” She leaned back and sighed. “He might have been stalking her for days or weeks and was just waiting for a chance to get her alone. Did she mention to the group or Raven the reason why she decided to take self-defense classes and one of his dogs for protection? It seems to me, if she’d been nursing her grandma for a long period of time, she’d still have been alone to some extent. It’s not as if Grandma had the capacity to defend them from someone breaking into the house—there must have been another reason. Why was she suddenly scared? I would be looking at this angle.”

      Impressed and intrigued by Jo’s insight, Kane nodded. “So we move the investigation toward people who Jan came into contact with over the last few months. As she remained at home most of the time, we’ll need to consider her clients and anyone else she became involved with.”

      “And anyone who came by to help her care for her grandma.” Jenna made a few notes on a legal pad. “She would have had some assisted care—a nurse and a doctor definitely and someone to help Jan transport her back and forth to have tests or whatever at the hospital. Her health insurance would have covered transport or visits by paramedics.” She smiled at Jo. “It is like a ray of sunshine having you drop by and assist us with a case. I find it amazing how you hold all this knowledge inside your head. You have angles I would never have considered.”

      After taking a long sip of coffee, Kane leaned back in his chair and looked at Jo. “Would you consider the women who are taking the self-defense classes a threat to Jan? The reason I’m asking this is because the murder is clean. Pushing someone over the edge of a cliff is something a woman could do, so our killer isn’t necessarily a man.”

      “Agreed.” Jo ran the tip of her finger over the drip running down the side of her cup before raising her eyes to him. “A jealous woman would have wanted to see destruction and she would have certainly been satisfied with seeing Jan crumpled on the rocks. Was there anything about Jan that could make someone jealous enough to kill her?”

      “Not really, no.” Jenna frowned. “She was very quiet and kept her eyes on the floor most times. I’ve seen her in Kane’s and Raven’s classes. Raven really needed to encourage her to take part when he wanted to show them a move they could use to protect themselves. He made every one of them practice the move with him and then they practiced on each other. Personally, I can’t honestly see her making anyone jealous. She just didn’t seem the type. In the class, everyone got along really well. Like we mentioned before, they all went for coffee after each class and chatted to each other. I believe they are becoming a self-help group. All of them had some degree of loneliness, and for once in their lives they had a group of other women they could talk to.”

      “Hmm.” Carter swung his gaze their way. “I figure it will be someone new who came into her circle. If she’d been working for the same stores for a time, she’d have a lunatic doing things way before now.” He moved a toothpick across his lips. “Could the new friendship that she struck up have caused jealousy? The woman you mentioned speaking to this morning is someone I would look into. Has she been spending more time with Jan than somebody else? I’d be looking at that somebody else.”

      “Yes, I agree.” Jenna nodded. “Jan’s life was quiet until her grandmother died. So we need to expand our search area. I’m considering anyone she might have come in contact with. All the people she’d need to speak to when her grandma died: funeral director, hospital staff, and the like.” She looked at Rio. “Make a list on the whiteboard of anyone you consider and follow up. If Jan’s grandma had medical equipment, it’s likely hired. If it’s missing from the house, we need to consider whoever she called to help remove it from her home.”

      “Got it.” Rio stood and headed for the whiteboard.

      A blast of hail hit the windows like buckshot and Kane turned to Jenna. “The storm is going to be nasty. What do you want us to investigate first?”

      “I figure we go and check the home. Rowley and Raven can handle the women from the group. They’d likely be able to tell us if anyone suspicious came into their circle.” Jenna turned to Carter. “I hope you and Jo want to be involved?”

      “Yeah, well, I do. We need to catch this killer.” Carter turned to Jo. “You?”

      “Yes, of course.” Jo glanced down at her tablet. “This one will be intriguing.”
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      Wind blasted the rain against the windows as Jenna stood. She looked at Carter. “We should search the house for clues together. There are slickers in the store closet and rubber boots. I figure we’re going to need them.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Carter stood slowly. “I’ll leave Zorro here with Duke. The way poor old Duke is trembling, he’s not keen to go out in a storm. He’ll appreciate Zorro’s company.”

      “They’ll be fine in our office.” Kane smiled. “It’s nice and warm in there and there’s food.”

      “I need to see Sheriff Alton.” A woman’s voice came from downstairs. “I need to see her right away.”

      “You go. I’ll grab our gear.” Kane headed out into the hallway with Jo and Carter on his heels.

      Reacting at once, Jenna went to the top of the stairs. “I’m here.” She hurried down the stairs and into the foyer where a distraught woman banged her fist on the counter. Approaching with caution, she held up two hands in front of her in a placating manner. “Why don’t you take a few deep breaths and then tell me what has happened.”

      “I believe something’s happened to my friend.” Water dripped off the edge of the woman’s hoodie. “Her front door is open and when I called out she didn’t answer me.”

      Jenna led the woman to the back of the office and sat her at Rio’s desk. “What’s your name and the name of your friend?” She pulled a notebook out of her pocket and took a pen from the cup on Rio’s desk. “And I’ll need your contact details.”

      “Nici Mans and my friend’s name is Sierra Lang.” She gave their details.

      Sitting in a chair opposite her, Jenna made a note of the names. “I recognize you. Aren’t you one of the women who attends the classes run by my deputies?”

      “Yeah, and so is Sierra.” Nici’s hands trembled and she frequently stared at the front door as if expecting someone to arrive.

      Jenna didn’t hear Kane walk up behind her, but she sensed him being there and glanced at him as he pulled up a chair. “Nici is concerned about her friend Sierra.” She turned her attention back to Nici. “You mentioned going to her house and finding the door open. Can you tell me exactly what happened step-by-step?”

      “After self-defense class we all went to Aunt Betty’s Café for coffee and pie as usual. I mentioned to Sierra about the farmers market in Louan today. When it rains, they move it into the town hall and there’s plenty of parking. I said I would drop by and we’d go together in my truck because it’s really safe in wet weather, and we knew that storms were forecast for the next week or so.” She gripped her hands tightly together on the desk, her eyes frantic. “I went by to pick her up at eight, as we agreed, and her front door was wide open. The hallway inside was wet and there were leaves everywhere, as if it had been open for a time. I called out many times, but I couldn’t hear anything at all.” She looked at Jenna and her eyes filled with tears. “I was too afraid to go inside alone, so I ran back to my truck and came here right away.”

      “Do you recall if the lights were on inside the house?” Kane leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands in front of him. “It might indicate how long the front door has been open.”

      “I’m not sure.” Nici ran both hands down her face and rocked back and forth. “I know what happens in this town to women living alone. There’s always someone out there just waiting for a chance to murder us.”

      “Was there any other indication to make you believe she was murdered?” Kane lifted his chin. “For instance, a foul smell?” When Nici shook her head, he glanced at Jenna and raised one eyebrow. “Okay, while you have your eyes shut, I want you to imagine you’re at the front door looking into the house and seeing the leaves and the dampness in the hallway. Are the lights on or off?”

      “The lights are on.” Nici dropped her hands and looked at him. “I recall seeing the reflection of the hall light in the puddle of water just inside the door.”

      Jenna stood. “We’ll drop by to make sure nothing has happened to Sierra. I want you to stay with our office manager, Maggie. She will take your statement. I want you to try and recall every little detail you can about going to your friend’s house. Did you see any other vehicles on the road? Did you see any people hanging around? Did anyone follow you? Write down anything that might be relevant in the statement and wait here until we return.”

      “Okay.” Nici stood. “I’ll feel safer here.”

      “We’ll have one of the deputies follow you home and check your house to make sure it’s safe before you go inside.” Kane smiled. “Maggie will make you a hot drink, and if you’re hungry, just let her know. Hopefully, we won’t be too long.”

      Taking Nici by the elbow, Jenna led her to the front counter and lifted the flap to allow her to go inside Maggie’s office. She explained the situation, and Maggie immediately took charge of Nici and made her comfortable. The rustling of slickers caught her attention and she turned to see Jo and Carter waiting for her. Carter had a set of rubber boots in each hand, and beside him, Jo carried slickers over one arm. She smiled at them. “Thanks, we will be taking a little detour before we go to Jan Pierce’s home.” She went on to explain. “I know the area. It’s only about ten minutes away.”

      After changing her boots and pulling on the slicker, Jenna made her way back through the office and out the back door. They all climbed into the Beast, and the interior of the truck filled with the crunching of the slickers as everyone got comfortable. “We have another member of the self-defense group in potential danger. I hope this isn’t the theme for a serial killer. All those women are from different walks of life. Some are married, some live with their parents, and others alone.”

      “Well then, let’s hope nothing has happened to Sierra.” Jo sighed. “When you get a group of people who don’t otherwise socially interact, the possibilities of whodunit are almost endless. All these women likely come from different social backgrounds, had different upbringings, and were thrown together because of fear. The various circles of people around each one of these women would take us a year to investigate.”

      Visibility dropped to almost zero as the storm sucked the light from the day. The windshield wipers fought against the heavy downpour and a splattering of ice. A ferocious wind gouged its way through the forest and tossed debris across the road. It was as if they were following a hurricane. Although safe inside the Beast, Jenna jumped when a large tree branch smashed against the passenger side window. Behind her, Carter swore under his breath and then apologized. She dragged her gaze away from the blacktop and turned to smile at him. “I figured that was coming right through the window. This is one of those times I’m glad that Dave insisted on bulletproof glass when he ordered this vehicle.”

      “Me too.” Carter pressed his hat down firmly on his head. “I hope you can drive right up to the front door, Dave.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Kane turned into a driveway.

      The trees and bushes bent and swirled as they drove along the gravel road. Long branches slapped against the Beast, as if trying to impede their progress as they drove past. Jenna glanced at Kane. “I’m sure glad it isn’t Halloween. This place is spooky enough in spring.”

      As luck would have it, the driveway went right to the front of the house. Jenna stared at the porch steps leading to the open front door. Lights shone from the windows, a good indication that whatever happened had occurred the previous evening. She pulled the hood of the slicker over her hair and, bending forward to avoid the wind, slipped out of the vehicle and up the porch steps. Even under the shelter, wind and rain whipped around her, making the slicker billow out. Kane, Jo, and Carter followed close behind and they stood each side of the front door peering into the hallway. The front door swayed back and forth, making a slight groan. Why hadn’t it slammed shut during the storm? Raising her voice to be heard against the wind, Jenna cupped her mouth. “Sheriff’s department. Sierra, are you inside? Call out.”

      She waited a few moments, trying to hear over the howling wind as it battered tree branches against the side of the house. No sound came from inside and the hairs on the back of Jenna’s neck stood to attention. Something was terribly wrong here. She could feel it, as if someone were telling her not to go inside. “We are coming inside.”

      Kane and Carter drew their weapons and eased through the front door. Jenna and Jo followed as they cleared each room on the ground floor. Lights shone through every room as if Sierra had turned every one of them on when she came home. In the kitchen a purse and phone sat on the kitchen table beside a set of keys. Apart from the scratching of branches against the house and the rattle of shutters, no other sound came from within. Jenna turned and touched a full pot of hot coffee on the counter. She indicated for them to move forward and go up the stairs.

      Scanning around them as they went, Jenna followed Kane up the staircase and onto a landing leading to a hallway and four doors: no doubt, three bedrooms and a separate bathroom. She didn’t need to instruct the professionals around her to clear the floor. Carter and Jo took one side of the hallway, and she followed Kane along the other side, clearing each room. Only one of the bedrooms was occupied. The open closet door revealed clothes on hangers and shoes or boots beneath. Nightwear had been laid out across the bed. Everything looked perfectly normal.

      “That leaves the bathroom.” Kane frowned and reached in his pocket for a pair of examination gloves. “Just in case.” He removed his leather gloves and exchanged them.

      Jenna stood to one side as Kane went to the bathroom door and knocked loudly.

      Nothing.

      As he slid the door open, Jenna held her breath. She’d seen victims of homicides in bathrooms and the memory of them lingered, but for now, he blocked her view. When Kane holstered his weapon and she heard his intake of breath, she went to his side. A naked woman hung over the edge of the tub, her head suspended in the water. Her eyes stared into nothingness and a strangely bloodless gash marred her forehead just above the eyebrows. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah.” Kane waved the others away. “I figure someone has tried to make this look like an accident.” He indicated to the water all over the floor. “What do you say, Jenna?”

      Edging her way around the side of the room to keep out of the water across the floor, Jenna moved closer to the tub. The hands of the woman floated on top of the water and her nails were broken. “She has defensive wounds. Yeah, I figure someone pushed her into the tub, banged her head on the side of it, and pushed her under the water.”

      “This is the second homicide from the same group of women.” Carter chewed on his toothpick and stared into the bathroom, shaking his head slightly. “I guess I’d better go and check the front door for any sign of forced entry.”

      Jenna stepped back into the hallway. “I’ll call Wolfe.”
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      Standing beside the tub in Sierra’s bathroom, Wolfe balled his hands on his hips and turned to look at Emily. “Well, I figured I’d seen everything in my lifetime, but this one beats it all.” He raised both eyebrows at her. “What do you think happened here?”

      “From the water splashed all over the floor, the broken nails, and the slight bruising between the shoulder blades, I’d say homicide for sure. Although there are no footprints or wet marks leading away from the scene. Whoever did this must have held her down and gotten wet. How did they leave the house without leaving a water trail?” Emily met his gaze. “Carter mentioned on the way in that he couldn’t find any evidence of forced entry. The front door was open when they arrived. I figure she knew her killer. Maybe there’s some evidence she was entertaining someone prior to her death?” She bent to take a sample of the bathwater, sealed the bottle, and placed it in an evidence bag.

      Wolfe leaned over and grasped the chain attached to the plug in the bathtub and yanked it out. As the water drained away, he lifted the body to peer at the underside. “The lividity is fixed.” He pressed a purple patch on the body. “There’s no blanching. I would say she has been in this position for at least twelve to fourteen hours.” He indicated to the drain. “There are fingernails in there. Collect them and anything else trapped in there.”

      “Okay. I see rigor is set and that would put the time of death to around nine last night.” Emily manipulated an ankle on the victim. “We need to get her out of here.” She glanced over her shoulder at their assistant, Colt Webber. “We’re ready to bag and tag.” She turned back to Wolfe. “I’ll get swabs of the faucet and edge of the tub.” Emily pulled test kits from their forensics bag. “I doubt we’ll find much evidence. If she thrashed around as it appears, she would have washed most of it into the water.”

      Scanning the room, Wolfe raised his eyebrows toward Jenna, standing in the doorway. “There are no towels near the bathtub. In fact, I can’t see any in this room at all. I figure whoever murdered this young woman used the towels to dry themselves before leaving the bathroom. We need to find those towels. They could be carrying crucial trace evidence.”

      “I’m on it.” Kane looked over Jenna’s shoulder. “I’ll take Carter and we’ll drive up and down the driveway and road outside and see if anything has been dumped, but it’s going to be difficult seeing anything in this downpour.”

      “The killer might have just taken them away.” Jenna squeezed into the room and edged around the wall until she came to a closet at the back of the bathroom. Inside, she found sets of matching towels. She pulled one out and, after checking the label, tossed it into an evidence bag. “Unfortunately, these towels are available everywhere. I’m not sure how sophisticated your equipment is or if it’s possible to match batch numbers, but even we have this brand of towels at our place.”

      After Wolfe assisted Webber in retrieving the body from the tub and securing it inside a body bag, he straightened to look at Jenna. “There are still a few things we need to determine. Did the defense wounds happen prior to her death, as in before she got into the bathtub? Was she dead before she got into the bathtub and this entire scene is staged to make it look like an accident?” He scanned the room. “I’m done here. We’ll bring the gurney in and take her back to the morgue. I’ll schedule an autopsy for ten tomorrow and maybe we’ll get the answers that we require. I’ll conduct a full tox screen as well. You mentioned that she had been at Aunt Betty’s Café previously, having coffee and pie. I’ll examine the stomach contents as well. It will also give us very close approximation of the time of death.”

      “There is one thing I need to bring to your attention.” Emily touched Jenna’s arm. “The way she was left, exposed for all to see. It’s very degrading and I wonder if she was posed in that position for that very reason.”

      “I agree.” Jo leaned against the bathroom doorframe with her arms crossed. “This is something a rejected lover might do. He might have discovered that she was seeing someone else, and he wanted to strip her of her dignity. It was his last chance to control her.”

      “I’ll check the bedroom for any signs of a boyfriend.” Emily smiled at Jo. “If he had a sleepover, there will be evidence. One thing I’ve noticed: he wasn’t a keeper. No male toothbrush or toiletries beside the sink.”

      Wolfe nodded. “I’ll leave the detective side of things to your team, Jenna.” He nodded to Webber to remove the gurney and it rattled along the hallway. “I’ll be right there to carry it downstairs.” He looked back at Jenna. “If you figure this was a spurned lover, maybe y’all need to look at her phone and social media. Some people like to plaster their personal life all over.”

      “Yeah, it’s in the kitchen. I’ll grab it.” Jenna nodded and turned to leave the bathroom. “We’ll search the house before we leave and then we’re heading over to do the same with Jan Pierce’s home. My problem with this theory is that no one has mentioned Sierra having a boyfriend.”
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      Kane stood in the middle of Sierra’s family room and scanned the area. “The first thing I notice is there aren’t any photographs of a couple anywhere in this room. I didn’t notice any in the bedroom either. No clothes left behind.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “She wanted security, so maybe she called someone for an estimate. Maybe he ran into her in town. It would be a neat excuse to speak to her again. Maybe get invited over to discuss an estimate?”

      “Hmm, maybe.” Jenna moved into a small home office and pulled open drawers. “There are a few invoices here.” She spread them across the desk and took photographs. “I’m thinking it’s too much of a coincidence to have two murders so close together. I figure the same person committed them—but who? I need to find a link between the women apart from going to the self-defense classes. The problem is, right now, I can’t find any other links between them whatsoever. They don’t work together, so there must be something else connecting them as none of you are stalkers or murderers.”

      Kane shook his head. “I’m sure glad you haven’t considered me, Raven, Rio, or Carter as potential suspects. There would be no one to solve the case.”

      “Oh, ha ha.” Jenna rolled her eyes. “What I’m saying is that there must be a connection but we’re not seeing it. It’s probably right in front of our eyes.”

      “We found absolutely nothing.” Carter moved into the room with Jo close behind. “I’ve been around the house checking all the windows and doors. Nobody broke into this house. She must have opened the door and let them in or else they had their own key.”

      “Like I was saying to Dave”—Jenna looked from him to Jo—“it’s someone they knew.”

      “Maybe one of the women in the group is a serial killer?” Carter tossed a toothpick into his mouth and chewed. “They all appear to be scared of their own shadows, but you know as well as I do how a psychopath can hide in plain sight, right? Which one of them moves through the group and is friends with everyone?”

      “None of them.” Jenna frowned. “As far as I’m aware. Maybe their social media will tell another story.”

      Kane lifted the laptop from the table, pushed it into a large evidence bag, and labeled it. “As luck would have it, she’s written the password on the laptop in marker pen. I don’t figure we’ll need Kalo to break into it for us.” He glanced at Jenna. “Ready to drop by Jan Pierce’s house?”

      “Yeah.” Jenna collected the evidence bags and headed toward the front door. “I checked Sierra’s purse. There’s nothing unusual in there. I found a docket from the convenience store, is all, dated yesterday. So we know where she was before she attended the self-protection class. The phone is locked, and we’ll need to view her messages.” She blew out a sigh. “It’s discouraging. We’re doing everything we can to keep people safe and they still get murdered. Maybe we need to suggest that anyone who believes they’re at risk should carry weapons.”

      Frowning, Kane shook his head. “I’d never put a weapon into the hands of a nervous man or woman. They’re likely to shoot first and ask questions later.”

      A clap of thunder shook the house and lightning lit up the front yard as they dashed from the house to the Beast. Kane peered at the sky. Black turbulent clouds spread out as far as the eye could see, past the tops of the mountains way in the distance. The wiper blades swished back and forth rapidly in an effort to clear the downpour from the windshield. He started the engine and headed back down the driveway. Visibility had decreased since they’d arrived, but he could still make out the runoff filling the drainage ditch, spilling dark brown water across the road as he turned onto the highway. His truck would go through almost anything, but it wasn’t a boat. No one was coming in either direction, so he drove along the middle of the road, fully aware of the water rushing past at speed on each side of the highway.

      The road lit up every few seconds as lightning zigzagged through the dark sky. The storm had sucked all the light out of the day. Beside him, Jenna gave the address to the GPS, and Kane followed the directions until they got to Jan Pierce’s house. The garage door stood wide open and steps to a connecting door led inside. He stood to one side as Jenna used the keys they’d collected from Jan’s personal belongings to gain access. As the door swung open, the musty odor of the house oozed out like stale breath. He followed Jenna inside and touched her shoulder. “This place stinks of mildew. I suggest we use our masks.”

      The smell as they moved through the house had the lingering scent of illness. A hint of vomit, antiseptic, and urine. “Jan lived here alone?”

      “After her grandma died, yeah.” Jenna pulled on examination gloves as they entered the family room. “Look at the dust in this place. It’s thick in the corners, as if it hasn’t been disturbed for months. I doubt if she ever had any visitors.”

      Kane wrinkled his nose. “She worked from home, didn’t she? She’d need to see her clients.”

      “Nah, everyone does business over the internet these days.” Carter stood hands on hips, looking around. “This place is a dump.” He gave Jo a side-eye. “I don’t figure anyone was jealous of Jan Pierce. Seems to me she gave her life to caring for her grandma. There’s no sign of life in here. It’s depressing.” He shook his head. “You sure she didn’t jump from the trail?”

      Unimpressed, Kane shook his head. “I’m sure.”

      They found little of interest on the ground floor. The home office, close to the front door, appeared to be the only part of the house she used apart from the kitchen. It seemed neat enough, although the refrigerator was completely empty apart from a few bottles of rehydration fluid. They climbed the stairs, each taking a bedroom. In one of the rooms was an old hospital bed with a worn recliner beside it with a deep sag in the seat. Maybe Jan had sat there watching her grandmother for hours. A deep sadness seeped into Kane. He recalled the shy woman and her desire to live her life, as he took in the mess around him. “Caring for someone dying would take every minute of her time. Then when it was over, she likely didn’t feel like spring cleaning. From my impression of her, she kept herself clean and tidy. She’d taken the first steps to regain her life.” He sighed. “I’d say, once Raven made plans to work with her and the dog here, she’d have cleaned up the place. I noticed a number of items in a box in the kitchen for a dog.”

      Kane followed Jenna into the bathroom. A plastic seat sat in the shower and the medicine cabinet held half-filled bottles of prescriptions. “These all belong to her grandma.”

      “The other bedrooms are practically empty with a good covering of dust.” Jo poked her head around the door of the bathroom. “Carter is searching her bedroom. That room is clean and tidy, much the same as where she kept her grandmother. It can be very overwhelming for someone caring for a terminally ill person. I can’t imagine what she went through, stuck out here alone, without any family or friends to support her.”

      Scratching his chin, Kane backtracked down the hallway and into the bedroom where Carter was looking through a pile of papers he had pulled from a drawer. “Did you find anything of interest?”

      “Yeah.” Carter waved a wad of paper at him. “These are invoices for medical supplies and food. I also found an estimate for a security system. So this would prove that people came to the house on a regular basis. We might be looking at a delivery driver.” He raised an eyebrow. “Jenna has invoices for deliveries at Sierra’s home. We need to cross-reference them to see if we can get a match. We have nothing else to go on at the moment.”

      They all walked through the house again and then headed back to the truck. Wind howled around them as they climbed inside. Kane glanced in the rearview mirror at Carter. “It’s getting violent out there. We should head back to town. Let’s hope we keep power.”

      “Head to Aunt Betty’s.” Jenna glanced at her watch. “It’s lunchtime and there’s no way we’ll get a delivery in this weather.”

      “You’re singing my song.” Carter grinned at her from the backseat. “I’m starving.”
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      After getting an update from Rio, Jenna leaned back in her chair at Aunt Betty’s Café and sipped her second cup of coffee. She smiled as Wendy, the assistant manager, came to the table with a handsome man in tow. “It’s good to see you. Did you have a good vacation?”

      “The best.” Wendy turned to the man behind her. “This is Paul, my fiancé. We’ve just come back to pack my things and then we’re heading to Las Vegas for our wedding.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful news.” Kane stood and hugged her and shook Paul’s hand. “Congratulations.”

      Jenna grinned. “You always bring a ray of sunshine with you, Wendy, and in the middle of a storm too.” She stood and hugged her. “Will you be living in town?”

      “Nope.” Wendy grinned at Paul. “We’ll be living in his house. I’m going to move to Canada. His place is just as lovely as Black Rock Falls. I’ll miss you all, but you’ll always be in my heart.”

      Feeling the loss of her friend, Jenna nodded. “You’ll be in ours too. Be happy.”

      “I will.” Wendy waved and headed for the door.

      Missing her already, Jenna stared out of the window, watching them drive away, and then forced her mind back to the case. The afternoon would be wet and miserable, but with everyone in the office, they should be able to continue searching for possible links between the two murders. When her phone chimed, she assumed Rio was calling her back, but it was a frantic 911 call. She put her phone on speaker and pushed it closer to Kane. “You’ve reached Sheriff Alton. What is your emergency?”

      “A sedan has been dragged into the river along Maple, the part that goes west out of town. The river has spilled all across the road, and a woman in a sedan tried to get through it, but the water is flowing so fast it just tipped her vehicle into the gully and then washed it into the river.” A man coughed. “I’m way too old to try and help her. Can you send someone before she drowns?”

      “So, the west side of the bridge across the river on Maple?” Kane leaned closer to the phone.

      “Yeah, hurry the water is up to the windows.”

      Jenna stood and pulled on her slicker. “We’re on our way.”

      Rain pelted the hood of Jenna’s slicker and flicked onto her eyelashes, making it difficult to see. She ran to the Beast and climbed inside. As Kane got in beside her, he was issuing orders to Carter to climb over the back and grab the ropes and pulleys.

      Confused, Jenna stared at him as they turned, plowing through water along Main to get to Maple. “Why don’t you use the tow rope on the front of the Beast?”

      “I figure we won’t get close enough to the river’s edge to do that without getting bogged.” Kane kept his gaze on the road ahead. “This truck is bombproof, but it will still get washed away in a strong current. That’s a mistake many people make when they drive their vehicles through water. Even a small amount of water can lift a truck and make it aquaplane across the road. The river at that end of town has cottonwood trees along the riverbank. We’ll be able to use them to secure the rope and then tie it to the vehicle. We won’t have any chance of pulling the sedan from the river, but the rope will hold it in position and give us a chance to get the occupants out.” He turned to Jenna. “You’d be safer inside the truck. If we get into trouble, call the search and rescue.”

      “Yeah, don’t jump into the river now.” Carter grinned at them. “It’s cold and nasty in there.”

      Indignant, Jenna glared at him. “I’m not staying in the truck.”

      “Me either.” Jo exchanged a look with Jenna. “I swim like a fish.”

      “Fine, but keep out of the water.” Kane accelerated along Maple. He drove over the bridge and followed the road alongside the river. “There it is.”

      A man waved as they pulled up. Thunder rolled and lightning crashed as Jenna jumped from the truck with Jo at her heels. Brown water swelled around her boots, moving faster than she expected and carrying all types of debris, from small twigs and pinecones to long branches. The sedan had tipped over, nose down, and Jenna’s heart raced at the sight of a frantic woman pounding on the back window. It was as if the raging river taunted the vehicle, pushing it from side to side as if it weighed nothing. They needed to get the woman out without delay. The murky water inside the car had reached the back window.

      She followed Kane to the line of cottonwood trees and stood to one side as Kane and Carter attached a pulley system. Both men removed their boots, slickers, jackets, and weapons and handed them to her and Jo. “I guess we put these in the truck?” She nodded to Jo. “Seems we are useful for something.” Rain lashed them as they hurried back to the truck and dumped everything on the back seat.

      “Don’t be angry at Carter.” Jo grimaced. “It’s a SEAL thing. He figures he’s trained for emergencies like this and we’re not, is all.”

      Splashing through the water, Jenna headed back to the river’s edge. The angry torrent sent shivers down her spine. She’d been trapped in a river, bounced along and barely survived, but this was much worse. The river rushed past in a swirling dirty mass, splashing over boulders, and from all around water poured into it, swelling the flow. Fear gripped Jenna as Kane played out the rope. “What do you want us to do?”

      “Call the paramedics.” Kane indicated to the woman in the sedan. “When we get her out, she’ll need medical attention. Get search and rescue out here as well. Don’t delay. They’ll likely be busy.” He nodded to Carter. “Ready?” He grabbed the rope.

      “Always.” Carter followed him into the river, one hand on the rope.

      “I’ll call them.” Jo took out her phone.

      Helpless, Jenna blinked away the heavy rain pouring from her hood as Kane waded toward the vehicle. He staggered against the rushing flow, losing his footing, and used the rope to drag himself to the surface. Carter kept pace beside him and the pair pushed on, battered by the unrelenting force of nature. It seemed to take forever for them to reach the sedan. Inside the vehicle, Jenna could no longer make out the woman and water lapped the window. The moving vehicle had become an unknown danger and when Carter pushed out of the water to tie the rope to the bumper, it lurched to one side, knocking Kane into the muddy flow. He vanished beneath the murky depths and then resurfaced, water streaming from his hair. Holding her breath, Jenna could only watch as Kane fought his way out of the torrent. Relief flooded over her as he emerged and, muscles bulging, climbed up the back of the sedan and, with one hand wrapped around the roof rack, pulled a tool from his jeans pocket and smashed the back window. Beside him, Carter hauled himself up and they grabbed the floating woman and dragged her out.

      The next moment, a roar of rushing water came above the thundering of rain. Jenna stared in horror as a tsunami of water rushed toward them. “Oh no! Dave, watch out! The catchment wall has broken.” Terrified she grabbed hold of the rope. “Hold on, Jo.”

      The wall of water hit her like a freight train, dragging her hands from the rope and tossing her into the fast-flowing river. Beside her, Jo had grabbed onto a floating log, and Jenna kicked hard trying to reach it, but another wall of water rammed into her. She’d gulped a deep breath just before it hit and tumbled through the muddy water. Not knowing which way was up or down, she panicked, weighed down by rubber boots filled with water. As she kicked them off, the flow picked her up and rushed her downstream. The slicker twisted around her, billowing up to cover her head. Lungs bursting, she attacked the snaps and fought to release her arms from the tightening shroud. She must survive for her boys—for Dave.

      Without warning, pain shattered through her and her breath rushed out in a stream of bubbles as she slammed against boulders and then somehow broke the surface for a few seconds before being dragged down again in the swirling current. Unable to hold her breath for a second longer, she sunk into the dark abyss. Water went up her nose, and the next moment, miraculously, her feet hit the bottom. She kicked hard and broke the surface, gasping precious air. Blinking frantically as the riverbank sped past, she had no choice but to relax and try and ride out the flow.

      Something heavy hit her in the back and she turned her head to see an elk, floating belly-up, its legs motionless and eyes staring blankly. A bridge lay ahead and the elk’s massive body rammed Jenna again, pushing her toward the bridge. Ignoring the searing pain in her chest, she swam, using the current to get to the low rocks under the bridge. Gasping, she dragged her aching body from the water and crawled up onto a ledge under the bridge and rolled onto her back panting. It hurt to breathe and it hurt to move. She rolled on one side and vomited. Her shoulder hurt bad and dizziness engulfed her. She was so cold and the fight had drained her. If she could just close her eyes for a moment and make this all go away. She stared at the bubbling swirling mass of water and tears ran down her face. “Oh, Dave, I’m so sorry.”
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      A roll of thunder and the zigzag of lightning made Kane glance up. He didn’t hear Jenna’s words, but her voice carried on the wind. Behind her a wall of water headed toward them. He gasped in horror as it washed Jenna and Jo off their feet and they vanished into the torrent. He could do nothing to save them, for a second later the wave hit him. It lifted the back of the sedan higher into the air and then tossed it right-side up. Beside him, Carter also had a firm grip of the roof rack but they’d both lost hold of the woman. The rope they’d tied to the bumper snapped and the vehicle floated away at high speed along the river. Legs trailing in the torrent, Kane grit his teeth and climbed onto the roof of the sedan. He took a firm grip of the roof rack and hauled Carter up beside him and they raced along the river.

      “What the heck just happened?” Carter raised his voice above the thunder and stared at the riverbank. “Where’s Jo and Jenna?”

      Trying to push words out, Kane turned to look at him. Something inside him had broken. A cold numbness seeped through him. All he could see was the river swallowing up Jenna. He shook his head, grief slamming into him. “They’re gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?” Carter glared at him. “Did they fall into the river?”

      The sedan lurched and spun, and Kane hung on, desperately searching the riverbank for any signs of life. He nodded, his throat sore from shouting. “They were washed away seconds before we got hit by the wave. There must have been a mudslide or the catchment wall has collapsed. It’s slowing a little now. We need to get off this raft and get to the bank and start searching.”

      “Look ahead, there’s boulders.” Carter indicated with his chin, his voice barely audible above the rolling thunder and raging river. “With luck it will stop us and we can use them to get to shore.”

      Mind reeling, Kane pushed into the zone, it was all he had right now. He needed to think straight. He’d given Jenna all his belongings and she’d placed them in the truck. He had no phone, no means of communication. He shook his head and berated himself for his stupidity. I do have a means of communication. He touched the silver buckle on his belt, a gift from Jenna for Christmas a couple of years ago and Kalo had fitted it with a tracker. If it hadn’t been damaged by the water, and he doubted it, it should work. He let go with one hand and pressed the buckle on his belt, feeling it click. It was something he hoped he’d never need—his instant communication with Jenna and Wolfe. The moment Wolfe received the call, he would alert Rio and Rowley and they’d find them.

      The storm raged around them, lightning flashed, leaving red trails in his eyes, but he made ready for when the sedan hit the boulders. In a grind of screaming metal, the vehicle slammed into the huge rocks and stuck fast. The jolt went through him, tearing at muscles as the unrelenting water threatened to rip off his arms rather than allow him to escape its watery grave. A brown swirling mass rose up around them and they leaped together, scrambling onto slippery moss-covered boulders. He dug in his fingers and toes and dragged himself out of the river. Beside him, Carter scrambled up the rock like a frog and balanced as if on a surfboard, water running down his face. Kane recognized the area. Blackhawk had called this place the Devil’s Marbles. It was a great fishing hole and had just saved their lives. They climbed across the rocks and then staggered onto the riverbank. Breathing heavily, they waded through the flood and dropped onto a nearby boulder.

      “Now what?” Carter leaned closer. “Where are we? We need help. They could be anywhere by now.”

      Gathering his thoughts for a few seconds, Kane sat in the pouring rain. He’d seen Jenna go underwater, but the swell had picked them up and they’d surfed along. She hadn’t passed them. Most times bodies float and he’d been watching. “They didn’t go past us and help is coming. My belt has a tracker. I initiated the alarm.” He stood, ignoring the stiffening damaged muscles. “We need to keep moving. This storm isn’t easing. All we can do is search the riverbank.”

      “Let’s go.” Carter took off running, his blond hair darkened by the pouring rain.

      Kane followed close behind, stopping to search any piles of debris alongside the river. Floodwaters had spread across a wide area and were knee deep in places. He heard Carter yell out and then splash toward a fallen log floating in the murky water. He ran after him and the yellow markings of an FBI jacket glowed in the half-light. They’d found Jo, her arms wrapped around a log, her slicker ripped into shreds. Kane’s breath caught in his throat as Carter lifted her in his arms. “Is she alive?”

      “Yeah, thank you, Jesus. She gasped when I lifted her.” Carter waded to a boulder and sat down. “Check her out.”

      With freezing fingers, Kane removed one glove and pressed his fingers to her neck. He nodded. “Her pulse is a little slow. She’s hypothermic. I can’t find any major injuries. Try and wake her.” He stared ahead. “We need to find Jenna.” He pulled his soaked glove back on. “You’ll need to get Jo moving or she’ll die.”

      “I know that. Go, I’ll be right behind you.” Carter patted Jo’s cheek. “Jo, wake up. Open your eyes. You can’t sleep here. I need to get you warm. Jo.”

      When Jo moaned, Kane took off. He raised his voice above the storm. “Jenna… Jenna… call out. I’m coming.”

      No voice came on the wind.

      The storm, flood, and cold didn’t worry him. He’d been trained to withstand much more than the current conditions and had survived worse. He moved swiftly, trying to avoid the dead animals and tree branches floating past. Ahead, the river had forced its way through a bridge. Underneath, it lapped boulders leading to a high brick plateau. He headed that way. It would be a place of shelter if Jenna had made it that far. If she’d initiated her tracker ring, everyone would be heading her way. He searched into the distance for any sign of flashing lights and could only see a wall of rain.

      Wading through the fast-flowing floodwater, he gripped the edge of the bridge and climbed the boulders to the plateau. Water lapped the edges and he choked back a cry at the sight of Jenna, pale as a ghost and sprawled out on her back, eyes closed and arms spread out as if she’d been thrown there. He scrambled to her side and his hand trembled as he removed his soaked glove to check her pulse. Under his fingers, life fluttered. Mud covered her face and twigs had stuck in her hair, but she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Meticulously searching for injuries, he ran his hands over her. She had superficial cuts all over, but her left arm looked wrong. He ran a hand under her jacket and grimaced. She’d dislocated her collarbone. With care, he removed her arm from her jacket. In normal circumstances he’d call for a medic to fix it, but he couldn’t wake her and expect her to walk or be carried. The pain would be excruciating. He’d performed a relocation in the field once or twice in an emergency and, biting down hard on his cheek, gently manipulated the bone back into place.

      As it popped, Jenna screamed as if he’d shot her point-blank and tried to get away. He pressed her down and her eyes shot open and blinked frantically. “Jenna, easy, you’re okay. I’ve got you.”

      “Dave? Thank God, you’re alive. The wave—it came out of nowhere.” Jenna burst into tears. “My chest hurts—have I been shot? Are you okay? Jo, Carter?”

      Kane held her close and rocked her. “You’ll be fine. Yeah, they’re okay. Banged up some but breathing. Carter is not far behind me. This is gonna hurt. Take a few deep breaths.” He eased her arm back into her soaked jacket and helped her to sit up.

      Her teeth chattered like castanets and he needed to get her warm, but it would be impossible. Dressed in only in a T-shirt and jeans and soaked through, he had nothing to give her to help. He’d need to make his own heat and sitting here wouldn’t cut it. When her head dropped and her eyes closed, he gave her a little shake. Keeping her awake was essential. He frowned. “We lost the woman in the sedan and haven’t found her body. She was dead when we pulled her out. We’ll get search and rescue onto it. Right now, we need to move or we won’t make it back to the boys. Can you stand? Once we’re off this ledge, I’ll carry you.”

      “I think so.” Jenna groaned when he helped her to her feet. “I’m bruised all over.”

      Kane lifted her down from the plateau and they waded to safer ground. He scooped her into his arms and kissed her cold lips. “Snuggle up to me and keep warm. I’ll carry you back to the Beast.”

      “It’s miles away.” Jenna pressed her head against his shoulder. “You can’t carry me that far.”

      Kane smiled. “I can and I will. I know Carter and Jo are just ahead of us and Wolfe will be on his way. All we need to do is follow the river back toward town and he’ll find us. Keep talking to me, Jenna.” He wrapped his arms around her and waded through the water. “Don’t worry, everything is gonna be fine.”
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      Wolfe discovered the Beast parked some distance away from the bridge on Maple. Water lapped around the wheels. He drove closer and noticed a pile of clothes on the back seat, including Kane’s distinctive black Stetson and Carter’s snakeskin cowboy boots. They must have planned to go into the river. Closer to the swirling muddy torrent that used to be a crystal-clear river, blue and red lights flashed from the ambulance, and beside them a team from search and rescue unloaded crafts from trailers. Having no idea of the nature of the emergency, Wolfe had come alone. He used his satellite phone to call Jenna’s office and spoke to Rio. “Yeah, there’s a vehicle washed up alongside the river. Something else has happened here. Search and rescue is already on scene. Did Jenna call in her position?”

      “Yeah, she reported a vehicle had been washed into the river. Since then, we’ve had reports of a landslide in the mountain. It took out one side of Dead Man’s Drop. The entire contents of the rock pool released into the river. The damage is being assessed. The mayor engaged search and rescue. Our orders were to remain here and be ready to assist where necessary. I haven’t heard from Jenna since then, but she has Jo and Carter with her as well as Kane.”

      A wave of concern knotted Wolfe’s gut. Kane hadn’t contacted him because he couldn’t and his tracker was used only in a dire emergency. Whatever had happened was bad, real bad. “I’m on scene and there’s no sign of Jenna or the others. Kane activated his tracker. I have him about a mile downstream but have no way of getting to him. I’m heading now to speak to search and rescue. They have boats. I’ll keep you in the loop.” He disconnected.

      He had fishing waders in the back of his van. He carried everything he might need in an emergency. He climbed into the back and pulled on his slicker and waders. He stuffed foil blankets into his medical kit and headed out. After explaining that the sheriff and her deputy and two FBI agents had likely been washed downstream, he climbed into one of the boats and they skimmed along the top of the floodwater. He kept checking his satellite phone and the map with the constant beep that told him Kane’s position. Peering through the downfall, the destruction from the rush of water surprised him. Trees had been dragged out by the roots and tossed around as if they’d gone through a hurricane. Long strands of wheatgrass hung from branches like Christmas tinsel, and animals both alive and dead floated by. He gripped his phone, inside a plastic bag, constantly wiping the rain blocking his view. His attention moved from the screen to scan the way ahead. The beep told him they were getting closer, but would it be Kane’s body that floated past them next? He shook his head, not willing to consider Kane’s life would be taken so easily, but after all, he was only a man.

      “I see something moving.” The search-and-rescue guy at the front of the boat turned and looked at him. “No, two people.”

      The boat accelerated and, through the pouring rain, Wolfe made out Carter and Jo. Relieved, he blew out a breath, went to his bag and pulled out foil blankets. As they came alongside, he stared at Carter’s wide grin. Soaked through with long hair plastered to his face, he looked fine but Jo’s exhausted expression told him she’d been through hell and back. She had blue bruises under both eyes and scrapes all over. He knelt in the boat and held out his arms. “Hand her up to me.” He lifted her into the boat and she curled up on the bottom shivering. He covered her. “Keep the blanket around you. I’ll check you over real soon.”

      One of the search-and-rescue guys came forward waving a Thermos. Wolfe looked at him. “Thanks. We need to get these people warm.”

      “I’m mighty glad to see you, Shane.” Carter slid into the boat. “Dave is somewhere behind us. He went looking for Jenna. She was with Jo when they got washed into the river. We were trying to extract a woman from a vehicle when the wave hit.”

      Swallowing hard, Wolfe handed him a blanket. “Do you know if she’s alive?”

      “Nope.” Carter’s eyes filled with remorse. “You know, he won’t come back until he finds her?” He lifted his chin, the blanket hanging from his fingers. “I should get back at it and help him. He can’t do it alone.” He went to roll off the boat.

      Wolfe laid a hand on his shoulder. “He’s not alone. We’ll find them.”

      “Okay.” Carter shook out the blanket and moved closer to Jo. He took a cup of coffee from the search-and-rescue guy. “Thanks. Head toward the next bridge. That’s where Deputy Kane was heading.”

      The boat moved off again and Wolfe shook his head. He’s never seen Carter and Jo look so defeated. It was as if all the life had been drained from them. He grabbed a few things from his bag and went to work on Jo. Her scrapes were superficial but she’d swallowed a ton of filthy water. Carter had a small bruise on one cheek but hadn’t complained of any injuries. He’d need to check him out later, once they’d showered. “I’ll need you both at the morgue. I’ll need to run tests. That water is teaming with microbes and other nasties you don’t want to know about. I’ll give you both shots and meds to cover anything sinister.”

      “Jenna tried to get to me but the river swallowed her.” Jo’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I caught hold of a log floating by. It saved my life.” She leaned into Carter and his arm went around her. “I couldn’t do anything to save her.”

      Wolfe dabbed at the scrapes with antiseptic and narrowed his gaze. “Jenna is tougher than you imagine. She understands how to survive in a river and has done it before. Kane will be searching for places she might have made it ashore.” He scanned the wall of rain ahead. “The bridge would be a good place to start.”

      “I see someone.” The search-and-rescue guy at the front of the boat moved a search beam through the dim light. “There.” He pointed and the boat sped up.

      Relief flooded through Wolfe as the beam picked up Kane, white-faced and grim, wading through hip-deep water with Jenna wrapped around him. She had her legs around his waist, one arm circled his neck with the other tucked in. Kane had locked his arms around her. As the boat got closer, the strain on Kane’s face was evident. His mouth turned down and rain streamed over his bare head. He looked at him and nodded. Wolfe kneeled in the boat and lifted Jenna from his arms. She appeared waxen and freezing cold against him. Water poured from her clothes, leaving puddles in the bottom of the boat. Moments later, Kane rolled over the edge and pulled her against him. Wolfe wrapped them in foil, hoping she was alive. “Jenna, I want you to open your eyes. Talk to me.”

      Nothing.

      “She’s alive.” Kane’s voice sounded hoarse. “Jenna.” He gave her a little shake. “Shane is here, and we’re going home.”

      Concerned, Wolfe ran his hand over Jenna’s ice-cold skin and lifted her chin, feeling for a pulse. The slow but steady beat reassured him and he looked at Kane. “We need to get her awake and warm.” He tapped Jenna’s cheek. “Jenna, open your eyes. Talk to me.”

      When her eyes fluttered and opened, Wolfe relaxed. “Don’t y’all go back to sleep now. We have fresh coffee.” He squeezed her arm. “Jenna.”

      “Okay, okay.” Jenna winced. “I’m in pain. Like with a capital P.”

      “She dislocated her clavicle.” Kane met his gaze. “I likely did more damage putting it back in the socket, but I couldn’t carry her with it like that. If it hurts right now, it will get worse once the cold eases.”

      “I figured he’d shot me.” Jenna leaned into Kane. “He’s been carrying me for miles.” She noticed Jo and Carter close by. “Oh, thank the Lord, you’re both okay.”

      “Exhausted but okay.” Carter smiled at her. “Dave would have carried you to the end of the earth if necessary. He’s as stubborn as a mule.”

      “Just as well, huh?” Kane snorted and took a cup from the search-and-rescue guy. He handed it to Jenna. “Drink the coffee, Jenna, and keep talking.”

      Wolfe pulled a shot of morphine from his bag, swabbed Jenna’s arm, and pushed it in. He lifted his gaze to Kane. “The drug will ease the pain but she’ll want to sleep. You must keep her awake.”

      “I know the drill.” Kane sipped his coffee and turned to the search-and-rescue guy. “Get us the heck out of here.”

      As the boat spun around and headed back toward the flooded parking lot, Wolfe’s phone buzzed. It was Rowley. “We have them. Dave and Jenna are close by. I’ll put you on speaker.”

      “That’s good.” Rowley’s serious voice sent up alarm bells for Wolfe. “The body of the woman in the sedan was located. It’s another of the women from our self-defense group. Her name is Roxanne Dunn.”
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      Rhett Lawson’s arrival in Black Rock Falls had been planned since he turned three. Meeting Julie and discovering she lived in the place he’d been raised had been a big surprise. Right now, he didn’t know what the future held for him, but he hoped Julie would be a big part of it. The first hurdle had been meeting Dr. Shane Wolfe. He hated to admit it, but he’d been a little apprehensive about meeting Julie’s father. His arrival in Black Rock Falls and seeing Dr. Shane Wolfe had surprised him. A tall blond man with kind gray eyes had greeted him with a smart-ass remark, likely to test his reaction. He often found that people judged him by his appearance and anyone who didn’t make the effort to discover him as a person wasn’t worth his time. He’d spent his stretch in college studying psychology, sociology, and behavioral sciences as well as many other courses to make him ready to assist children in trouble. He had always been able to read people and that started many years ago in foster care. He read the warning in Wolfe’s initial attitude toward him, in the first few minutes, he’d laid down the rules without saying a word. Julie had mentioned that he had old-school values and he admired that, and in fact, old-school would be how he’d describe himself. He might look like a player but he respected women. He believed, after spending the evening over a fine meal and having a long chat with Wolfe, that he’d made his intentions clear. The family had made him very welcome and his interest in motorcycles had been an advantage. He’d spent a very enjoyable hour or so discussing Wolfe’s current project and been entertained by seeing the immaculate old Harley that he had built from a frame.

      The moment he laid eyes on Julie he’d recognized her as someone very special. Her goals in life and her attitude were commendable, but she had something else he couldn’t quite put his finger on. She mesmerized him and was all he could think about during the time between the conference and when he walked in the door and saw her standing there waiting for him. He’d had the strange feeling when he drove into Black Rock Falls that he’d finally come home. He’d been born in the local hospital and had discovered since that his parents had died in this county. Over his time in foster care, he’d received various accounts of what had happened to them. He’d been told they’d died in a plane crash, another time in a car wreck, and later in a fire. Although he’d searched through old newspapers around the time of their death he hadn’t discovered anything of interest.

      The day he turned eighteen, he had been sent to the local child and family services to speak to a counselor as he was due to leave foster care. Although that meeting didn’t give him any more information on how his parents had died, he discovered it had happened when he was two years old. They had informed him that their wills had left him an estate but it was not accessible until he turned twenty-five. As he’d won a scholarship to the University of Montana, he followed his dreams, studied very hard until he had two degrees to aid him toward his goal in life. Now at twenty-five he’d returned to Black Rock Falls to discover what his parents had left him. He turned to Julie. “I really appreciate you coming with me today.” He shook the rain from his hat as they stepped inside the lawyer’s building.

      “It’s such a private thing. I’m surprised you wanted me along.” Julie smiled and placed her umbrella in a stand by the door. “I’m happy to be here. I hope I can be some help.”

      He glanced at the copper shingle on a door on the left, it read: samuel j. cross, attorney at law. Smiling at Julie, he turned the handle and walked inside. Behind a desk sat a woman in her mid-forties with spectacles halfway down her nose and staring at a computer screen. He paused at the desk and waited for her to look up at him. “Good afternoon, my name is Rhett Lawson and I have an appointment with Mr. Cross.”

      “I’ll tell him you’re here.” She pushed to her feet. “He is expecting you.” She headed along a passageway behind her.

      A few moments later, a man wearing a cowboy hat, jeans, and snakeskin cowboy boots came out to greet them. Surprised at seeing a man who resembled a ranch hand with his hair tied back in a strip of leather, Rhett blinked. Gathering himself, he held out his hand. “Rhett Lawson and this is Julie Wolfe.”

      “Come on in.” Cross’ firm handshake put him at ease. “I have been following your career through college for the last couple of years. I feel like we’re old friends. I know Julie, of course.” He led the way into a large office and slid into a massive leather office chair. “I have everything at hand. Can I get you anything to drink?”

      Rhett shook his head and so did Julie. “I’d just like to know why I’m here.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Cross lifted a thick file from the corner of his desk and placed it in front of him. “I’m the third or fourth lawyer to manage your parents’ estate. Your father left very detailed instructions on how he wanted everything managed and to make sure that you were provided for. He couldn’t foresee that his parents would be killed in a car accident only a month after he and his wife died. This resulted in you being placed in foster care as no other relatives could be found, even after a long, drawn-out process to find them.” He opened the file and removed a bunch of papers. “This is the last will and testament of your parents. Each of them left the estate to the other and then finally to you. There is a codicil your father added to determine exactly what would happen to the estate if both of them perished before you became of age. This was added to the wills only six months prior to their deaths. As your parents were both under thirty, I have often wondered if he’d had a premonition to make such detailed plans for his estate.”

      Rhett slid his hand into Julie’s and she squeezed his fingers. Glad of the support from her being there, he linked his fingers through hers. “I am totally oblivious to anything that happened. All I was told when I left foster care was that when I turned twenty-five, I must come to Black Rock Falls and speak to the lawyer in town.” He nodded to Cross. “I was relieved to receive your letter. I had no idea anyone knew where I lived.”

      “Oh, I’ve been following your life since I took over the estate. It’s been some years now. I knew you had obtained a full scholarship for UM and so there was no need for me to interfere with your life. If you had needed financial support I would naturally have contacted you and opened a trust fund. Everything is in the codicil. Your father made his instructions perfectly clear.” Cross cleared his throat. “Obviously you will receive a full copy of both wills, but I’ll go through the main parts of them for you. Your parents owned a large ranch, here in Black Rock Falls. Lawson’s Ridge covers over one hundred and twenty thousand acres of prime cattle land. They run bison and Black Angus cattle. It’s a very lucrative property. All the documentation, accounts, and the like are in the file for you to peruse.”

      Finding it hard to breathe, Rhett nodded. “I gather there is someone running the business in my absence?”

      “Yeah, you have a full staff. A ranch manager who has been there for years and is very capable. Accountants, a firm in town works for you. There’s nothing for you to worry about. The accounting firm and I oversee every part of your investment and it’s running like clockwork. You have a fine team there.”

      Rhett ran a hand down his face. “It wasn’t my intention to become a rancher. For my entire life, all I wanted to do is to help children in need. I can’t imagine changing my plans at this stage. Is there a house or a place there for me to live, or has the manager of the estate taken that over?”

      “The house is just as your parents left it.” Cross leaned back in his chair and towered his fingers. “It has been maintained, cleaned regularly, and you could move into it today. The manager and his wife and family live in a separate ranch house on the estate. There are separate bunkhouses for the staff and a number of other buildings for residences. In fact, there are a huge number of barns and other buildings covering the estate. You’ll need to go and look for yourself. It’s so massive I can’t possibly explain it all in one meeting.”

      Not sure if he should be excited or terrified, Rhett swallowed hard. “So there’s really nothing for me to do if it’s running like clockwork. I can just live there and let it tick along?”

      “You could and I’m more than happy to retain my fee for overseeing everything.” Cross smiled. “I figure that once you’ve settled in and seen the running of things, you might want to take the reins yourself. I am more than happy to walk you through everything you need to know, and like I said, the people managing the ranch have been doing so for many years and I’ve never had a complaint.” He slid a piece of paper across the desk. “You might want to cast your eyes over your bank account. After the deduction of expenses, the profits, less the taxes, are deposited into your account. The figures are up to date, and everything in this account belongs to you. You of course have the right to sell the estate, if that’s what you want. The ranch is very prestigious and there are buyers all over for the meat. The breeding program you have there also produces saleable cattle that are in high demand for their breeding. You have inherited a very lucrative business that most people would be overjoyed to inherit.”

      Leaning forward to glance at the document, Rhett held his breath at the figure on the bottom line. He had become an instant multimillionaire and the realization frightened the heck out of him. He raised his attention back to Cross and shook his head slowly. “This is going to take a lot to digest. I’m a little overwhelmed. I obviously would like to go and see the property but I would like you to remain overseeing everything until I can find my feet. I don’t intend to be taken advantage of and my expertise isn’t in ranching.”

      “I understand completely but you will need to take a letter from me to the bank here in town and have your signatures added to the accounts. You obviously have a personal account that has the amount in it I’ve just shown you, but there are numerous other accounts that are used to run the estate. You can be assured that nothing gets paid without an invoice. The accountant who is in charge of the finances is top notch.” He took an envelope out of the file and pushed it across the table to him. “This is a letter addressed to you. It came with very strict instructions not to be given to or opened by anyone else. The contents are of a highly sensitive nature and the letter has been in the safe for the last twenty-two years.” He flicked a glance at Julie and then moved his attention back to him. “You may want to open it in private.”

      Turning the envelope over in his hands, he shook his head. “You’re my lawyer and she’s the only friend I have right now. I trust both of you.” He slid a finger under the seal and a single piece of paper dropped onto the desk.

      
        
        Dear Rhett,

        

        How strange it is to be talking to the future you. My little boy is now twenty-five and a man, no doubt set in his ways and fresh from college. I must say whatever has happened to you since we last met, your mom and I love you with all our hearts.

        Lately, a few unusual things have happened around the ranch. I can’t go into details because I might place you in danger. I visited my trusted lawyer and made plans should anything happen to your mom and me. I made it impossible for the ranch to be sold and it would continue under the guidance of a manager until such time you are able to take over. I could see no reason why a lucrative business should fail, and this being the case, you will inherit a fortune.

        I hope my parents raised you. I’ve already spoken to them and made them aware of the situation and they will be caring for you until we get this sorted. God willing, nothing bad will happen to us and you’ll open this letter after we’ve lived a full life, but if you’re reading this at twenty-five and we’ve been dead before you turned three, it was murder.

        When the accidents started to happen, I figured someone was trying to make us sell up at a massive loss and leave the ranch, but lately, I’ve seen things that would make your hair curl. The sheriff has been out and found nothing unusual. I figure he believes I have an overactive imagination.

        Hopefully, the problem will be resolved by the time you read this, but be aware, people are not who they seem.

        

        Your loving father,

        

        Christopher Lawson

        

        P.S. Remember: The most important day in our lives was the day you were born.

      

      

      The letter slipped from Rhett’s fingers and he looked at Julie. “Someone murdered my parents.”
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      Jenna chewed on the end of her pen as Rio made notes on the whiteboard about the cases, listed side by side for comparison. Her body ached and the last place she wanted to be was at work. Wolfe had conducted a series of tests to determine if they had contracted anything nasty from the stormwater and taken various scans to ensure that Jo and she hadn’t received any permanent damage from their injuries. Numb from the injections Wolfe had inserted in her shoulder, she understood it would be only a matter of time before the local anesthetic wore off and the pain set in. She needed to be at home when that happened. Taking pain meds wasn’t something she enjoyed, but if it meant getting a good night’s sleep, she would do it this time. It was imperative that she discovered who was murdering these women before they hit again. Convinced it was the same person, even though both MOs were totally different, kept her going. She looked at Rio. “While we were playing in the floodwater, did you discover anyone common to the victims?”

      “So far I’ve found only a few, I’m afraid.” Rio turned back to the whiteboard. “As all the women were members of our self-defense class, we concentrated our attention on anyone who came in contact with them as a group.” He made notes as he spoke. “Do you recall Lana Peters? She was one of our guest self-defense instructors and has a military background.”

      “I didn’t like her at all.” Raven leaned forward on the table, one hand wrapped around a cup of coffee. “She constantly clashed with me over technique.”

      “And she flirted with all of us”—Kane shrugged—“which made us guys uncomfortable. Needless to say, we didn’t invite her back.”

      “We decided to look into her background a little more closely.” Rowley looked up from his tablet and frowned. “She moved here from Great Falls and has a history of violence, which she blames on PTSD. Apparently, a guy made a move on her in a bar and she put him in the hospital. Another report from Great Falls: she smashed a glass over the head of a woman who was laughing in a restaurant.”

      “She’d be more than capable of doing both murders.” Kane leaned back in his chair. “I’m now wondering if it’s a coincidence that the woman who washed into the river in her sedan was a member of the group as well. We need to get that vehicle hauled out of the river and taken to Millers’ Garage. I want to know if anyone tampered with the brakes or steering.”

      “I’m on it.” Raven picked up his phone and headed for the door to make the call.

      Moving her attention back to Rio, Jenna nodded. “Who else do you have on your list?”

      “It’s a shot in the dark but we need to include anyone the members of this group consulted as well.” Rio picked up the pen again. “Dr. Caleb Morrow is a trauma therapist and I’m aware he counseled several of the women in the group, as well as a couple of the men in the group Rowley is running. It was something that one of the men mentioned to me that triggered my curiosity. He told them that programs like ours can trigger trauma relapses.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Jo shook her head. “The group is support. Women get more confidence when they know how to protect themselves, and it’s the same with men. Previously they had no one to turn to; now there’s a bunch of them who they can speak to and they make friends within that group. This is what was lacking in their lives before, and no way could it trigger a trauma relapse.”

      “That’s good to know.” Rio made some notes on the whiteboard. “I made a few calls today to the women in our group, mainly to explain that there wouldn’t be any classes until we have solved this case. I threw in a few extra questions. This is how I discovered Morrow’s involvement with the women. Eileen Venter and Carla Parry both mentioned that while they were waiting in his office for their appointments, they heard him arguing with Sierra. When she left, she told them that she would never go back there again.”

      Smiling her thanks at Kane as he pushed a fresh cup of coffee in front of her, Jenna nodded. “Well, it looks like we need to dig a little deeper into Morrow. Let’s see if he has any skeletons in his closet.” She added a name to the list in her daybook and sighed. “I’m thinking we need to contact the local authorities about scrutinizing the qualifications of counselors. This is the second time one has come under suspicion. That shouldn’t be happening.”

      “There is one other person we should consider.” Rio added a name to the whiteboard. “Jade Ellison was a former attendee. When she dropped out of the program, I called her to make sure she was okay. She told me that she didn’t want to return because she felt that everyone in the room was watching her. I remember following up shortly afterward and discovering from her neighbor that she’d had a breakdown and spent some time in the hospital. The neighbor said she was very strange and held grudges against people for years.” He shrugged. “It may be nothing, but I figure we should look into her whereabouts at the times of the murders.”

      “It seems to me the focus is on women perps.” Kane sat back in his chair and narrowed his gaze at Rio. “Is there any reason for this? It’s very unusual to have a female serial killer.”

      “Access mostly.” Rio slid back into his seat and looked at him across the long table. “I took into account that the women in the group are all nervous types. They are aware of their vulnerabilities and so would be more likely to allow a woman inside their safety zone.”

      “That is sound reasoning, if we weren’t talking about a serial killer.” Jo crossed her legs and doodled on her legal pad. “We need to consider men who came in contact with them as well. Most premeditated or, as we refer to them, organized murders, which I believe these are, are committed by men. Women tend to be more spontaneous and opportunistic. They are driven by revenge, hatred, greed, and jealousy, whereas men lean more toward fantasy. They’ll fantasize about murdering someone for a long time before they form a plan or plans of action.”

      Sipping her coffee, Jenna considered Jo’s advice. “I agree. We need to speak to the women in the group and find out if any contractors worked for them. Many times our suspects have come from people who worked for the victims at one time or another.” She glanced at the rain lashing the windows and sighed. “The weather is terrible. The roads are chaotic at the moment but we can use the phones. Split up the names of the members of the group, ask them if any of them use contractors, and we can interview them when we get a break in the weather.”

      “You won’t need to check this guy.” Kane took a card from his pocket and handed it to Rio. “I personally did a full rundown on him and the other guy who works with him. They are solid and have been working in Black Rock Falls for ten years without a complaint. I’ve recommended them to the people who asked me for a security firm.”

      “Thanks.” Rio turned the card over in his hand. “I’ll split up the lists.”

      “Just you, Rowley, and Raven.” Kane frowned. “Jenna and Jo are in no fit state to be here all day. I’m taking them home to rest up.”

      Wanting to protest, Jenna stared at him and then relented as the pain in her shoulder increased. “Yeah, a spell in the hot tub and a good sleep and we’ll be as good as new.”

      Her phone chimed and she stared at the caller ID. It was Maggie from downstairs. “Yes, Maggie?”

      “Julie and a man by the name of Rhett came by to speak with you.” Maggie kept her voice low as if not to be heard. “They said it was urgent so I sent them up to your office.”

      Wondering what had happened, Jenna frowned. “Okay, I’m on my way.” She looked at Kane. “Julie wants to see us. She’s in our office with Rhett.” She looked at her deputies. “We’ll be heading home once we’ve dealt with this. Jo, Carter, do you want to come too?”

      “Yeah sure.” Carter stood slowly and slid his phone into his pocket. “Come on, Zorro.” He wiggled his fingers.

      Jenna gathered her things. “I’ll see you in the morning. Don’t work late. It’s dangerous out there. Leave before dark.” She hurried out of the door.
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      Kane caught up with Jenna in the hallway and Duke bounded ahead of them. His dog loved Wolfe’s girls and he vanished inside the office. “Jenna, wait up.” He turned to her. “We know little about Rhett, but Julie wouldn’t come here unless something is troubling her and she feels she can’t talk to Shane about it. She looks to me as her uncle and someone she can trust. Do you want me to handle whatever problem she’s having?”

      “Maybe they’re engaged.” Jenna’s eyes sparkled and then she chewed on her bottom lip. “Nope, Julie isn’t impulsive. There must be something wrong or she would go to her dad to discuss it. Okay, Dave, you ask the questions.”

      “I’m sure glad I never asked any of Wolfe’s daughters out on a date.” Behind them Carter shook his head. “That poor guy. If he stays after a second interrogation, she’s onto a winner.” He blew out a long breath. “Wolfe told me about meeting him.”

      “He only wants the best for his girls.” Jo gave him a side-eye. “I’ll be the same when Jaime gets to that age.” She exchanged a look with Carter. “Maybe we should wait outside?”

      Kane rolled his eyes. “He’s gonna need to meet the family sooner or later and, although not blood, we’re Julie’s family.” He headed toward the door and stepped inside.

      “Uncle Dave, Jenna, this is my friend Rhett Lawson.” Julie glanced around Kane and smiled. “Oh, and Uncle Ty and Jo. They’re FBI agents. They’ll be able to help as well.”

      Kane liked the way Rhett looked him straight in the eye and had a firm handshake. “Well, grab a chair and sit down. What is it you need to speak to us about?” He dropped into a chair behind the desk beside Jenna.

      “I didn’t know until I turned twenty-five that I was raised here—well, until I turned three and then spent most of my life in foster care.” Rhett shrugged. “I knew little about my parents, but before they died they left a will. When I went to learn about my inheritance, Sam Cross, the lawyer in town, gave me this letter from my dad.” He pushed it across the table to him. “In essence, it says if he died when I turned three, he and my mom were murdered.”

      “That was over twenty years ago.” Jenna frowned. “Do you know what happened to your parents?”

      “No.” Rhett met her gaze. “I was at my grandparents’ at the time and then I was in foster care. I know my parents and grandparents died within weeks of each other, but all the stories about how they died are different. I searched newspapers and found nothing. Their death certificates state natural causes.” He ran a hand down his face. “The thing is, I can remember my grandparents and my parents. I recall the day they didn’t pick me up from the kindergarten and the strange people took me away to a house I didn’t know. I didn’t go to the kindergarten every day. It was only when my grandparents needed to visit the doctor or go out for the weekly shopping.” He sighed. “I even recall being excited to be going to visit them for a vacation and waving goodbye to my parents when they drove off. I must have been barely three at the time, but I remember everything.” He turned tragic eyes to Kane. “I never gave up waiting for them to come and get me. By the time I started high school, I’d made plans about my future. I watched other kids lose hope, but I didn’t. I witnessed abuse of all different types, protected those I could, but most times, I’d be moved on to another home for causing problems. It was a way of shutting me up. I decided then to make it my life’s ambition to succeed in life and get the qualifications necessary to make sure no other child suffered the way I’d seen others suffer.”

      “You have the same goals as I do.” Jenna leaned across the table and squeezed his arm. “I’m sure Julie has told you about the Her Broken Wings Foundation? We’re doing everything we can to make sure women and children, as well as men, aren’t subjected to abuse. I personally make unscheduled visits to foster care families and speak to the kids alone. In Black Rock Falls and Louan, they come under very rigid rules. Although there is another sheriff in Louan, that town is in my county. He is appointed and not elected like Dave and me.”

      “That’s good to know.” Rhett’s mouth formed a thin line. “The thing is, Sheriff Alton, that kids are frightened of the repercussions if they speak to a cop. When I speak to kids in foster care, they see the tats and that I’m different to the suits they usually speak to. I explain that I’m a foster kid and that they can tell me anything and I won’t tell their foster parents, but I will make it right. I know how to speak to them in their own language. Only someone who has been in that situation could possibly understand what it’s like. There is no escape. There is no one to come and save them. All they can do is try and survive.” His eyes narrowed. “I’ve worked very hard to make sure I have the qualifications to do something constructive to help these kids, even if it means moving them to another family that I know is safe. It might mean moving them to a group home, which is something I would rather not do because orphanages are not the places to bring up children. It’s like being permanently at school with the headmaster breathing down your neck.” He waved a hand. “We’re getting off subject. I’m here to ask you to investigate my parents’ and grandparents’ deaths. I know it’s what you would call a cold case, but after reading my dad’s letter, I figure it needs to be investigated.”

      Kane passed the letter to Carter, and he read it with Jo. “I agree.” He indicated to Carter. “Ty has better resources than we do. If you don’t mind passing on the information to Bobby Kalo, he is their IT specialist and has all the most recent gizmos at his fingertips to hunt down information.”

      “Yeah, that will be fine.” Rhett shrugged. “That’s a copy of the original, which remains with the lawyer. I have another copy as well.”

      “We can arrange that.” Carter smiled. “Have you visited the ranch? What’s it like?”

      “Not yet.” Rhett frowned at him. “I figured this letter was more important than going out and inspecting my new home. I planned on heading out there tomorrow with Julie and hope the rain has eased a little. This afternoon I’m going to purchase a truck. It’s too wet to ride my Harley.” He shook his head. “The lawyer, Sam Cross, escorted us to the bank and made sure everything went smoothly with the transfer of funds. I’ve decided he should continue to oversee the running of the ranch as I have no experience in that field. A manager runs the show and it seems to be turning over a profit each year.”

      Kane liked Rhett. He was smart and sensible—not to mention the Harley. “Sam Cross is solid. We’ve known him for years. He’s a defense lawyer as well and we often lock horns, but he’s a reliable and good choice.” He considered the young man. He had a decent build, maybe it was natural, but he could turn him into a machine. “If there’s a chance you’re in danger, you’ll need to be able to look after yourself. Have you trained in any form of hand-to-hand combat?”

      “Not really.” Rhett gave a half shrug. “I can take care of myself.”

      Realizing that he had no idea of the backgrounds of any of them in the room, he smiled. “Yeah, but handling a barroom brawl and fighting off a psychopath are miles apart. Carter and I are both ex-military, and Rio and Rowley are black belts in martial arts. In this town if you plan on surviving, you’ll need an edge. I can give you that edge if you’re willing to put in the work.”

      “How so?” Rhett leaned forward raising both eyebrows.

      Kane met his gaze. “If you can be at our ranch by five-thirty each morning, I’ll train you—well, I’ll show you what to do. It’s up to you to work until the routine gets easy and then I’ll step it up some more. I’ll get you into shape and show you how to defend yourself or attack as necessary. Unfortunately, in this world there are times we need to attack without a second thought.” He kept his gaze steady on Rhett but didn’t see as much as a flinch. This man had a toughness built from years of mental abuse. “What do you say?”

      “I would appreciate it.” Rhett nodded slowly. “I’d need to know where you live and I’ll start ASAP.”

      “Well, maybe wait for the weather to clear.” Carter chuckled. “I’m planning on staying for a time and willing to help. Right now, Jo and I are staying in the cottage on the ranch. It’s our home away from home when we get a case here.”

      Kane nodded. “Okay.” He handed Rhett his card. “Call me when you’re ready to start.”

      “Getting back to why you came here.” Jenna pinched her bottom lip thinking. “We have multiple homicide cases at the moment to deal with, but you can be assured when we catch the perpetrator, we’ll make this case a priority. In the meantime, check out the ranch and speak to people working there. If the manager has been there since your parents died, he might be a good first point of contact to discover what actually happened to them.” She looked at Julie. “At any time you feel something isn’t right, call me.” She turned her attention back to Rhett. “If your parents and grandparents were murdered, it was for a reason. This person might be long gone—but if they’re not, you could be in danger.”

      “I’ll likely be working here tomorrow.” Carter moved a toothpick across his lips. “Come by and I’ll go along with you.” He narrowed his gaze. “Are you familiar with firearms?”

      “Yeah, I own a Glock 45.” Rhett shrugged. “I go to the practice range regular. I keep it in a locked box. If I feel I need it for protection, I wear a shoulder holster.”

      Kane leaned forward. “I suggest you wear it while you’re in Black Rock Falls, until we find out what happened.” He nodded to Ty. “That’s a good idea. You should go with them. If anything is going on there, they’ll never pick you as FBI.”

      “Uncle Kane takes me and Emily to the range once a week.” Julie smiled. “You can come along too, but be warned: he expects us to strip our weapons blind.”

      “Not a problem.” Rhett turned to look at Carter. “I’d appreciate having you along. We’ll be here by nine.”
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      Raven pressed the phone to his ear as George from Millers’ Garage spoke to him about the vehicle taken out of the river. When he’d requested that George arrange it to be towed to his garage, he explained the seriousness of what was happening and that the vehicle might be classed as a crime scene. He needed his expert opinion as soon as possible to discover if the vehicle had been tampered with and what caused it to veer from the road and into the swollen river.

      “I know how Sheriff Alton is all about making sure procedure is followed, so the moment I noticed something amiss about the sedan I called Dr. Wolfe and explained the situation.” George raised his voice to be heard over the sounds inside his garage. “He is fully aware of what had happened and had expected the vehicle to be towed to his office. He’s here now. I’ll pass the phone over to him.”

      “Hi there, Raven.” Wolfe sounded his normal relaxed self. “I appreciate you having the vehicle towed to a safe location and it was a great help having George to look over it with me. We’ve determined that the brake hose was loosened, allowing the brake fluid to leak out. It’s not something that will be noticed immediately but I suggest that it was done to cause an accident. That isn’t something that usually would come loose with normal wear and tear.”

      Scratching his head, Raven stared into space. “Would this indicate that our perpetrator is male?”

      “Not at all.” Wolfe sounded highly amused. “Y’all should be aware that the women living in Montana have skills in many areas. Many work on the land and so it’s useful for them to understand the basics of vehicle maintenance. The problem with this particular vehicle is that, as it’s been in the river, we won’t be able to find any trace evidence whatsoever. I’ve taken photographs of the damage to the brakes and we’ve checked out everything else but found nothing unusual about the vehicle. The fact that someone tampered with it and caused the death of the driver, we have to rule Roxanne Dunn’s death as homicide.” He cleared his throat. “As her death was witnessed by Kane and Carter, I’ll rule it as asphyxiation by drowning, caused by a person or persons unknown. In this case, with two law enforcement officers as witnesses, I won’t need to complete an autopsy. The vehicle can stay here for a time until the victim’s next of kin decide what to do with it. I won’t need to see it again.”

      Raven leaned back in his chair, realizing with a jolt he’d made a mistake by sending the vehicle to Millers’ Garage and not to the morgue. However, Wolfe didn’t seem too upset and he appeared to be happy working alongside George. “That’s good to know. I apologize for not calling you in on the inspection, but Kane gave me the orders just as he was leaving with Jenna. I rushed to call George to make sure the vehicle was recovered. I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “It’s all good.” Wolfe’s boots clattered on the floor of the garage as he walked to his vehicle. “I’m going to take Norrell home now. The storm isn’t letting up at all. I figure we should all hunker down for the night and hope that it blows through by tomorrow. If you get stuck in town and can’t get back to your ranch, there’s always room at my place.”

      Raven smiled. “That’s very kind of you, but the fire roads I need to take should be above the flood level. I’ve had mudslides around my area during the melt and storms, but so far, the place hasn’t flooded. Jenna insisted that I set off before dark due to the floodwaters. I was concerned about getting back to feed my dogs tonight, but Blackhawk insisted on dropping by and making sure everything was all right earlier. He called me just before and he’s already fed the animals.”

      “That’s good to know.” Raven could hear Norrell’s voice as Wolfe opened a door. “I figure I’ll see you at the autopsy in the morning if the roads are still clear.”

      Raven nodded to himself. “I’ll be there.” He disconnected.

      At the other end of the conference table Rio and Rowley were chatting quietly to each other. He stood and walked over to them to relay the information about the vehicle. “So, we know the victim drowned in the river is Roxanne Dunn. Can you use your incredible memory to recall who she hung out with during classes?”

      “Yeah, she was a loner, but I recall her sitting chatting with Jolene Hurst and Maya Trent during one of the classes.” Rio narrowed his gaze at him. “Where is this leading?”

      Raven sat down beside them and rested his forearms on the table, his hands clasped together. “They might have been the last two people to speak to her before she died. I figure we need to at least contact them and see what they have to say. I’m very concerned that whoever is killing these women is picking them off one by one.” He looked from one to the other. “Why would someone have a problem with women learning self-defense?”

      “The problem is, it’s likely this is another psychopath and we’re trying to reason why he does something, when, as Jo mentioned before, they don’t need a reason to kill. They just feel the need and then do it.” Rio stood and went to the coffee pot to refill his cup. “I figure we stick to Jenna’s plan and discover who’s been around these people in the past three months or so. There must be someone who knows them all. The problem is, I can recall Jolene and Maya speaking to the other victims as well—and I know they all go to Aunt Betty’s Café for coffee and pie after each session.”

      “Are you saying that Jolene Hurst and Maya Trent are in danger? That all the women are potential targets?” Rowley leaned forward in his chair with a worried expression on his face. “Maybe we should go and check on them.”

      Raven shrugged. “There is no way of knowing for sure. I do know that Kane has been training women for some time but mostly they’re friends of his and Jenna. So whoever we’ve triggered by running these classes has a problem with women knowing how to defend themselves.”

      “The first person who comes to mind is a man who expects his wife to be chained to the kitchen sink and not to have any friends or to socialize on any level.” Rio opened his hands wide and sighed. “The problem we have with that scenario is that most of these women don’t have a man in their lives. I haven’t even questioned them all closely enough to discover how many of them live alone or with their parents or someone else. I do understand that they are all single, but we’re not aware if any of them have had a recent breakup with a possessive boyfriend. This is something we need to know. Someone like that could possibly be taking it out on everyone else.”

      Raven nodded. “Or when his girlfriend fought back, he became so enraged that it triggered his psychopathy and he decided to murder them all. I figure we need to go back to the first victim and look into her background a little more. If she had a possessive boyfriend, then we’ll know we’re on the right track.”

      “That sounds like a good plan but I still believe we should call them all right away.” Rowley’s eyes flashed with concern. “If we explain we’re looking into the deaths of their friends and ask them about their situation and if they have any idea who could be doing this, it would be a start. Right now, we don’t seem to have many clues to go on and the only way we’re going to find out what’s happening is to do some old-fashioned legwork.”

      “Okay.” Rio looked from one to the other. “We split the list and call them but once we’re done, we need to dig into the background of Dr. Caleb Morrow.” He smiled suddenly and picked up his phone. “I’ve just remembered the Snakeskin Gully field office is on the case now that Jo and Carter are here. I’ll call Bobby Kalo and ask him to check out the doctor. Then we can concentrate on the women in the group.” He made the call, disconnected, and smiled. “Done.”
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      Rio added the list of the women who took the classes to the whiteboard. He turned to the others.

      “Okay, we have Lila Crane, Maya Trent, Donna Dallaire, Jolene Hurst, and Judy Gamber. All their details are on file. Get at it and then we can go home.”

      He picked up his phone and called Lila Crane and explained what he needed. “Yeah, it’s just a few questions so we can understand a little more about your circumstances.”

      “That’s fine. What do you want to know, Rio?” Lila sounded happy to hear from him.

      Rio cleared his throat. “First up, do you live alone?”

      “Yes, I do.” Lila giggled. “I’m sure I asked you once to come by and check if my doors needed deadbolts, but Deputy Kane gave me a card and recommended a locksmith. My main worry was the garage door and I’m not sure if Deputy Kane’s contractor did those. It’s strange because I ended up getting the same guy who Sierra and Jan used. His name is Rodney Wallace.”

      Rolling his eyes at her flirting, Rio made a note of the name and kept the interview moving forward. “Have you been involved with someone recently—I mean in the last twelve months—who may find the self-defense classes you attend objectionable?”

      “Yes, I did date a rodeo cowboy for a few months but he was too much of ladies’ man for me, so we broke up. He’s long gone now, though. He moved to Colorado. He doesn’t know about me doing self-defense classes. I haven’t spoken to him for six months.”

      Making a few notes as he went along, Rio nodded. “Have you had any strangers visit your home recently, apart from the locksmith?”

      “Yeah, I did have a guy come by who sells security systems.” Lila drummed her fingers on the side of the phone. “I didn’t let him in the house because I didn’t like the look of him. I’ve been planning on speaking to Deputy Raven about getting one of his dogs. I figure that would be all the protection I’d need.”

      Interested, Rio scribbled more notes. “Do you recall the security guy’s name?”

      “Nope, but he gave me his card.” A chair scraped as Lila stood. “Give me a minute and I’ll go look for it.”

      Hoping this would be a breakthrough, Rio waited in anticipation for her to return.

      “I found it.” Lila sounded excited. “His name is Bill Larkin.” She read out the details.

      Rio sighed. Maybe this was the lead they needed. “Thanks for your help. I’ll call if I need more information and I’ll pass on the request for a dog to Deputy Raven.”

      “If you’re calling everyone in the group, Maya and Jolene are here. We live on the high side of town and out of the flooding, so decided to go ahead with our book club meeting. Do you want to speak to them as well?”

      Rio smiled to himself. His encouragement that the women find groups of mutual interest to join had paid off. The town was teeming with social groups from sewing, quilting, baking, and right down to shooting. Having friends to talk to or call in times of need added another level of security. “Yeah, that would be a great help, thanks.”

      He ran through the same questions with both women. He’d met Jolene Hurst’s mom. She often came by to watch the classes. He’d seen them at the practice range and considered them to be taking precautions. Jolene’s mother had called the security contractor Kane had recommended and when Bill Larkin dropped by, she had gotten an estimate from him as well. Jolene hadn’t had a date since high school. Maya Trent lived with her grandpa on the Golden Yolk Homestead. Raven had checked out her property after Maya’s concerns about hearing footsteps on her porch recently. Since then she’d contacted Rodney Wallace after Sierra had mentioned his name. He’d come by to repair the garage door when her grandpa had been in the hospital recovering from pneumonia. He asked her the same questions. “How is your grandpa?”

      “Back in the hospital again. Hopefully, he’ll be home soon.” Maya sounded upbeat. “He’s insisting we hire some help. The place is too big for me to run alone. I’m hoping we can get a couple with a family. I’d enjoy the company and we have a big old house just sitting empty.”

      Rio made infinity signs in his notebook, wanting to move on with the questioning and go home. “I know it’s a personal question, but have you been seeing anyone in the last six months or so?”

      “Why?” Maya cleared her throat. “What has this to do with taking self-defense lessons?”

      Had he hit a nerve? “I’m trying to determine if anyone has an ax to grind with the group. A possessive person might find the time spent with the deputies a problem. They might believe that if they disrupt the group by whatever means, it will be dismantled. You don’t need to answer the question if you consider it inappropriate.”

      “The last person that I dated—if you could call it a date—was Bill Larkin. He asked me to meet him in town for a meal. It was during the day and I needed to drop by one of the stores to deliver eggs, so I figured it was okay. He seemed a nice man when he came out and inspected our property and suggested various security alarms. I had planned to get him to install one, but after we had our meal, Susie Hartwig told me he was married.” Maya snorted. “The last thing I need to get involved with is a man cheating on his wife. I ended up calling the contractor who Deputy Kane recommended and he came by and will be installing a security system for us next. It’s only for the main house but it will do the job.”

      Rio tapped the pen on the table. The name Bill Larkin had come up three times in the last few minutes. He would need to add him to the list of potential suspects. “How long ago was this?”

      “Not long, maybe a month or so. I can’t rightly say.” Maya blew out a long sigh. “At the time I didn’t want him to know I knew he was married. When he asked me to go out with him a second time, I refused and he became quite annoyed. He said that women like me were all the same: we only wanted to use a man for a decent meal.”

      Narrowing his gaze, Rio considered how lucky she was to be avoiding someone like that. “I’m glad you found out he was cheating on his wife. Okay thanks, Maya. If you have any problems while your grandfather is in the hospital, don’t hesitate to call.”

      “Thank you, Rio, I appreciate it.” Maya disconnected.

      Waiting until Rowley and Raven had finished their conversations, Rio spun around in his office chair and looked at them. “I have a new name to add to our list. Did the name Bill Larkin come up in the conversations you just had?”

      “Yeah, a guy who installs security systems.” Raven leaned back in his chair and yawned explosively. “Do you have a problem with him?”

      Rio nodded. “He went on a date with Maya, but it didn’t go too far when Susie Hartwig at Aunt Betty’s Café informed her he was married.”

      “That’s interesting.” Rowley pushed a hand through his tousled brown curls, making them stick up in all directions. “He came up in my conversation with Judy as well. Although why would the women call him, when Kane gave them the name of a contractor he’d checked out?”

      Frowning, Rio looked at him. “Maybe this guy just dropped by. People often go door-to-door seeking work.”

      “Okay, as he’s not an immediate threat, we can follow up tomorrow.” Raven glanced at his watch. “The rain hasn’t stopped all day. I suggest that we obey Jenna’s orders and head for home before it gets dark. I figure the roads are going to be treacherous again tonight.”

      Rio closed his laptop and stood. “Yeah, we all have things to do at home and we might be called out at a moment’s notice if the water rises any higher at the end of town.” He grabbed his coat and headed for the door. “See you in the morning.”
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      Over the years Rhett had achieved the ability to read people really well. As he waited for Julie to collect her things to leave to go and view the ranch, he chatted with Carter, who’d arrived in the sheriff’s marked truck. He purchased his own Ram truck the previous day, and they would use it to travel to the ranch. The last thing he wanted was the people working at the ranch to know he had law enforcement with him. He took in the relaxed cowboy sitting on the sofa in Wolfe’s family room warming his hands on the fire, his Doberman, Zorro, sitting like a statue beside him. Carter had a very intimidating side to him, although his height and impressive physique were very different than Kane’s. That man was massive, but Carter had a lethal edge about him and the judging way he regarded him when they first met had put him on his guard from the get-go.

      The easygoing cowboy image covered a very intelligent and observant FBI agent. After listening to him talk for only a short while, he discovered how close he was to Wolfe’s family. The reason why he’d offered to escort them to the ranch wasn’t to seek out justice for his parents but to make sure that Julie would be protected. He hadn’t missed the approving nod from Wolfe when Carter arrived. Not that Wolfe or his wife and daughter Emily had remained in the house for long. They had all hurried out earlier, braving the weather and floods for the morgue. He looked at Carter. “Julie mentioned this town was called Serial Killer Central. I’m assuming all the activity at the moment is centered around two new cases. Do they have any suspects?”

      “That’s not for me to say.” Carter popped a toothpick into his mouth and moved it across his lips. “During an ongoing investigation we hold our cards close to the vest. I’m not saying that you would give the information to the media, but as we say, loose lips might sink ships.” He gave him an appraising look. “Another thing is that as we’re often dealing with psychopaths, we’re aware many of them like to insert themselves into a police investigation—it’s a way of reliving the kill. So people who ask questions about ongoing cases are usually added to our list of suspects.” He grinned at him.

      Stymied, Rhett stared at him. “I know you’re an FBI agent, so I was just looking for something to talk to you about. I know nothing about you whatsoever but I’m guessing you know everything about me.”

      “Yeah, if anyone gets involved with Wolfe’s daughters, we do a full background check.” Carter leaned back in the chair and rested his boot on his opposite knee. “We do have at least one thing in common: I rebuilt a Harley as well. In fact, everyone at the office has one—except Maggie and Jenna. We spend all our downtime at Dave’s ranch working in his garage. If we ever get a vacation and can spend it around the same time, we always save a week or so to go hunting down parts. In this area, we’ve discovered many barn finds and dug out frames from way back. You’d be surprised how many people keep old motorcycle parts hidden away for years in their chicken coops and the like. Raven purchased a number of old cabins in Stanton Forest and we discovered a wealth of parts and a complete Indian motorcycle.”

      Interested, Rhett barked a laugh. “And I figured that riding a motorcycle would be a problem to Dr. Wolfe. He doesn’t seem like the type to be flying around on an old Harley.”

      “I might have guessed you two would be talking about motorcycles.” Julie walked into the room zipping up her raincoat. “I suggest we slip into our rubber boots and head out to the ranch before the weather gets any worse.” She smiled at Carter. “Dad left his spare pair in the mudroom for you. He figures you’re the same size. Rhett purchased his yesterday.” She headed for the door. “The new Ram is amazing. We took it for a run yesterday in the pouring rain. It stuck to the road like glue.”

      “That’s good to know but fast-flowing water is stronger than most vehicles. It can move a bus.” Carter followed her out into the hallway and along to the mudroom. He glanced over his shoulder at Rhett. “You know that, right?”

      Feeling like an inexperienced kid, Rhett just nodded. He adjusted his shoulder holster before pulling on a jacket. He took a slicker from a peg in the mudroom and pulled it on, watching as the others did the same. They would be dry on the way to the ranch as he had parked in the attached garage beside Wolfe’s large home. He entered the address into the vehicle’s GPS and they headed out into the miserable morning. Storms had been intermittent throughout the night, but the rain had never stopped.

      “I had some time on my hands last night and took the liberty of looking into the manager of your ranch.” Carter relaxed in the seat behind him. “Ed Bowman was a leading hand during the time of your parents. His ambition has always been to oversee the running of a ranch and he has the business degrees to back him up. I did a background check on him and on paper he is squeaky clean.”

      Rhett peered at him in the rearview mirror. “That’s good to know. Did you dig up anything else about the hands working there?”

      “Only about the two leading hands.” Carter met his gaze in the mirror. “Josh Greenwood and Dirk Lovall. Both have been there for over twenty years. All three men are in their mid to late forties and apart from bar fights and traffic tickets, I couldn’t discover anything sinister about them or any links to organized crime.” He cleared his throat. “When someone suggests they are being murdered for whatever reason, the first thing we look at is organized crime as most times threats come from that area. For instance, if your father had discovered someone adding a few extra items to his consignments of cattle, it would be reason enough to remove him. You have to remember that anyone in the illegal drug trade, for instance, or sex slavery is making a ton of cash—and they don’t want any problems.”

      Rhett ground his back teeth as he turned into the road leading to the ranch. Water pelted against the windshield and suddenly the back and forth of the wipers was the only sound inside the cabin. “The problem is this is my ranch and my father wanted me to run it. I don’t want to be a rancher and would be happy to allow the manager to continue, but I do need a place to live and it seems rather stupid not to take up the opportunity of moving into a good home. What would you suggest I do to stay safe, if whatever happened during my father’s time there is still a threat?”

      “The chances of whoever killed your parents sticking around for twenty years is remote, but you’ll need to watch your back until, you’re sure. I suggest you make like you’re stupid.” Carter smiled around his toothpick. “Keep your sidearm on you at all times, or in reach when you’re sleeping. I would suggest you bring in someone to update the security alarm system on the house.” He blew out a long sigh. “Go and meet with the manager and tell him that you’re happy for him to continue running the place and that you have no interest in being a cattle rancher. Maybe throw in the fact that you’ll only be living in the house and heading off to work each day like a normal Joe. Make like you don’t intend to interfere in anything they’re doing and you should be okay, but all the time, watch what’s going on. It would be normal for someone like you to take a ride around your property. I would guess there are horses there, but you could buy your own. Maybe take Julie with you for a ride. She is very observant and will likely spot anything that’s not right. If you find a potential problem, call one of us right away. Don’t even bother to go back to the ranch house. Take a satellite phone with you at all times and call.”

      Nodding, Rhett drove through the gates with the lawson’s ridge sign out front, surprised to find a blacktop road leading toward a grand old house in the distance. The red roofs of many buildings peeked through the sheet of rain. White painted fences lined the driveway and beyond that acres and acres of lush green pasture spread out over rolling hills and onto the forest, the grass glossy and dense after the drenching. His stomach clenched as he got closer to the house. Finally, after all these years he’d discovered where he had originated from. This was the home he remembered through the fractured memories of a child. The windows made up of small panes of glass slotted into place, as did the massive green expanse. Somewhere inside his memory he recognized the windows and remembered sitting on the swing on the long front porch. He should have spent his entire life here with a loving family. Someone had cut that short and no matter what happened from this moment forward, he would discover the truth.
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      Seeing Raven on the security screen at the front gate surprised Jenna. After a bad night with her shoulder, she had planned to head into work to run the investigation, but as Jackson was running a temperature, she’d called Rio and informed him she’d be working from home. Sitting up most of the night, she’d already planned her day and delegated work to Rowley and Rio. They’d be going to interview two of the suspects: locksmith Rodney Wallace and past group attendee Jade Ellison. She had intended to leave Raven to run the office but sighed with relief at seeing a doctor on her front porch after Jackson woke at four screaming and holding his head. She was unsure what had happened, but he’d calmed when Kane held him. At first, they’d expected a bad dream as her son had received all his shots, but then when he went limp, quiet alarm bells sounded. Something was wrong. She wanted to take him to the hospital but Kane insisted on calling Wolfe. Had Raven been sent in his stead? She couldn’t imagine Wolfe doing such a thing without telling them. She pressed the gate lock and Raven’s department SUV headed toward the house. She headed back to the kitchen. Kane had laid Jackson over one shoulder and was rubbing his back like an infant. Her youngest son had his eyes closed and his crimson cheeks glowed. Just before Tauri had left with Nanny Raya to go to the res, Jenna had refused at first, wanting him safe at home during the bad weather, but when Kane discovered that the way to the highway and the road to the res were clear of floodwater, she’d agreed. In the last hour the rain had cleared at last. The weather report forecast occasional showers, so they’d be safe on the way home as well. She looked at Kane. “Raven is on his way.”

      “He must have something important to discuss.” Kane checked his watch. “There’s no sign of Wolfe. He’ll need to go ahead with the autopsy without us.”

      Jenna touched her son’s burning forehead and frowned. “Raven can go, and once Jackson settles, maybe we can organize a video link and watch it from here.”

      “I can go.” Kane frowned. “Although with your shoulder, lifting Jackson will be difficult.”

      Jenna shook her head. “No, I can’t lift him, and if I could, leaving me here without transport isn’t an option. What if something happens?” She turned at the knocking on the front door. “That will be Raven.”

      She hurried to the door and flung it open. “Come in. Did Wolfe send you?”

      “Nope.” Raven’s brow wrinkled. “Is there a problem?”

      Jenna nodded. “Yeah. Jackson is burning up.”

      “I’ll grab my bag.” Raven turned on his heel and ran to his truck. Moments later, he hurried into the mudroom. He put down his bag and shrugged out of his coat. “When did it start?”

      Jenna led the way to the kitchen. “This morning, he woke hot and it’s getting worse.” She sighed. “We called Wolfe and he said he’d be along right away. I guess he’ll be here soon.”

      “Maybe he got held up.” Raven followed her into the kitchen. “The going is slow out there, with the water over the road and all.” He placed his bag on the table and pulled out a few items.

      Jenna chewed on her bottom lip as Raven checked Jackson’s temperature and then pressed a stethoscope to his chest. When he gently pressed the otoscope to the baby’s ear, Jackson reacted at once with a shrill scream. Horrified she stared at him. “What’s wrong?”

      “He has an ear infection.” He pulled out his phone. “Hey, Shane, I’m at the sheriff’s ranch, Jackson has an ear infection. Can you bring meds?” He listened for a few seconds. “Great. No, I dropped by to discuss a suspect. I’ll be here for a time.” He nodded. “Yeah, that was my next step. Catch you later.”

      “An ear infection will need antibiotics.” Kane frowned. “What are the next steps?”

      “Wolfe is stopping to get the medication. You’ll need to get him into a warm bath. Not hot but the same as when he was an infant. We don’t want to see goosebumps or his temperature will go up. A bath will cool him down and if you have infant Tylenol, you can give him a dose now and follow the instructions to keep the fever and pain down. The ear is causing him considerable discomfort.”

      Concerned, Jenna rushed into the bathroom for the Tylenol she’d purchased when Jackson was teething. The bottle was almost full. She turned as Kane walked into the bathroom. “I’ll give him this and then run his bath.”

      “I’ll bathe him.” Kane roused his son so he could take the meds. “You’d better find out what made Raven rush here.” He squeezed her arm. “Don’t worry, Jackson will be fine, but I figure we need to be here until he turns the corner. The office can come to us.”

      Running her hand down Jackson’s back and seeing his troubled gaze stabbed at her heart. They’d planned for situations like this and the boys came first. “I agree. I’ll make some calls once I’ve spoken to Raven.” She looked at Jackson. “You’ll feel better soon and Mommy and Daddy will be right here.” She bent to turn on the faucet.

      “Ouchy.” Jackson touched his ear and his bottom lip quivered. “Uncle Raven is a baddie man.”

      His sad expression tugged at her heart. “Uncle Raven didn’t mean to hurt you. He needed to look in your ear to see what was wrong. He’s a nice man and is getting medicine to make you better.”

      “No!” Jackson turned back into Kane’s arms. “Baddie man.” He pointed at Jenna. “Bad Mommy. Go away.”

      “Hey.” Kane gently undressed his son. “Remember when Uncle Shane gave you the shots? It hurt some, but they’re to keep you safe. He’s a doctor and doctors like to keep kids safe. He’s not a baddie man, is he?” He lowered Jackson into the warm water. “Uncle Raven is a doctor too. He didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      Her little boy looked exhausted as Kane splashed him with water. Jenna turned away and went back to the kitchen. She looked at Raven and shrugged. “Sorry about that. He doesn’t feel well.”

      “In the field, I’ve had grown men call me a whole lot worse.” Raven smiled. “He’ll forget all about it in a few days. I came by to speak to you about a common suspect I figure we need to look at without delay. When I heard about Jackson, I came here rather than head to the office.”

      Jenna nodded and went to pour coffee and put bread in the toaster. Kane had made breakfast for Tauri, but with Jackson so upset, they hadn’t eaten. “Coffee? I make a mean burned toast if you’re hungry.”

      “Why don’t you sit down and I’ll get it for you.” Raven walked to the counter. “The next few days won’t be easy caring for Jackson with your shoulder injury. Rest when you can.”

      Dropping into a chair, Jenna nodded. “Thanks, now what new suspect?”

      “I found a link between this guy and our victims.” Raven turned to look at her. “It will break the case wide open.”
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      The rain had thankfully stopped as the ranch house and other buildings came into view. Rhett stared at an elegant ranch house with a wraparound porch. The house was set perfectly in the land to give the best views of the landscape and mountains. The construction of locally sourced timber and stone put the age of the building to at least one hundred years. He moved his attention across to the other buildings. A mixture of old and new took up more than a few acres of land. Some of the structures appeared to be recent, while beside them the buildings mirrored the main house.

      Barking dogs rushed out to greet them and ran around the truck as Rhett pulled into the driveway outside a building with a black-and-white office sign above the door. Behind him, he heard a low rumble from Zorro’s chest. Moments later, a man stepped into the office doorway and called back the dogs. The man, maybe in his mid to late forties, had thick salt-and-pepper hair poking out from under his cowboy hat, faded Levi’s, and dust-covered brown boots. His face had the weather-beaten skin of a person who spent most of his time outdoors. His warm sheepskin jacket had seen better days but hung on a wiry body. Rhett slid from behind the wheel, conscious of Carter right beside him and Julie close behind. He headed for the man standing inside the office door. “Hi there. I’m looking for Ed Bowman.”

      “You found him.” Bowman looked him up and down. “What can I do for you?”

      Holding out his hand, Rhett walked toward him. “I’m Rhett Lawson. My pa left me this ranch and I figured I’d come and see my new home.” The handshake was firm but he dropped his hand and turned toward Carter and Julie. “I’m sure you already recognize Julie Wolfe, the medical examiner’s daughter, and this is my friend Ty Carter.”

      “Nice to meet y’all.” Bowman looked closely at his face. “I remember you as a little boy and I can see your daddy in you now. How come it took you so long to come home?”

      Not wanting to divulge any information to this stranger, Rhett just smiled. “I only graduated from college in May, but I’m here now and would like to take a look around the place, especially the house. My lawyer tells me it’s been kept in top condition and is ready to move into right away.”

      “It has indeed.” Bowman indicated toward the big ranch house some distance away. “Sam Cross comes by every quarter and does a walkthrough. When he took over the running of your father’s estate, he had people come by to do an audit and checked against the last one completed by the previous lawyer. He seems to be a nice man, but I don’t figure he would take kindly to anyone cheating you.” He walked beside Rhett, gesturing with his hands. “I’ve been running the day-to-day workings since your father died. I’m guessing you’ll be taking over now?”

      Shaking his head, Rhett took in the massive ranch house. It looked very grand with its shutters on every window. “I do not intend to become a rancher. I’m going to leave things as they are for the time being. I have my own career mapped out for me already and I’m not going to change mid-stride.” He turned and smiled at the man. “No one’s job is in danger. You won’t even know I’m here.”

      “You’re planning on living on the ranch?” Bowman pushed back his cowboy hat and gave him an astonished stare. “It’s a large place for a single man to be rattling around in. It’s like a museum and, although functional, isn’t a place I’d like to sleep in alone.”

      Was this man trying to warn him—about what or who? Rhett barked a laugh. “I don’t scare easy.”

      “Maybe when you’ve seen inside, you’ll change your mind and live in town.” Bowman touched his hat. “No offense, but my wife says she hears things in that house. She don’t like going there alone.”

      Finding it strange for the man to be dissuading him so soon, Rhett raised an eyebrow at Carter. “I’m sure in an old house this big, there will be quarters for household staff. I’ll ask Sam if he can arrange for a few to move in with me. I couldn’t possibly run the place alone, not when I plan to be working full-time in the near future.”

      “Your own staff?” Bowman’s mouth hung open and then snapped shut like an insect-eating plant. “We already employ cooks and cleaners.”

      Laughing, Rhett gave him a side-eye. “Nope, I need a housekeeper to cook meals for me and one or two cleaners. I’m sure there will be people in town glad to be living in a house like that.” He indicated to the house as they climbed the steps. “Is it locked?”

      “Nope.” Bowman pushed a hand under the rim of his hat to scratch his head. “No need around here.”

      Rhett pulled a notebook out of his pocket and a small pencil. He made a note to call a security team and to advise Cross what he required. He rested one hand on the ornate brass and porcelain doorknob, turned it, and opened one side of a pair of impressive large doors with stained glass panels. He expected to inhale a musty odor but instead the house had the fragrant smell of beeswax polish and lavender. Highly polished floors spread out before him to a staircase leading to the upper floors. Closed doors lined the foyer along a hallway with another door at the end. He stepped back out onto the porch and removed his rubber boots and slicker. He tossed the raincoat onto the porch swing and turn to look at Julie. “I don’t want to mess up the floors.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Julie grinned at him. “This is how the other half lives.”

      Once everyone had removed their boots and slickers, Rhett led the way inside. He turned to Bowman, who had also removed his boots. “I was hoping for a mudroom.”

      “There’s one around back. Your pa used it when he went back and forth.” Bowman scratched his chin. “If I recall, there used to be a large mat just inside the door and on one side was a coat rack. There was a mat outside the door as well, but it got eaten by something over the years. I haven’t been inside since your parents died. We have a cleaning service that comes by every two weeks to keep it spick-and-span and in between my wife drops in to make sure they are doing a good job.”

      Rhett nodded. “I appreciate you keeping everything going for my return.”

      “It was what your pa wanted.” Bowman gave him a sorrowful look. “It was the strangest thing. He made all the changes to the running of the place not six months before he died. He must have had a premonition or something.”

      Seeing an opening, Rhett stopped walking and turned to him. “Exactly how did they die?”

      “I don’t know exactly what happened.” Bowman narrowed his eyes and peered into the distance. “They went to check fences in the north pasture. It had been a warm day and your mother wanted to take a ride. Your grandparents had been down for the weekend and had left with you. A wild storm blew over. We figure they went into the old fishing cabin to take shelter and it was hit by lightning and burned to the ground. Some say it was an act of God, but none of us could figure out how it could possibly happen to a good man like your pa.”

      Slightly giddy, finally knowing the truth, Rhett swallowed the bile creeping up the back of his throat. His parents had burned to death in a fire. No wonder nobody told him. It was horrific. When Julie took his hand and squeezed, he straightened and glanced at Carter. The agent stood before a painting of cattle being herded through the open plains with cowboys on galloping horses. The artwork looked like a photograph, the scene an exquisite glimpse into times gone by. Overwhelmed, he turned to Bowman. “I’ve held you up long enough. We’ll take a look around and make a list of everything I need. When I’m done here, if you have anyone available to show me around, I’d appreciate it. Is there a map of the place? I’d like to explore once the ground is drier.”

      “I can arrange for one of the leading hands to give you a tour and explain how things are done around here.” Bowman met his gaze. “The cleaning service was arranged by Sam Cross. Maybe they’ll extend their visits or do you prefer someone to live in?”

      Rhett shrugged. “I’ll see what’s needed and then talk to Sam.” He smiled. “Thanks for your help. I’m very lucky to have such an efficient manager working the ranch.”

      “Well, thank you. I do my best to keep things running smoothly.” Bowman’s forehead creased into a frown. “It’s been my home for a long time. It’s a great place to raise kids.” He turned to leave. “I’ll be in the office when you’re done here.”

      As the door closed behind him, Rhett stared back at the painting and noticed more pictures hanging all along the hallway. He indicated to the work of art with his chin. “Is that real?”

      “It sure looks real to me.” Carter smiled around his toothpick. “You never mentioned your pa was loaded. He was only twenty-five when he died and had been working the ranch for only a few years. How did he come by his fortune?”

      Rhett shook his head. “I have absolutely no idea—but I intend to find out.”
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      Raven glanced up as Kane walked into the kitchen running a hand through his tousled hair. He’d never seen Kane with a hair out of place. Somehow that man kept himself immaculate most times. Now he carried a worried expression and dark circles under his eyes. “Is Jackson feeling better?”

      “Once I dressed him, he fussed. I picked him up and he fell asleep on my shoulder.” Kane gave Jenna a thin smile. “The bath and Tylenol worked. He’s not burning up right now. I put him to bed.”

      Raven buttered toast. “He will get hot again unless he gets the meds. Wolfe might give him a shot to hurry things along.” He took in Kane’s exhausted stance. “You look like you could do with more than toast. Anything I can get you?”

      “Thanks, but I can manage. Right now, I need protein.” Kane went to the fridge and pulled out the eggs. “Tell Jenna about the new suspect. I’ll get us some eggs.” He went to work.

      Noting the evident exhaustion and worry etched in their faces, Raven looked at Kane. “If you have chores, I’m happy to do them. I’m great with horses.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it, but Carter handled everything this morning.” Kane smiled. “He even held Jackson while I took a shower. For a tough guy, he has a heart of gold.”

      Raven smiled. “That’s good to know.” He sat beside Jenna and explained his suspicions about Bill Larkin. “The thing is, why would the women in the group speak to him when Dave had already recommended a safe contractor?” He turned to Jenna. “We figured he goes door-to-door looking for work.”

      “In that case, he’d have murdered people outside the group as well.” Jenna frowned. “It can’t be a coincidence that three members of the women working on self-defense are murdered in the same week.” She nibbled on a slice of toast and then leaned back from the table as Kane slid a plate of eggs in front of her. “There’s something else linking him to the women, or we’re missing a clue.”

      Surprised when Kane placed a loaded plate in front of him, Raven’s stomach growled in appreciation. He had skipped breakfast, his need to speak to Jenna a priority. “Thanks.”

      “Okay.” Kane sat at the table and ate a large forkful of golden scrambled eggs glistening with butter. “We need to make a list of who is inside the group’s circle.” He spread butter on a slice of toast. “The women, and you, me, and Rio. Who else showed up at the meetings apart from the list of suspects we already have?”

      Raven cast his mind back. “Maya Trent’s grandpa dropped by once or twice and Jolene Hurst’s mom. I’ve spoken to both of them and they are very supportive of the group. I had dinner invitations from both of them.”

      “They probably imagined you were a good candidate to date their relatives.” Jenna chuckled. “We have a town filled with matchmakers.”

      “Getting back to Bill Larkin.” Kane eyed Raven over the rim of his cup. “Do a background check on him. If he comes up clean, go and see him. Find out where he was at the time of the homicides.”

      Raven nodded. “Yeah, as it’s Saturday, there’s a chance he’ll be at home. From what I gather he works from a home office, orders what he needs, and then installs them.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Jenna leaned back in her chair. “Make sure you call in your location if you’re going to see him alone. I don’t like my deputies interviewing suspects without backup.”

      Raven nodded. “He lives in town on Fern. I checked out his location and there’s neighbors each side of him. I don’t figure he’ll risk trying to take me down in broad daylight.”

      “That’s if we’re dealing with a normal guy.” Kane twirled his cup in his fingertips. “If he’s a psychopath, all bets are off.”

      Sipping his coffee and wondering how everything he ate or drank in the house tasted so good, he nodded. “I’m aware and I’ll have Ben with me. He has a great instinct and will act fast if anyone attacks me.”

      “I’m assuming you’re wearing one of Kalo’s belt buckles?” Kane raised one dark eyebrow. “I know using a tracker for a guy seems like a cop-out, but it saves lives. There will be times when you can’t get to your phone or radio. In this town, having a tracker is a must and it’s not accessed by anyone unless you activate it, so there’s no privacy issues.”

      Raven noticed the change in Kane’s eyes, a flicker of anger as if remembering something unpleasant. It vanished a second later. “That’s good. I knew a couple of guys in the service who had trackers implanted. They said it made them feel like microchipped dogs.”

      “I imagine it would.” Kane shrugged. “If we needed to track your phone or vehicle, we could as they’re all issued by the sheriff’s office, but it’s not something we do.”

      Sipping more of the excellent rich brew, he looked at Kane. “This coffee is the best I’ve tasted. What brand is it?”

      “Kane’s Special Blend.” Kane grinned at him. “I found myself in Oregon at one time and I walked past this store with the aroma of roasting coffee beans. They were roasting beans right there in the window. It looked as if it had been there forever and kind of dragged me inside. I stood there inhaling for a time. It’s an old store, been in the same family for decades. The storekeeper came out and spent time asking me my tastes and mixing different brews for me to taste. It was quite an experience. Since then, I have a standing order, which has increased substantially since I met Jenna. We take it to work as well. The store is the Roaster’s Legacy, if you find yourself in Portland. Or if you like my blend, they’ll make a pack for you. It’s ordered as Blend 1521, but I’ll give you some to take home.”

      Interested to discover a small part of Kane’s mysterious life, Raven nodded. “Thanks, I’d appreciate it. Is Portland your home town?”

      “Nope, I was just passing through.” Kane stood to clear the table. “I hear a vehicle. It must be Shane.”

      “I’ll let him in.” Jenna sprung to her feet and headed for the door.

      As Raven helped Kane clear the table, Wolfe’s voice could be heard in the hallway. He went into Jackson’s bedroom and emerged soon after the little boy started to cry again. “How’s he doing?”

      “I gave him a shot in the buttocks and escaped before he saw me.” Wolfe looked at Kane. “He’s asking for you. Jenna is getting all the blame right now.” He frowned. “I know it sounds bad, but kids of his age often get infections no matter how hard we try and prevent them. If you plan on swimming in the creek, you should make sure the kids wear earplugs. After heavy rain the creeks and rivers are filled with debris and carcasses. They carry microbes you don’t want to know about.”

      “He hasn’t been near a creek.” Kane dried his hands. “He swims in the tub.”

      “I’ll give you drops to use after he bathes to dry out the ears.” Wolfe rubbed his chin. “Don’t allow him to get his ears wet until he’s well over this infection.” He pulled medication out of his bag. “He only needs a few drops of this. It tastes like chocolate, so he should take it okay. Start tomorrow. The shot will cover him for today and he’ll be back to normal in three days, but finish the bottle.”

      “Got it.” Kane headed for Jackson’s room.

      Raven gathered his things. “They look exhausted.”

      “Worry does that to a person.” Wolfe sighed. “It was easier with Tauri. He’d gone through most of the problems infants have, and not having any siblings, neither of them have any experience with sick kids. Dave believes he can fix anything and seeing his son sick would have been a wakeup call. They’re lucky Jackson is strong and healthy, and trust me, when he was born, I ran all types of tests on him on their behalf, searching for any genetic abnormalities. Jenna had it in her head she was too old to have him, but she still isn’t. I’ve seen women in their late forties produce healthy babies.”

      The front door opened and Raya and Tauri poured into the mudroom to remove their coats and then Tauri ran into the kitchen grinning at him.

      “Uncle Raven.” Tauri laughed. “I saw Ben in your truck. He wagged his tail at me.” He bent to stroke Duke’s ears. “Hello, Duke.”

      Raven smiled at them. “Has the rain cleared?”

      “Yes, but there’s a mudslide near the res and Uncle Atohi sent us back home.” Tauri frowned. “He said the mountain wasn’t happy. We can go back when it’s smiling again.” He scampered away. “Mommy, I’m home.”

      “Hey, not so loud. Your brother is sleeping.” Kane came back into the kitchen. “He has a sore ear and isn’t feeling well.” He rubbed Tauri’s hair and looked at Raya. “Jackson has meds and is finally sleeping.”

      “I’ll go see him.” Tauri headed along the hallway not making a sound.

      “I’ll take Tauri to my apartment.” Raya smiled at Kane. “I have cookies to bake.”

      “Thanks.” He looked at Raven and handed him a packet of coffee. “Keep us informed of your position.” He tapped his shirt pocket. “I have my phone right here.”

      Raven nodded. “Copy that and thanks for the coffee.” He headed for the mudroom.
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      Overwhelmed by the opulence of his parents’ home, Rhett stood for a few moments soaking in the atmosphere. Beside him, Julie slipped her hand in his and leaned closer. He turned to look at her. She seemed to fit in just fine, as if she belonged here. She reminded him of a porcelain figure, perfect skin and delicate features, but inside her small frame hid a lioness. She was strong and determined, and he’d never met anyone like her until he’d arrived in Black Rock Falls. It seemed the sheriff’s influence had rubbed off on Wolfe’s daughters, creating a trio of women determined to take on the world if necessary. He couldn’t believe what Julie had gone through over her short life and he’d believed he’d suffered until he’d heard her stories. After surviving serial killers without suffering PTSD, she would take this house, land, and business in her stride. It would be a world for her to conquer. He’d cared deeply for her from the moment he first laid eyes on her—but would he be good enough for her?

      “The house appears to be in good shape.” Carter walked along the passageway and then turned back to look at him. “You planning on taking the tour or are we going back to town?”

      Shaken from his thoughts, Rhett smiled at him. “I’m just taking it all in. I had no idea my family had money. All this is a surprise and, to be perfectly honest, it’s a little overwhelming. I am still trying to come to terms as to why I was subjected to years of foster care. Why wasn’t someone appointed a caregiver and lived here with me? For years I figured I’d been abandoned. No one would give me answers.”

      “From what you told me, when your grandparents died there was no one else left in the family to care for you.” Julie gripped his hand. “It might help if you discover the instructions your father left with the lawyer before he died.”

      Rhett nodded. “I know that already. His instructions were to leave me with my grandparents. The problem is, he left nothing in writing for the lawyer to act upon when my grandparents died.”

      “A lawyer can only act on his client’s wishes.” Julie frowned. “If your dad left no instructions for what happens if your grandparents died, then his only option would be to place you in foster care.”

      “In your case, it might have been the safest option.” Carter’s boots clattered on the wooden floors as they walked along the hallway. “In foster care you become anonymous. It would be difficult for anyone trying to murder you. They could have moved you anywhere in the state.”

      Rhett followed Carter into a family room with sweeping views of the mountains. “I gather the final instructions to the lawyer, which passed to Sam Cross when he took over the business, was to notify me prior to my twenty-fifth birthday. All the letter stated was that my father had left something to me in his estate and I should go see Sam Cross in Black Rock Falls to discuss the situation. When I spoke to him, he told me he’d tracked my movements since I left foster care and knew I’d won a full scholarship to UM.”

      He stood in the middle of the room and turned slowly. Dust covers hid the sofas but a long sideboard glossy from years of polishing held photographs. Rhett’s stomach clenched and he avoided them, not wanting a rush of sentimental memories to hit him. Right now, he needed to be strong and take whatever fate had in store for him. There could be no going back, only forward and into a life he’d designed alone. He had no photographs of his parents or grandparents. They were a distant memory and the faces had blurred over the years.

      Being inside the house had reignited memories with small glimpses of the past. He recalled the beeswax and wood smoke smell of the house. Above the open-hearth fireplace built from local rocks sat the head of a majestic buck surveying the room for all eternity. The carpet under foot had a floral design but a Navajo rug in front of the fire caught his attention. “I remember playing on this rug when I was a kid.” He pointed to the buck. “And him staring down at me. I’ve never been a fan of taxidermy and I figure this place is going to be filled with it.”

      “You don’t need to keep anything.” Julie walked over to the sideboard and peered at the photographs, all set in silver frames. “Look at the photos. Maybe you’ll remember some of the people here.”

      “I recognize some of the artists of the pictures in this room.” Carter whistled. “I figure one of them would pay my yearly salary.”

      As Rhett walked toward the photographs his stomach clenched. Many of the photographs contained images of babies and a toddler. He recognized the woman in one of the photographs and picked it up to examine it more closely. “This is my mom.” He ran one finger over her face and then replaced the frame gently on the sideboard before reaching for another. A man with his face looked back at him with a cocky smile, one arm draped over his mom’s shoulder, and they looked so happy. “I’m guessing this is my dad.”

      “This must be your grandparents.” Carter handed him a photo. “There’s another one of a cowboy and a woman on a horse. They look young. Your other set of grandparents, maybe?”

      Rhett sighed and took the images, scanning each one. “The young ones would be my dad’s parents. They died young. I don’t know who raised my dad, but the other older people are my mom’s parents. They were killed in a wreck, as far as I’m aware. They never came to get me from kindergarten one day and then everything changed.”

      “Let’s explore the rest of the house.” Julie pulled him toward the door. “It will take a week at this pace and we still need to check out the grounds.”

      As they moved throughout the ground floor, most of the rooms appeared to be the same until they came to the office. Ledgers lined the walls all packed neatly in leather-bound volumes. The leather office chair was well worn and sat before a rolltop desk. A cup on the desk with a transfer print of Helena on the side and filled with pens stuck out like an unwelcome visitor. Rhett searched the walls. Somewhere in this office was a safe that hadn’t been opened since his father died. “I’m looking for a safe.”

      “In the old days they used to hide them behind pictures.” Carter walked to a landscape hanging in an alcove opposite the bookcase. He ran one hand down the side and then the picture swung out to reveal an old-fashioned safe. “Unless you have the combination, you’re not getting anywhere with this.”

      Rhett believed his father wouldn’t leave him a letter without including the combination of the safe but maybe he didn’t want to write it down, so maybe he left a clue. He took the folded piece of paper out of his pocket and read it through one more time. When he got to the end and read about his birth being the best thing that had ever happened to his parents, he smiled. He walked to the safe and turned the knob, clicking in his birthday. It seemed too easy but the moment the last number clicked into place, the safe opened. He gaped at the contents. Wads of bills, stacked up on one side, envelopes, and ornate boxes all crammed inside. His father had hidden his possessions from someone—but who?

      “Do you want us to step outside?” Carter hovered behind him, hands on hips. “I’m sure what’s inside is your business.”

      Shaking his head, Rhett stared at the safe. To him it showed his father was taking precautions by keeping his valuables safe. “Maybe there’s something inside the safe that will point us in the direction of who killed him.” He smiled at Carter. “I don’t figure there’s anything in there that would tempt you.”

      “You’re right, but I’m not here as an FBI agent. I’m here as your friend.” Carter moved a toothpick across his lips and smiled with it caught between his front teeth. “I don’t usually get involved in cold cases, but there’s something about this one that has me intrigued. The main thing is that whoever killed your mom and dad hasn’t killed again since or we’d know about it.”

      Rhett unloaded the boxes and envelopes onto the desk. “Yeah, but you’re talking about murders. Whoever killed my parents somehow rigged their death as an accident. Maybe there were other accidents that happened since then.”

      “I can ask Kalo to hunt down any mysterious deaths in the area since your parents died.” Carter indicated toward the safe. “What do you hope to find here?”

      Shrugging, Rhett turned back to the safe. “Hopefully another letter or a journal or something written by my dad in case someone murdered him. I figure he was smart enough not to just leave a letter to me in the hope that I would discover what had happened. He was putting a heck of a lot of faith in the lawyer. If I believed someone was trying to kill me and I needed to leave proof as fast as possible I would leave something in a safe that no one could get into but a particular person.” He turned to Julie, who had been standing back watching in amazement. “Can you take the boxes and open them? If we don’t work together, this is going to take us all day and I haven’t even looked at the kitchen yet. I figure the appliances and the stove are going to be out of date, even dangerous. I need to make a list of what we need and have it delivered as soon as possible if I plan on living here.”

      “I’d say you’d need a heap of things, Rhett.” Julie stacked up the boxes in front of her on the desk. “A few things came to mind that you would need: mattresses, bed linen, towels, a coffee pot, a toaster, a kettle or something to boil water. Plates, silverware, and glasses can be washed if they’re still here and, by the look of everything else, I would guess that they were.” She opened a box and gasped. “This is very expensive jewelry, and this one has gold watches in it. Oh, my goodness one of them is a Rolex.” She shot a glance at Rhett. “You had absolutely no idea about this? Sam Cross didn’t tell you?”

      Rhett’s attention moved over the boxes as she opened them. All overflowed with men’s and women’s gold jewelry. “No, he told me that the ranch was a productive business and made an excellent income, but all this, no, he didn’t mention it at all. I don’t even believe he knew about it.” His gaze searched the desktop and came to rest on a cigar humidor. He opened the lid and, finding it empty, slid the papers and the small books he discovered inside. “I’ll put the boxes back in the safe and change the combination. I’ll take these with me. I’d like to go through the documents at my leisure.” He tucked the humidor under one arm. “Let’s see if we can find the kitchen.”
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      They found the kitchen easily enough and the mudroom. Along a hallway behind the kitchen, they discovered four separate bedrooms, a sitting room, and a bathroom. The house had clearly been designed for live-in staff. He led the way back into the kitchen and took out his notebook. “One thing this room has in its favor is it’s not a fitted kitchen. Everything in here looks as if it can be picked up and taken outside or moved around. I like the wooden table and the chairs. They’re in good shape and I don’t think we need to replace them, but I figure I need to get a kitchen fitter to rip out everything and rebuild it with the top-quality cabinets, benches, and appliances. I’ll get onto it as soon as I get back to town.”

      “The old wood stove is probably over one hundred years old.” Julie shook her head. “It would have been used to cook on and heat the kitchen for all those years and it looks in really good shape.” She bent to open the hatch at the front. “Get a new electric stove for cooking but I think you should keep this for its historical value to the building.”

      Rhett nodded, glad to have her along. Being suddenly wealthy was making him reckless. “I’ll need to get someone to check it out before we use it. I’m sure there’s someone in town that deals with old stoves.”

      “You might want them to check the furnace at the same time.” Carter walked up and down the kitchen opening cabinets. “Winter will be here before you know it and this place is gonna take a ton of power to keep it warm.” He indicated with his chin toward the cabinets. “There’s more dinnerware than you’re going to need in a lifetime.” He opened a few drawers. “Same with the silverware.”

      Staring own at his ever-growing list of things to do and purchase, Rhett lifted his gaze. “I figure a quick tour of the bedrooms and then we’ll head out to speak to Bowman again. I don’t believe we’ll have time to do a complete tour of the property. Maybe when I come back with the kitchen fitters, I can take a better look.”

      They dashed upstairs and found eight bedrooms. One of them had been converted into a nursery, and toys still sat on the counters. Brett walked into his parents’ bedroom and it was just as they’d left it on the day they’d died. Their clothes still hung in the closets with shoes neatly in lines below them. The dressing table had makeup and perfume bottles. The bed had been stripped and the mattress covered. They found the same in each of the other bedrooms. He swallowed hard when he saw his parents’ belongings sitting there as if waiting for them to return. Guilt gripped him. Should he feel sad? He noticed Julie’s distressed expression, but he had no actual attachment to anything in the house. It was as if he were seeing everything through another person’s eyes. He had no feeling of belonging, only the obligation to make things right. “I won’t use this room, but I will have all the clothes picked up and taken to Goodwill. I don’t want this room to become a shrine to people I don’t even remember.”

      “I figure you should take the bedroom at the top of the stairs.” Carter smiled at him. “When we came up, the last three steps creaked loudly and so do the floorboards all the way to that room. It would be a room I would take because as sure as heck no one is gonna creep up on you at night without you hearing them.”

      Nodding, Rhett smiled. “That sounds like a plan, but it will be some time before I move in. I can’t live in a museum. I’ll get the valuables secured and the old furniture placed into storage first.” He looked at Julie. “Will you help me select what I need? I figure this house needs a woman’s touch.”

      “I’d love to.” Julie squeezed his hand. “I love shopping. Maybe Dad can fly us to Helena and we can look at some of the stores there.” She glanced around the house. “Or we could look online. You’ll need a ton of things.”

      Glad to have Julie at his side, he leaned into her. “I have a few interviews for positions I’ve applied for coming up and I’m sure you do too. I’d love to have this place ready to move into before I start work. It would make life easier.” He frowned. “I can’t stay at your house for much longer. It was meant to be a short stay.”

      “I’ll speak to my dad.” Julie frowned. “He’s easier going than you imagine. He just wants the best for me, is all. I figure he likes you.”

      “He does like you.” Carter rolled his eyes. “He told me. Now can we stop all this mushy stuff and get back to the tour?”

      Laughing, Rhett headed for the door. “Yeah, let’s just hope we don’t run into any problems.”

      After taking a tour of the outbuildings and stepping around cowpats and massive puddles, Rhett had seen enough for one day. Both of the leading hands had taken their crews out to work moving cattle or mending fences, so apart from a few people cleaning the stables, the place was deserted. The buildings had been well maintained, the bunkhouses fitted with separate rooms that offered privacy, rather than what he’d envisaged. He noticed a number of women working in a huge cookhouse. “Those women, are they regular or seasonal workers?”

      “We have four regular cooks.” Bowman smiled. “We offer our workers four meals a day here. Our running crew is at least a dozen full-time workers. During the busy season, we might employ another ten or more, depending on the workload.”

      Rhett scanned the mass of buildings. “Where do you live?”

      “In the first house.” Bowman indicated to four separate residences set apart from the main buildings. “The leading hands take the other two and we have one spare.”

      As they walked back to Bowman’s office, Rhett took the man to one side. “It seems to me you’re doing a fine job managing the place. Once I get the place fixed up, I’ll be living in the house, but I have no intention of getting in your way. The kitchen in the house needs to be upgraded and I’ll call someone to examine the furnace. If I’m not available to supervise these workers, I’ll need someone in the house with them to make sure nothing goes missing. I’ve noticed valuables spread throughout the house.”

      “That’s not a problem.” Bowman nodded slowly. “Just call me when they’re expected and I’ll make sure they’re never left alone. What you might not have noticed is that every door has a key. They’re left in the locks but there is a spare set in the desk in the study. You would need to lock only the kitchen door to isolate the kitchen fitters. The access to the basement is in the mudroom, which is adjacent to the back door, so no problem there either.” He led the way inside his office, opened a drawer in his desk, and took out a set of keys. “These are the house keys. If you want to keep things private from now on, you should lock the house before you leave. The cleaning service isn’t due back again this week, but they will be back next Wednesday. If you want them to clean the house, you will need to leave a key with me.”

      Rhett nodded. “I’ll speak to Mr. Cross and hopefully by the time the house requires cleaning again we’ll have the kitchen fitted and a housekeeper to run things. I’m sure he’ll find someone suitable we can trust. He hasn’t let me down yet.”

      Seeing Carter’s skeptical view as he turned to walk back to the truck, he walked beside him. “I’ll be happier when I get some of those valuables into storage. There are some beautiful pieces in the house but they’re a temptation for thieves.”

      “They’ve been safe so far.” Julie frowned and stared into the distance. “It’s a beautiful place. Let’s hope the person who threatened your parents is long gone.” She indicated toward the office. “Bowman seems okay. He has run the place to expectations. He didn’t act like a threat to you.”

      He appreciated Julie’s insight into people and, like her, hadn’t found Bowman deceitful at all. “He’s younger than I expected.” Rhett rubbed his chin. “Cross mentioned doing a regular inventory on the items in the house. It might be a good time to get another. I don’t really want valuables left lying around. The paintings are great, but the entire house needs to be brought up to date. The kitchen is a priority, but I need a family room too and right now there’s no TV.”

      “Why not build a vault in the basement? Some of those things might be family heirlooms that you’re not aware of. It would be foolish to sell them without doing the necessary research.” Carter cleared his throat. “As the letter from your pa doesn’t name names, we have no idea who might have been involved. Until you can evaluate the risk of living here, you might want to consider a security alarm and maybe ask Raven if you can have the dog he trained for the woman who died recently? I figure if anyone out here is a threat to you, you’ll need to take all the precautions you can. Seems to me your dad had the same people around him and they didn’t do anything to save him, did they?”
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      Rio parked his truck a few houses away from Jade Ellison’s house. It was an old redbrick home, built from the same local materials as many of the original buildings in town. The front yard showed no signs of a garden and only overgrown grass filled the front yard on each side of the walkway. He’d always believed that arriving to interview a suspect without warning was the right course of action. Prewarned usually meant that the suspect had an opportunity to make up a story and have it ready for when they arrived. Some would often get themselves an alibi, and right now, Jade Ellison had no idea they were on their way to speak to her. As her neighbor had informed him that Jade had suffered a breakdown recently, he’d need to tread carefully while interviewing her. There would be a problem if she was mentally unstable and unable to give testimony in court. He’d discussed the questioning with Rowley during the ride to the house.

      He slid from behind the wheel and his boots sunk into the wet grass along the edge of the sidewalk. The air had a strange damp smell of forests and leaf mold. It seemed that this area of town had been lucky and none of the houses had been engulfed in floodwater. There had been a few floods since he arrived in Black Rock Falls, and the interior of the houses needed to be completely relined and the stinking mud removed before they were habitable. Nothing seemed to survive the floodwater—it destroyed everything.

      They followed a pathway made of cobblestones to the front porch and took the five steps to the front door. They stood with their backs to the wall on each side of the opening before Rio knocked and announced their arrival. It didn’t surprise him when the door opened and a woman stood there brandishing a shotgun. Rio poked his head around the door. “Morning, Jade. You recall me and Deputy Rowley here, don’t you? Why don’t you put down that shotgun? We’d like to have a word with you.”

      “What do you want to speak to me about?” Jade waved the shotgun from side to side, but the barrel was pointing down. “I told you when you called, I don’t want to return to the group. Those women are nothing like me. They all look down their noses at me as if I stink or something.”

      Nodding, Rio blew out a long sigh. “I’m not asking you to return to the group, but I do need to speak to you about some of the other women.” He eyed the end of the shotgun suspiciously. “Just put down the weapon. I don’t want to take it from you because when I do, you won’t be getting it back.”

      “Okay. Fine.” Jade turned away from the front door and then her face came into view as she stepped into the open space. “I put it away.” She leaned out of the door and peered at the neighbor’s house. “You’d better come inside or the woman peeking at me behind her curtains will have spread our conversation all over town before you leave.”

      Rio and Rowley followed her along a hallway and into a kitchen. The house held a strong smell of disinfectant. As Rio walked along and peered into the rooms of the small home, he noticed most of the rooms had been scrubbed clean. In the family room, a bucket and rubber gloves sat in the middle of the scrubbed wooden floor. “Are you spring-cleaning?”

      “Mold.” Jade marched into the kitchen and indicated to them to sit at the kitchen table. “Every time that darn river overflows, this house gets covered with mold. I spend most of my time making sure it doesn’t take over the entire place.” She dropped reluctantly into a chair and glared at them. “I’m busy, so what exactly do you need to ask me about the women in the self-defense classes?”

      “Do you recall a woman by the name of Jan Pierce?” Rowley took out his notebook and thumbed through the pages.

      “Yes, I recall her.” Jade leaned back in her chair with a disgusted expression on her face. “She thought she was all that. In the changing rooms she’d boast about having Deputy Raven wrapped around her little finger. She took all his attention.”

      Rio leaned back in his seat, surprised by the woman’s hostility. “Why was this a problem for you?”

      “Because when I asked for assistance, he refused.” Jade eyed him critically. “You ignored me too when I informed you that people were watching me, and yet the moment Sierra asked you to escort her home because she’d heard someone trying to get into her home, you were off like a shot.” She sighed. “This is one of the reasons I left the group. I’m not pretty like the other women, so why would any of you want to help me? I know you only help the pretty ones.”

      “That’s not true.” Rowley looked up from making notes. “We have discussed this situation and try to be as impartial as possible when working out with women. Offering the classes was to protect you, but some of the women tried to take advantage of us, and as law enforcement officers we are obliged to check out any problems that come along.”

      “And yet you didn’t check out my problems, did you?” Jade snorted. “The moment I stepped in the hall I could feel people watching me. I figure you have surveillance cameras so that you can watch back the classes after we’ve gone to laugh at us.”

      Shaking his head, Rio looked at her. “That is not true. There was no one watching you.” He cleared his throat. “We’re checking on where people were at certain times. Can you tell me your whereabouts on Thursday morning between the hours of six and eight?”

      “I was here.” Jade clasped her hands in front of her on the table. “I don’t go out much at all now. I have everything delivered to the house.”

      “Do you mind me asking what is your source of income?” Rowley glanced up at her. “Just for the record.”

      “I own the house and my family left me an inheritance. I don’t need to work.” Jade smiled. “Wouldn’t you figure that I’d be a great catch?” She pushed a hand through her hair. “And yet I can’t even get a law enforcement officer to come to the house to check if there is someone watching me.”

      Rio adjusted his hat and stared at her in disbelief. “I figure maybe you need to get out a little more and meet other people. There are plenty of different organizations you could get involved with and meet people.”

      “Do you like to go for a walk in the forest?” Rowley gave her a direct stare. “The hiking trails along Bear Peak are close by and very popular at this time of year. They say the wildflowers are very beautiful. I’ve noticed flyers on the notice boards looking for groups of hikers.”

      Biting back a smile at Rowley’s ingenuity, Rio waited expectantly for Jade’s reply. Instead, she screwed up her face and shook her head. He stared at her. “Is there a problem?”

      “Did you come here because you figured I’d pushed Jan over the edge of the trail?” Jade moved her indignant gaze from one to the other. “Do you honestly believe I’d be stupid enough to walk that trail alone at this time of the year when the bears are out and hungry?” She stood and paced the room. “Have you considered that’s what probably happened to her if she was up there alone? Maybe she came across a bear, it came for her, and she stepped back from the trail and fell?”

      Concerned she might pick up a utensil or knife and come at them, Rio stood. “All we are aware of is that she fell from the trail. We have no idea if she was pushed or not. That’s not for us to decide. The medical examiner makes that decision.” He waited for her to calm down. “Did you become friends with Sierra while you were at the classes and what about Roxanne? What can you tell me about them?”

      “I figure you’d know them better than I do.” Jade barked out a laugh and gave them a contemptuous look. “They spoke to you and Deputy Raven more than they did to me. I went to Aunt Betty’s Café with them one time and they didn’t include me in their conversation, which was all about how they could lure you to their homes.” She laughed. “I can’t believe how naïve you all are. They weren’t going to the classes to learn about self-defense at all. They were looking for a man, but you were all too blind to see.” She threw her hands up in the air. “That’s one of the reasons I left. No one there was taking the classes seriously, apart from one or two of us. After a while you get sick of seeing them hitting on the instructors.” She shook her head. “Women like that give a bad name to us all.”

      “I see.” Rowley folded his notebook and stood slowly. “There are two other questions I have for you. Were you at home on Friday evening?”

      “Yes, and you can ask my neighbor.” Jade rolled her eyes. “Around dinnertime, she knocked on my door asking for a candle. That’s when the power was out for a time. What else?”

      “You seem to be very self-sufficient.” Rowley smiled at her. “I see you have an old truck in the garage. Do you maintain that yourself as well?”

      “I know where the oil and water go, if that’s what you mean.” Jade glared at him. “Now if you’re done. I have work to do.”

      Rio pushed his hat more firmly on his head, not wanting to turn his back on her. “Do you still believe someone is watching you? Do you figure it’s one of your neighbors?”

      “I haven’t caught any of them walking alongside the house scratching at the windows and shaking the doors, if that’s what you mean.” Jade hunched her shoulders. “It happens all the time at night, as if people are outside watching me through the cracks in the doors. I’m not going outside to face them. I don’t know what I might find.”

      Leading the way outside, Rio hurried to the truck and slid behind the wheel with Rowley close on his heels. He fastened his seat belt and turned to look at his partner. “That woman is crazy.”

      “You can say that again.” Rowley lifted a Thermos of coffee from a container at his feet and poured them each a cup. “But is she capable of murder?”
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      After sending a text to Kane to notify him of his new position, Raven climbed from his truck, which he’d left parked behind a row of trees some distance from Bill Larkin’s house. The strong smell of pigs wafted over to him as his boots sank into the mud alongside the blacktop. The first place he’d visited belonged to Larkin’s brother and was currently rented to a young couple who gave him Bill Larkin’s address, telling him that he’d asked them to forward his mail. Larkin didn’t live safely in town surrounded by neighbors as he’d surmised, but on a property hewn out of the forest at the end of a lonely winding road off Stanton.

      Aware of the danger of approaching a house alone, Raven stared at the log cabin for a few moments taking in the unkempt look of the place and the outbuildings surrounding it. A dilapidated barn sat at the rear of the home, the open doors revealing a tractor and yet none of the cleared area around the house showed signs of cultivation. He wondered what Larkin used as a water source. As dead leaves overflowed from the gutters and from the green plants growing there, they hadn’t been cleaned for a very long time. Perhaps he had sunk a well because the house was too far away from town for a local water supply.

      He scanned the area, not moving for some time. It was unusual for people not to own a dog. Beside him, Ben quivered as if wanting to go forward alone to check out the place. In two minds whether to approach the house with Ben, Raven rubbed his chin. A K-9 elicited two different responses when approaching a person’s home. Some would treat the dog with the respect it deserved, while others were petrified of them, expecting them to attack at a moment’s notice. The latter was a problem, as he didn’t want anyone drawing down on him or his dog.

      Right now, the dog was concealed by a clump of bushes, and Raven gave him the command to stay. Ben would react immediately if anything happened to him. He’d been well trained and had great respect for his partner. Perhaps the best thing would be to keep him hidden as backup. Resting one hand on his weapon, he approached the front door, keeping a good distance away before announcing his arrival. He noticed the curtain beside the front door twitch. Whoever was inside had watched him approach. His heart pounded as the sound of arguing came from inside. He could clearly hear a man yelling at a woman and her screaming back. He stopped about six feet from the front porch. “Sheriff’s department. I’m here to have a word with Bill Larkin. No one is in trouble. I just need to ask him a few questions, is all.”

      A door slammed and footsteps came toward him. The front door opened slowly and a woman in her mid-thirties, or maybe older by the lines etched in her face, stared at him with contempt. “Mrs. Larkin?”

      “What business have you here?” The stout woman had muscular arms and her hands showed signs of a harsh life. “Lawmen never come to question people. They always come to make trouble. Now I’ll need to deal with my husband’s bad temper right through next week.”

      Reevaluating the situation, Raven took a casual stance. “I didn’t come here to cause him any problems. I came here to ask for his help.”

      “Did you now?” Mrs. Larkin studied him for a long time and her lips flattened into a thin line. She let out a long sigh and then stood to one side. “He’s out back. Come through the house, but make sure you wipe your feet. I don’t want you trekking mud through my hallway.”

      Raven nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He followed her along the hallway and into a kitchen. On the stove something bubbled and it smelled bad. When she stood to one side and waved him through the mudroom to an open doorway, he headed for it and stepped down onto the muddy ground, scanning the backyard for Larkin. A loud clanging sound echoed through his brain, and pain shot from his eye sockets. His knees buckled. He wanted to alert Ben but agony had stolen his words. Somewhere in his dazed brain, Kane’s advice surfaced, and before he tumbled to the ground, he pressed his buckle twice and blacked out.

      

      He was dizzy and the metallic taste of blood coated his tongue. Voices arguing seemed to penetrate the fog surrounding his brain. The Larkins had him by the feet and were trying to drag him away from the house. He opened his eyes a slit. Tight rope encased both ankles and wrists. How long had he been out? He tried to move his fingers. They throbbed and would be swollen, so some time had passed. What did they mean to do to him? As Larkin turned, sunlight caught on the handle of a weapon stuck in the back of his jeans. If he called Ben, Larkin would shoot his dog without a second thought. As his senses returned, Raven kept his breathing even. The longer they believed him to be unconscious the more time Kane had to find him. Would he come, with Jackson so ill?

      “Put your back into it.” Larkin glared at his wife, his eyes blazing. “Once we get him to the end of the path, I can hook him up to the tractor and drag him down to the pigs. No one will find a trace of him.”

      “He can’t have walked here.” Mrs. Larkin scanned the area. “You’ll need to do something with his vehicle.”

      “Not a problem.” Larkin heaved at the rope. “I’ll drive it into town and drop it at the Triple Z. You can follow me.”

      Fully awake now, and head pounding, Raven waited for them both to turn their backs and pull on the rope before clumsily pressing his buckle again. He heard a slight click and pressed twice. Kalo had explained the significance of one or two clicks and any follow-up clicks. The trackers for the deputies had no speech facilities, like the sheriff’s and other female family members. One click meant “trouble”; two “officer down”; repeat meaning “in fear of life.” He trusted his message had gotten through or he’d end up as lunch for the pigs. They’d trussed him up so well, he couldn’t defend himself. He figured they must have had experience beforehand because he’d found nothing in Larkin’s background to indicate any military training. Just how many people had they fed to their pigs? The idea made him sick to his stomach.

      The familiar roar of Kane’s Beast coming in hot sent birds flying high in the air. Another engine could be heard close behind. The wooden fence behind him shattered, spilling wood and splinters high into the air, and shouts of “sheriff’s department” came from everywhere. He heard Kane’s voice from behind him and watched in horror as Larkin spun around, one hand reaching for his weapon. Raven pushed out words as loud as possible. “He’s got a gun.”

      Before Larkin had time to aim, his shoulder exploded in a burst of crimson. He cried out, dropping the gun and falling to his knees. Mrs. Larkin just stood there gawking, her hands still pulling feebly on the rope.

      “Stay down, if y’all know what’s good for you.” Wolfe ran past him, pistol in hand. “You”—he glared at Mrs. Larkin—“on the ground, hands on your head.”

      “Man, I can’t leave you alone for a second.” Kane knelt before him and, using his Ka-Bar knife, sliced through the ropes. “You’re covered in blood. Where does it hurt?”

      Raven smiled at him. “Everywhere.”

      Rowley and Rio burst out of the back door, weapons drawn. In seconds, they had the Larkins cuffed. As Kane helped Raven to sit up, pain hit him in waves and nausea clenched his stomach. “I’m going to spew.” He rolled over and heaved, the action making everything worse.

      “Just sit for a time.” Kane crouched beside him. “Wolfe’s gone to the truck for his kit.” He glanced at the Beast. “Here he comes now.”

      Raven took in the smashed wooden fence. “I hope your truck isn’t damaged.”

      “Nah.” Kane shook his head. “The push bumper protected it. Where’s Ben?”

      His dog would be beside himself. Raven whistled and moments later Ben bounded around the Beast and hurtled toward him. The dog straddled him and growled at Kane, showing his long canines. Raven ran a swollen hand over Ben’s head. “Friend.” He leaned on him. “Good boy.”

      He looked at Kane. “I couldn’t risk Larkin shooting him. I made him stay on the edge of the forest.”

      “Are you lucid enough to tell me what happened?” Wolfe was beside him examining his head.

      Raven didn’t risk nodding. “Yeah. When I arrived, the Larkins were having an argument. I was only here to ask questions, not cause any problems, and Mrs. Larkin invited me in the house and told me that her husband was outside. She showed me the way out through the mudroom, but the moment I went down the steps, I figure she hit me with something because the next thing I know I’m flat on my back. I lost consciousness almost immediately but had time to press my buckle.” He winced as Wolfe poured something cold on his head and then wrapped his head in a bandage. “I came around tied up and unable to move. I don’t know how long I was unconscious, but my hands were throbbing, so I assume it had been at least twenty minutes or so. The Larkins were trying to pull me toward the end of the pathway so they could hitch me to the tractor and drag me. They intended on feeding me to the pigs and taking my vehicle into town and dropping it at the Triple Z. That’s when you arrived.”

      “The pigs will need to be slaughtered.” Wolfe raised an eyebrow at Kane. “You have no idea how many times they’ve done this before.” He checked Raven’s eyes and then patted him on the back. “I’m taking you to the hospital for observation. The head wound requires stitching and you’re showing signs of a concussion. I can have you placed in the secure ward, which means you can take Ben with you, and I’ll tell Em what’s happened.” He smiled. “I’ll go and stabilize the prisoner.” He turned to Kane. “It’s a through and through. No major damage. The man is lucky. I don’t know how you do it.”

      “It’s not luck.” Kane’s eyes narrowed. “It was a choice. Personally, I’d have preferred to aim between the eyes. What kind of lowlife feeds a man alive to pigs? The thing is, Shane, I have Jenna in my ear. She wants to hear their stories and so does Jo. They want to know why men like him do these things. Most cops who face a drawdown shoot center mass—he’s lucky I’m not most cops.” He put an arm around Raven and hoisted him to his feet. “Come on, I’m taking you to the hospital.”

      Raven wanted to refuse to go, but right now he didn’t have the energy to argue. “Ben’s food and bowls are in my truck.” He put his throbbing hand into his pocket and pulled out the keys.

      “I’ve got it.” Rowley smiled at him and took the keys. “It’s just as well you weigh two-fifty, they’d never have gotten you to the end of the pathway before we arrived.” He put his arm around Raven and helped walk him to the Beast. He chuckled. “Wanna know what put you down? We found a heavy frypan. Seems she hit you with that and added a few blows with a hammer. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      Very wobbly, Raven moved slowly. “It’s just as well they’re not too smart. They planned to hitch me to the tractor and all they needed was a longer rope.”

      “When we have the pigs removed, Wolfe will go into the pigpen with a team and see if they can discover any human remains. Sometimes they find teeth.” Kane helped him into the back of the truck. “Rest up. I’ll help get the prisoners into Rio’s vehicle.” He stood to one side as Ben jumped in beside him.

      Blurry-eyed, Raven placed one arm around Ben. He’d worked real hard to upgrade his hand-to-hand combat skills. He’d never be as good as Kane or Carter, but he had gained more confidence. He should have been able to defend himself. The deputies had trained him in procedure, drilling him mercilessly—for his own good. Basic training in this town wouldn’t cut it with serial killers around every corner. He chewed on his bottom lip. Being complacent had caused an almost fatal error. The problem was, he trusted people. It was the doctor in him, he guessed. The fact a woman might attack him from behind had never entered his mind. His attention went to Kane and Wolfe as they questioned the Larkins. They’d never fall into a trap. He leaned into Ben and the dog whined as if feeling his pain. “I need to wise up before I get one of us killed.”
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      Jenna stared at Carter and Jo in dismay. “Is Raven okay?”

      “Yeah, Kane said he has five stitches to his head and concussion. He’s pretty shaken. I figure being attacked from behind does that to a person. Wolfe insists he stay in the hospital overnight for observation. He’s having brain scans and will be monitored.” Carter followed her into the kitchen. “We’ll drop by later and see if he needs anything. Dave will be home soon and will fill in the details. He needed to wait for Wolfe. How is Jackson?”

      Concerned that Raven had been injured, Jenna ran a hand through her hair and then pulled down cups from the cabinet above the sink. “Jackson has been sleeping most of the day. I’ve managed to get him to eat a little and he’s drinking milk. Shane said he would sleep most of the time until he got better. The Tylenol seems to be taking care of the pain.” She sighed. “His temperature went back to normal about an hour ago.”

      “What about you?” Jo gave her a concerned look. “Have you eaten?”

      Not at all hungry, Jenna shook her head. “No, not since breakfast. Kane made eggs and you know what he’s like about insisting I eat. You must be famished. You’ve been out all day. I’ll make some sandwiches. We have cold cuts, cheese, and salad.”

      “You rest. I’ll make the sandwiches.” Carter washed up at the sink and then pulled out plates from the fridge. He smiled. “The one thing about you two is that you keep a well-stocked fridge. Ham, cheese, and salad?”

      “That works for me.” Jo washed up at the sink too. “I’ll help.”

      As they devoured the sandwiches and drank the coffee, Carter brought Jenna up to date at what happened at Rhett’s ranch. She shook her head. “I’m glad he’s not moving in right away. I still figure he needs to take precautions. The threat might be long gone but you can’t be too careful where there’s money involved, and obviously his property creates a ton of cash. The moment I’ve cleared the murder cases from my desk, I’ll start an investigation into the deaths of his parents.” She tapped her bottom lip thinking. “Seems to me if the office was filled with ledgers, there’d be good records of who worked there over the time Rhett’s parents lived at the property. It might be twenty-two years ago, but it’s possible the killer is still working there. I’d say we’d be looking for someone over forty.”

      “Workers from when his parents lived there might remember what happened around that time too.” Jo leaned back in her chair. “People around these parts work to an old age. Most of the men are tough. This killer could be any age, so we shouldn’t discount anyone. We don’t place an age on serial killers—or anyone capable of murder. I came across a case where a five-year-old cut his father’s throat. It takes strength to do that or dumb luck to stab in the correct spot—but the kid meant to do it. It was a shocking case.”

      Jenna shuddered. “It sends shivers down my spine.” She shook her head slowly. “Since living here, I figure nothing is impossible. I always believed people have a reason to kill but now my eyes are open to all possibilities.”

      “Normal, rational people will usually have reasons to kill.” Jo shrugged and met her gaze. “That hasn’t changed. Anger, greed, jealousy, fits of rage are what we might term as usual, and the killers are remorseful afterward. It’s the psychopathic killers who don’t need a reason to kill—or with any of the usual reasons. They make up their own fantasy reasons to kill. They’re not logical or predictable and can change direction on a dime. This is why it becomes so confusing if law enforcement tries to fit each murder into a particular box.”

      “I have a few weeks’ vacation coming up.” Carter leaned back in his chair sipping his coffee. “Jo is using the time to finish her latest book but Kalo and I will be at loose ends, if you want some help.”

      Jenna smiled. “I’d appreciate all the help I can get.”

      The sound of Kane arriving home caught her attention. “I so want to go into the office and interview this Larkin couple, but I’m concerned if Jackson wakes and discovers we’ve left him with Raya, he’ll fuss. He really isn’t well at all.” She sighed. “He’s been clinging to Dave most of the morning, but when Raven’s emergency happened, he’d just fallen asleep. He doesn’t like me very much right now. He figures Raven hurt his ear and I let him.”

      “He’ll forget all about it before you know it.” Jo patted her hand. “Try some of the things you did with him when he was a baby. Sing to him or tell him a story he likes. Give him positive memories.”

      “We can go and interview the prisoners with Rio and Rowley.” Carter stood and filled two cups with coffee as Kane and Wolfe walked in the door. He smiled at them. “Just in time for Carter’s famous sandwiches.” He pulled out more bread and went to work.

      “We need to wash up.” Kane kissed Jenna on the head and headed for the bathroom with Wolfe behind him.

      “The autopsy might be later today or we’ll postpone until tomorrow.” Wolfe turned to look at Jenna. “Things are piling up.”

      Mind spinning with so many cases to consider, Jenna nodded. “Maybe just send me a report.”

      “I’ll send you a video.” Wolfe followed Kane along the hallway.

      “As I was saying”—Carter looked at Jenna—“we’ll set up Jo’s laptop in the interview room and you’ll have a video link. There’s no need to upset your boy.”

      Glad she had such caring friends, Jenna smiled. “That sounds like a plan.” She looked at Jo. “Are you sure you’re up for it? We both went through a terrible experience yesterday.”

      “All I needed was a good night’s sleep.” Jo smiled. “I’ve been taking it easy at the office most of the day. I don’t find researching people’s backgrounds too stressful at all.” She narrowed her gaze at Jenna. “You don’t honestly believe that the Larkins had anything to do with the current murder cases, do you?”

      “Larkin was a common suspect.” Kane walked into the room and slid into the chair beside Jenna. He piled sandwiches on his plate and reached for his coffee. “I don’t believe he murdered any of the women, mainly because I figure he would have taken them home and fed them to his pigs rather than leave the bodies around for possible forensic investigation. Nothing points to him being the killer—but it’s obvious he’s hiding something sinister. What we need to discover is what frightened him enough to attempt to kill a law enforcement officer. What secrets has he got hidden around that rundown old farm?”
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      Rio opened the window to his truck as he drove into town with the Larkins secured in the back seat. The smell of pigs wafting from the couple had gotten unbearable and their constant arguing was starting to give him a headache. He breathed in the damp fresh air. Although it carried a hint of pine, the usual alpine fragrance had an undercurrent of rotting vegetation. Even so, it was better than the stink of pigs. He frowned. After transporting this couple, he might need to get his truck steam-cleaned. He glanced in his rearview mirror, glad to see Rowley following close behind in Raven’s truck. He figured it would take both of them to move the Larkins from his truck and down to the cells. If they continued to argue, he would place them in separate interview rooms. He’d leave them for a time with just a bottle of water until the sheriff interviewed them. That’s if she was planning to drop by the office sometime today. With her shoulder injury and her son sick, he doubted it and mentally started to consider what questions he would ask the couple. He’d read them their rights as he cuffed them, and they’d requested a lawyer to represent them. He’d called Sam Cross and expected him to meet them at the office when they arrived.

      Brown water still rushed alongside the curb as he drove into town. Leaves and other debris had piled up over the drains, causing water to spill across the blacktop. Rio glanced at the sky. The rain had stopped but clouds still marred the usually clear blue vista. The weather of late had gone crazy. Winter had started early and then lingered far too long. He craved the sunshine. Being raised in LA, he’d never get used to the Montana weather. He parked in the back parking lot of the sheriff’s office and waited for Rowley. Together they moved the prisoners to the interview room, supplied them with a bottle of water each, and then left them to think about what they’d done.

      Rio headed into the office to speak to Maggie on the front counter. The lawyer wasn’t waiting for him in the foyer. He’d hoped that Sam Cross would have arrived by now as he needed to speak to his clients before any interrogation could begin. The doors flew open and Emily Wolfe rushed in, blonde hair flying and eyes flashing with anger. He walked toward her. “Is there a problem?”

      “A problem? Well, yes, you could say that.” Emily glared at him. “What happened to the brotherhood in this office?” She poked a finger at his chest. “Raven gets injured in the line of duty and is dumped at the hospital. I just came back from there and there’s no one from the office waiting to see if he’s okay. Did you even consider the fact that he has animals at home that need feeding? Has anyone even spoken to him and asked him if they can do anything to help? Raven drops everything to rush here to help you when you need him, and the moment he’s in trouble you all desert him like rats running from a house fire.”

      Rio drew himself up to his full height and stared at her. “I’m sure Raven is fully aware of the problems surrounding what happened. I had prisoners to escort. Dave needed to get home because his son is sick and Jenna dislocated her shoulder yesterday—unless it slipped your mind?”

      “That’s not good enough.” Emily balled her hands on her hips. “I’ve seen him and he’s barely coherent. He could have permanent brain damage for all we know. He should have someone there with him.”

      Rio rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “He obviously has you in his corner, doesn’t he? As far as I’m aware, Wolfe ordered a ton of scans and other tests for him and insisted he remained in the hospital overnight for observation. While he’s having all those tests, there’s really nothing we can do for him, is there? Which I gather is why you’re here yelling at me.”

      “Hey, cool it.” Rowley stepped between them. “None of us will be able to go onto his property to feed his dogs. They’re all being trained as K-9s or personal protection animals. I already called Blackhawk. He’s Raven’s partner in the dog protection business. There’s a landslide near the res but he’s going to go farther up the mountain and across to get down to Raven’s place. He has a cabin close by, so will stay there until Raven is well enough to care for the animals.”

      “Thanks, Jake.” Emily squeezed his arm. “I knew I could count on you.”

      Rio lifted his chin. “See, Emily, we had Raven’s back all along.” He snorted. “It’s not a good look, you know. A big guy like him hiding behind a woman’s skirt.”

      “You— You— ass.” Emily’s gray eyes drifted up and down his body and then landed on his face. “I sure made the right decision when I dumped you.” She turned in a twirl of long hair and headed for the door.

      A few people waiting to be served at the counter sniggered and Rio turned to Rowley. “What are you standing around for? Write up your report.” He glanced at his watch. “We’ll be snowed under this afternoon. I’ll call the sheriff and reschedule the interviewing of suspects until the morning.” He turned back to the door as Sam Cross walked in carrying a briefcase under one arm. “Ah, Sam.” He gave him the details of the arrest. “I’ll take you down to speak with your clients.”

      “You arrested them without a warrant?” Cross gave him a skeptical look. “Where’s the sheriff?”

      Rio rubbed the back of his neck. It’s going to be one of those days. “Your clients were in the process of dragging Deputy Raven to a pigpen so the pigs could eat him alive. They had already rendered him unconscious and tied him up. They committed this crime in the presence of three deputies and the medical examiner. I believe probable cause for the arrest is more than warranted.”

      “Okay.” Cross met his gaze. “Where are they?”

      Rio pulled a face mask from his pocket and handed it to him. “I’ll take you down but you might need this.”

      “Are they sick?” Cross stared at the face mask.

      Rio wrinkled his nose. “Nope. They stink.”
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      As Carter negotiated the deep puddles on the road from Jenna’s ranch, his mind centered not on the Larkins but on the case Jenna still needed to solve before someone else was murdered. He glanced at Jo. “I figure it’s gonna be a long time before we get to the bottom of what the Larkins have been doing. Once he can get a search warrant, Wolfe is going to call in a forensics team to dig out the pigpen. It will be some job getting all the mud cleaned. I’d say they’d use some type of washing system to get the dirt from the undigested bones or teeth.”

      “I don’t believe you’ll have to worry too much about them.” Jo wrinkled her nose. “They’ll be in prison for a long time for what they did to Raven. Discovering what makes them tick will be interesting. I’d say as Wolfe is married to a forensic anthropologist, he’ll be using Norrell’s team to do the dig. His other option is to call in a team from Helena and that’s counterproductive when Norrell is on site.”

      Carter nodded. “My feelings exactly.” He cleared his throat. “I hope Jenna will be back on deck soon. Having both of them missing is slowing down the investigation into the three murders we’ve had this week. I’m saying three murders because we know the vehicle Roxanne Dunn drove was tampered with. I took a good look at the road leading to the bridge where she allegedly drove off the road. None of the fence leading up to the bridge has been broken, which means that her vehicle left the road earlier. When we arrived, the water in that area wasn’t deep enough to cause her to aquaplane. Unfortunately, it was impossible to see any tire tracks or anything as movement of the water had churned up the dirt all along that side of the road.”

      “What about the person who called in the accident?” Jo turned in her seat to look at him. “What did they say?”

      Carter shrugged. “I gather they came along after the event and just saw the car floating along in the river.”

      “We should talk to Rio.” Jo turned back in her seat. “I figure his time will be taken up with the Larkins this afternoon. The interview shouldn’t last more than an hour. Maybe we can take up the slack and go and interview a couple of the suspects?”

      Carter smiled at her. “That sounds like a plan.” He sighed. “Once we’re done, we’ll drop by the hospital to see Raven. He’s a smart guy. How the heck did he fall into a trap?”

      “Smart, yes, but he doesn’t have your experience.” Jo smiled. “He’s really just a rookie. All this police work is new to him. He can read procedure in books, but it takes on-the-job instincts to survive out here alone.”

      Carter pulled up outside the sheriff’s office. “You can say that again.” He opened the back door for Zorro to jump out and then followed Jo inside.

      To say that Rio looked a little frazzled was an understatement. As chief deputy it was his job to stand in whenever Jenna was absent, but at the moment it seemed that too many things were vying for his attention. Carter walked up to his desk. “Jenna thought you might be snowed under and suggested that we interview the Larkins. Or we can split them. It’s your call. I’m just a visitor here.”

      “Go right ahead.” Rio heaved a sigh of relief and leaned back in his chair, making it creak. “I’ve been trying to find a place to send the Larkins. The local flooding is causing problems with roads and I’ve been waiting for a weather report before I contact County and get someone to come out and collect them. I’ve already spoken to the DA, and once he has the statements from everyone who was on scene when we discovered Raven, they’ll be charged. I figure they’ll be held in custody until their hearings.” He looked at them bleary-eyed. “Then I need to write up a request for a warrant to search the pigpen, seize the animals, and have them destroyed.”

      “It sounds to me like the work is just mounting up.” Jo gave him a compassionate stare. “Once we are done here, we can go and speak to the other suspects in the current homicide cases. We figured we would have time this afternoon and it might ease some of the burden from your shoulders.”

      “I’d appreciate it.” Rio looked at them. “Sam Cross is in the break room grabbing a cup of coffee. He said he is ready to go with the interview. I was just letting them stew for a while, but now you’re here you might as well get it over and done with.” He rubbed under his nose. “They stink of pigs, so I’ve plugged in air fresheners. It might help. Here.” He pulled face masks from a box on his desk and handed them to Carter. “You might need these.”

      Carter nodded. “Thanks. Jenna will be watching via Jo’s laptop. I’m interested to hear what they say about themselves.” He removed a toothpick from the corner of his mouth and dropped it into the garbage bin under Rio’s desk. He looked at Jo and smiled. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Deciding to speak to Mrs. Larkin first, Carter made his way to interview room two. Once everyone was settled, Jo set up the video link with Jenna, and he started recording the interview. The date and all names in the room were given and Carter turned to Mrs. Larkin. “Can you tell me exactly what happened? I’d like to advise you at this point that it is an offense to lie to a federal officer.”

      “A man came to our door saying he’s come by from the sheriff’s department and wanted to speak to Bill.” She glanced at Sam Cross, who gave her a nod to continue. “We don’t like no law enforcement officers poking their nose into our business. Lawmen are nothing but trouble. I didn’t want any trouble.”

      “So what did you do?” Jo leaned forward in her seat with an interested expression.

      “Bill told me to send him out back so they could talk.” Mrs. Larkin narrowed her gaze at Jo. “That man could hurt my Bill, so when he went down the steps I hit him with my skillet.”

      “I informed you not to divulge that piece of information.” Cross glared at his client.

      “He asked me what happened and told me I would be in trouble if I lied to a federal officer, so I told him the truth.” Mrs. Larkin appeared slightly bewildered. “Shouldn’t I mention about wanting to feed him to the pigs?”

      Carter exchanged a meaningful look with Sam Cross and shook his head. “I figure that’s all we need to know for now.”

      “Just one moment.” Jo cleared her throat. “Just how many people have you fed to the pigs?”

      “My client is not obligated to answer that question.” Cross closed his notebook and stood. “This interview is at an end.”

      Outside in the hallway, Carter turned to Sam Cross. “I figure that’s a slam dunk. We need to follow procedure and have a word with Mr. Larkin.”

      They went inside interview room one and set up the equipment as before. Carter turned the laptop around to face him. He smiled at Jenna. “Is there anything you would like me to ask the prisoner?”

      “I figure you’re doing just fine on your own.” Jenna returned his smile.

      Carter ran his gaze over the man sitting before him. He sat leaning back in his chair relaxed. His dirty hands had soil beneath the fingernails. The smell of pigs was worse in this room. “Mr. Larkin, your wife has informed us that she struck Deputy Raven across the back of the head with a heavy skillet and then you planned to feed him to the pigs. Is there anything you would like to add to this statement?”

      “I would have made it if I’d had a longer rope.” His dark eyes bore into Carter. “Then you’d never have known he’d even been there.”

      “Whose idea was it to feed him to the pigs?” Jo crossed her legs and rested a legal pad on her knees. “Is it something you do regularly to visitors to your property?”

      “You don’t have to answer that question.” Sam Cross narrowed his gaze at them and tapped his pen on the table.

      “You’ll never know, will you?” Mr. Larkin chuckled softly.

      Carter allowed a small smile to crease his lips. “How long have you had pigs for, Mr. Larkin?”

      “Oh, ten years or so.” Larkin smirked at them. “That’s about when we found that place in the forest. Perfect for pigs. No neighbors to cause problems.”

      Nodding, Carter met his unhinged gaze. “So, I guess you know about pigs. Did you know they can’t digest teeth? There are other things they can’t digest either. This includes watches, jewelry, and fillings. We are sending a forensics team out to your place. All your pigs will be slaughtered and their stomach contents checked and the dirt in your pigpen will be sifted and cleaned to discover what secrets lie below the dirt. If we discover anything of interest, especially teeth, we will have them DNA-tested against missing persons. If we get any positive results, you’ll see us again.” He turned to Sam Cross. “I have no more questions for Mr. Larkin.”

      He stood. Jo collected her laptop from the desk and her notes and they left the room, leaving Cross to explain what would happen next to his client. Carter turned to Jo and smiled. “Did we just interview two serial killers who are working together? That must be a new type, isn’t it?”

      “It’s unusual but usually there’s a leader and a follower.” Jo shrugged. “It will take a little more investigation to determine which one is the leader. You would naturally believe it’s Mr. Larkin but his wife is off the scale as well. Once we get more information on the contents of the pigpen, I’ll look into this further. I think our mission is to assist Jenna in any way we can to stop the next murder in Black Rock Falls.”
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      Carter gave the GPS the address for Rodney Wallace and turned to look at Jo, who was scrolling through files on her tablet. “What can you tell me about Wallace?”

      “He was charged with assault on his now ex-wife, who has a permanent order of protection against him.” Jo frowned. “No jail time. He got a fine.”

      Frowning, Carter followed the instructions of the GPS. “Is the wife still living in town?”

      “I don’t have that information.” Jo glanced up at him. “I can search for her if you want.”

      Carter shook his head. “Nah, it’s fine. Nothing I like better than interviewing men who beat on women.” He shot her a long look. “There’s always a chance they’ll run or, better still, draw down on me.”

      “Unlikely—most of them are cowards.” Jo leaned back in her seat. “They tend to run in families much like psychopaths. It’s a monkey-see, monkey-do attitude. Dad beat on Mom, so he figures he can too. They have no respect for women. Most times the only reason they marry them is for sex. They are real nice until they get a wedding band on the poor woman’s finger and then everything changes. He sees her as a burden, and when the kids come along, a bigger burden. They’re never happy, most times unfaithful—as being a man they’re entitled—and they fast become a demanding dominant partner. It’s classic coercive behavior with violence. Women in these relationships are isolated from their families and have no means to escape. Most wouldn’t risk being beaten to death to call for help.”

      Horrified, Carter shook his head. “Is this why Jenna fights for the rights of the abused? Did something happen to her at one time?”

      “I expect so, but she never talks about it. Maybe that’s why it took so long for her to accept Dave into her life? My husband was an ass, but he never dared hit me. He preferred to parade his lovers in front of me—but that’s another story.” She sighed. “In my humble opinion, I believe the law is way too lenient on spousal abuse in this state. If the woman wasn’t their wife, they’d be facing up to twenty years behind bars.”

      Carter pulled up outside a neat log cabin. A large white truck sat outside with the sign rodney wallace—locksmith in bold black letters painted on the side. “I agree, Jo. I can’t abide a man who hits or degrades women.” He indicated with his chin toward the van. “Looks like he’s home.”

      Wallace lived in a log cabin, on an acre plot alongside many houses on Cottonwood. The road ran parallel to Main from one side of town to the other and wrapped around to alongside the river running behind Jenna’s ranch. Groundwater covered the back half of Wallace’s land along with many others in the area. Another day of rain and his property would have been underwater. The cabin was set well back from the road with only a gravel pathway leading to it. There was no front fence, just a mailbox hanging at a jaunty angle out front. The house itself looked neat and tidy. The front porch and gutters had been recently painted. On the roof, Carter made out a number of solar panels and a satellite dish. He climbed from the truck and waited for Jo. Behind him Zorro whined. He hadn’t planned on taking the dog with him but opened the back door and allowed him to jump down.

      They both had taken their FBI jackets along with them in the truck but decided not to wear them. Sometimes announcing their arrival did more harm than good. They often frightened people. Once they saw federal agents, most times they expected the IRS must have sent them. As Zorro wasn’t indicating that a dog would rush out at them, Carter led the way along the gravel driveway, his boots crunching on the small wet stones. They took the usual precautions as they approached the door, spreading out one each side before Carter knocked. Inside, light footsteps came toward them and the door opened to reveal a young woman, barely eighteen. She had her hair up in a ponytail and was wearing a pink crop top and a pair of Daisy Dukes. She appeared to be way too thin to be healthy, and dark circles under her eyes and the terrified expression she gave him put him on instant alert. He glanced behind her but saw no one. His attention moved over her in a swift inspection. Bruising that could only be from fingers wrapped around the tops of both arms. If there’d been a complaint against Wallace, Jenna would have been here or sent someone, but obviously this woman was either too scared to complain or didn’t consider the treatment she received bad enough.

      “We would like to speak to Rodney Wallace. Is he home?” Jo moved to his side. She held up her credentials. “There’s nothing for you to worry about. We are conducting routine inquiries in the area.”

      “Joan, who is that?” A loud angry voice came from behind the woman.

      “It’s two people from the FBI. They want to speak to you.” Joan stood to one side. “I guess you’d better come in.”

      A man came walking toward them with broad shoulders. He was good-looking and likely played college football at one time. Carter held up his cred pack. “Special Agent Ty Carter. We’d like to ask you a few questions about your customers—if you’ve got the time?”

      “Get back in the kitchen, Joan, and shut the door.” Wallace glared at the young woman and waited until the kitchen door shut behind her before he turned to them. “If you need dates and times, I’ll go and grab my tablet. I keep my schedules on there.” He indicated to an open door along the hallway. “That’s my office. Come with me and I’ll see if I can assist you.”

      The hairs on the back of Carter’s neck rose and beside him Zorro growled as if sensing his master’s dislike of the man in front of him. He’d noticed the scared look in the young woman’s eyes and the way she glanced over her shoulder as she closed the door behind her. He wiggled his fingers at Zorro to stand down and followed Wallace into the office. “Mrs. Hurst mentioned that you went by to do some repairs for her.” He noticed the sudden change in Wallace’s expression and held up a hand. “She didn’t have a complaint against you, but we’d like to know how you came to visit Jan Pierce, Roxanne Dunn, and Sierra Lang.”

      “I make it my business to know when the womenfolk are having their meetings.” Wallace leaned back in his seat and interlaced his fingers, his thumbs tapping together as he spoke. “It’s easy enough to come by that information because most of them put up flyers on the community notice board. Those particular women you mentioned, I happened by when I went to Aunt Betty’s Café for supper one night. All of them were sitting around chatting and I went over, passed out a few of my flyers, and told them if they needed any work done and showed me the flyer, I’d give them a ten percent discount on the estimate.”

      “Is this how you drum up work?” Jo remained standing in the doorway. “Do you find it easier to deal with women than men?”

      “Yeah, most times women are pretty stupid.” Wallace looked at Carter and raised both eyebrows as if trying to get him to agree to his statement. “If they’re living alone, I can usually talk them into buying just about anything.”

      Carter disliked this man already. “Were you in the vicinity of the hiking trail parking lot at Bear Peak on Thursday morning?”

      “I’ve seen the news.” Wallace’s nose flared. “That’s where that Pierce girl went over the edge of the trail, isn’t it? I guess you’re looking for witnesses, but unfortunately, I wasn’t there. I did meet the woman earlier in the week. She’d wasted my time calling me out to her place, but the moment I got there she told me she planned on getting a protection dog and would be going up the mountain to collect it on Thursday.”

      Deciding to use one of Kane’s interrogation techniques by sympathizing with a suspect, Carter shook his head. “That’s the problem with women. They can change their mind in a split second. They don’t care if they put a man out and cost him half a day’s time.” He could almost feel Jo’s eyes boring into him and couldn’t bring himself to look at her, but he’d explain later.

      “Yeah, exactly.” Wallace snorted, nodding in agreement. “I did go to the other women’s houses and gave them an estimate. Again, they were just time wasters. I’m not sure why they bothered to call me in the first place. They have no respect. When I was young if we didn’t do as we were told, my daddy would take me and my sisters out back to the barn and whip us soundly. Look at me. I turned out just fine.” He snorted. “Joan knows her place too. Women were put on this earth to serve men.”

      “Do you get enjoyment out of dominating women?” Jo had one hand on the weapon hidden beneath her jacket. “Do you beat your wife?”

      “There’s no law to say I can’t if I wanted to. Unless they complain and then it’s a few bucks’ fine. They always end up crawling back to me. Well, she did until I broke her nose—then she got an order against me. The moment her sorry ass left, I found myself another woman.” Wallace smiled at her. “I asked Joan to move in right away. She’d just turned sixteen. It’s a good age because they don’t have any bad habits.”

      Carter frowned. “I understood you were married.”

      “Divorced now.” Wallace pushed to his feet. “That ugly toad tried to get me put in jail. I’m glad to be rid of her. It took me less than a day to find Joan. I’m not marrying her, though. It would be illegal. I know the law. I’d need to be less than three years older to marry her, but sex is fine. It’s a crazy world, isn’t it?” He sniggered. “This way, once she’s passed her best-by date, I’ll trade her in for a new model.” He winked. “Are you married? No? You should get yourself a girlfriend. I could ask Joan if she knows someone looking for an FBI agent.” He sniggered.

      Disgusted, Carter clenched his fists so tight his fingernails bit into his palms. “She’s way too young for my taste.”

      “That’s your loss.” Wallace looked at Jo when she cleared her throat.

      “Were you home on Thursday night and Saturday morning during the storm?” Jo narrowed her gaze on him.

      “Yeah, that’s right.” Wallace leaned on his desk, his expression impatient. “Joan will confirm it if you don’t believe me. What happened? Did someone mess up those women?”

      Carter stood slowly and met his gaze. “They’re dead and I mean to find out who murdered them. Don’t leave town. If you do, I’ll hunt you down and you’ll be arrested.”

      “Is that a threat?” Wallace straightened to his full height and glared at him.

      “No, Mr. Wallace.” Jo gave him a sweet smile. “It’s a promise.”
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      Fuming, Carter banged his fists on the steering wheel, making Zorro bark. “I can’t for the life of me understand why the federal age of consent is eighteen and yet states have different ages. Sixteen seems so young to be living with a man. He’s right. It’s illegal to marry her but sixteen is the legal age of consent for sex in Montana. It makes no sense.”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t make the laws.” Jo blew out a long breath. “We can only enforce them, but unless Joan makes a complaint against him, there’s nothing we can do.”

      Starting the engine, Carter added the address of Dr. Caleb Morrow into the GPS. “I figure we need to call Jenna and bring her up to date.”

      “Okay.” Jo made the call. She explained about their interview with Wallace. “He’s a creep, no doubt about it, but he seems to have an alibi for the times the other girls were murdered. This doesn’t leave us with many suspects, does it?”

      “There’s another one we can take off the list as well.” Jenna blew out a long sigh. “Lana Peters moved out of town over a month ago. She has moved to Texas and is working as a prison guard. Rio called to see if she has been there for the entire time and she hasn’t taken any leave.”

      “We’re currently on our way to visit Dr. Caleb Morrow, the trauma therapist.” Jo scrolled through files on her tablet. “It’s sometimes the people who don’t appear obvious who are the primary suspects. It is likely he won’t know who I am, so I may be able to get inside his head and find out what’s going on.”

      “Best of luck. In the morning we’ll go over all the information and see what we can come up with.” Jenna sounded positive. “There must be a link that we can follow between these women. Oh, yes, I almost forgot, we got the report back from the mechanic regarding Roxanne Dunn’s vehicle. It states that there’s little doubt that someone tampered with the brakes. So now we can add her to the list of homicide victims.”

      Carter glanced at Jo. “So, it’s no coincidence, someone is specifically targeting the women in the group who attend the self-defense classes. I figure we need to look outside the box for this one. Everyone we interview seems to be innocent, or they’re smart enough to cover their tracks better than we expected.”

      “Well, you go and see Dr. Morrow. He might be the one you’re looking for.” Jenna’s footsteps echoed on the polished wooden floor in her home. “Head home once you’re done. Rio has already sent the prisoners to County and I’ve told them to go home at five. At least we know for sure the Larkins weren’t involved with our victims. That’s an entirely different case for us to tackle if Norrell finds anything interesting. Don’t work too late. I’ll, catch you later.” She disconnected.

      Dr. Morrow had an office inside his home near the hospital on Eagle Drive. His impressive redbrick home sat among others in this suburb. Newer than the rest of the town, this area of Black Rock Falls housed some of the wealthier residents. Red bricks had been used for buildings over one hundred years ago, and many lined the streets in town, however, in recent years, the new hospital and the university had brought people from all over the country. They in turn had preferred to build from materials other than logs. The same had happened throughout the new suburbs. Due to demand, the old brickyards had reopened after eighty years and, now automated, they were thriving. Homes made from Black Rock Falls red bricks were showing up all over the county and in other states as well.

      The grass was a little long on each side of the footpath to Dr. Morrow’s front door and Carter’s gaze moved over the rosebushes out front. They had buds all over them and had obviously been trimmed before winter. As they approached the front door, the doctor’s shingle was prominently displayed above an arrow pointing to the wellness center and store. He looked at Jo. “Wellness center?”

      “He likely has someone here to teach yoga or relaxation techniques.” Jo shrugged. “It works for some people.”

      He rang the bell and a woman answered the door and gave them a quizzical stare. Carter held up his creds. “Special Agents Carter and Wells to see Dr. Morrow.”

      “Do you have an appointment?” The woman, in her mid-fifties, lifted her chin in defiance. “I don’t recall seeing you on his schedule.”

      “The FBI doesn’t need an appointment.” Jo smiled at the woman. “Will you please tell the doctor that we’re here and we require to ask him some questions. We won’t take up too much of his time.”

      Carter leaned against the wall, chewing on his toothpick as they waited for the woman to speak to the doctor. He assumed she was his receptionist, but she could have been his wife for all he knew. Eventually they were led into a dimly lit warm-toned room. Soft music drifted toward them from a speaker set high on the wall. The scent of lavender wafted toward him from a diffuser humming in the corner. Behind a minimalist desk Dr. Caleb Morrow leaned back in his chair, his posture relaxed but alert. A middle-aged man with graying hair at the temples and slightly thin on top, he wore casual clothes. Bookcases lined the walls and under the window sat a line of filing cabinets with a set of keys hanging from them. Carter took a position by the door as Jo took the chair in front of the desk and crossed her legs.

      “Dr. Morrow, thanks for seeing us. I’m sure your receptionist explained that we need to ask you a few questions. We are looking into the deaths of three women. It has come to our attention that you counseled at least two of them, those being Jan Pierce and Sierra Lang. Did you by any chance treat Roxanne Dunn?”

      When the doctor didn’t reply, Carter narrowed his gaze. “I understand that you may be restrained from answering due to patient-doctor privilege, but as these women are considered to be victims of a homicide and as we have no next of kin to waive the conditions, we won’t be asking you any questions that might put you in a compromised position. This conversation is what you might call ‘off the record.’”

      “I see.” Dr. Morrow nodded slowly, as if considering his position. “I guess if it leads to the arrest of the person responsible, I would be morally obliged. Yes, I worked with those three women, individually, not as a group.”

      “We know they attended a self-defense class.” Jo folded her hands on her lap. “Did any of them mention feeling unsafe or threatened?”

      “One of them believed that someone was watching her, but you must remember that trauma can manifest itself in silent withdrawal or misplaced trust.” Morrow nodded wisely.

      “That’s an interesting choice of words.” Jo’s face held a blank expression. “Do you believe that any of them misplaced their trust in you?”

      “Many women become attached to the therapists.” Morrow’s lips curled into a small smile. “It’s not unusual, but I maintain strict boundaries.”

      Carter moved to stand on one side of Jo. “When women are vulnerable, boundaries can blur. Did you ever meet with any of them outside of your sessions?”

      “No.” Morrow shook his head and something dark flashed in his eyes.

      Carter picked up on the change of mood and so did Jo. As she was the expert, he waited for her to continue the questioning.

      “Did anything any of them say set off alarm bells in regard to their safety?” Jo cleared her throat. “Did they mention being concerned about anyone else?”

      “One of them did mention that someone in the self-defense group had a way of looking at her.” Morrow narrowed his gaze. “No names were mentioned. I asked how that made her feel and she said it was like the woman hated her for no reason.”

      Carter snorted. “And now she’s dead.”

      “My colleague mentioned that you believe programs like the self-defense classes and the support groups that come from them can trigger relapses.” Jo uncrossed her legs and leaned forward in the chair. “Is it your opinion that someone could have spiraled badly enough to kill?”

      “Absolutely.” Morrow waved a hand in the air. “Trauma can distort reality sometimes. Especially if that person felt exposed, betrayed, or abandoned, it could tip them over the edge.”

      “Or manipulated to kill.” Jo inclined her head. “Do you believe it’s possible to use therapy to push someone toward violence?”

      “Hmm, that’s a loaded question.” Morrow leaned forward on the desk, clasping his hands together. “Therapy and hypnotism, which is often used during therapy, can become a weapon in the wrong hands.”

      It was obvious to Carter that Morrow had no intention of naming names or offering any specific information about the women who’d died, apart from the fact that they’d attended his therapy sessions. Although they had discovered that this man couldn’t be trusted. He glanced at Jo and could tell by her blank expression that she’d have a ton of things to say once they left the building. He smiled at Morrow. “Thank you for your time. You’ve been a lot of help.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Agent Wells. I’ve read all your books. The photo on the back doesn’t do you justice.” Morrow indicated to the bookshelves. “The interviews with the psychopaths in prison are remarkable. You should come by sometime, and we can chat about them. Maybe over dinner?”

      Carter noticed the disgust in Jo’s eyes as she turned to leave, but she said nothing until they slid back into the truck. He looked at her. “What a piece of work.”

      “Manipulative, and dangerous.” Jo shook her head. “He recognized me the moment I walked in the door and was trying very hard to manipulate me. Unfortunately for him, I’ve dealt with people far more devious than him. I could see straight through him. I must admit the dinner invitation at the end was a nice touch. That was either intentional or a subconscious way of trying to deflect the blame onto one of the women in the group. The thing is, either he’s doing it to cover up his own crimes or he’s doing it because he knows one of the members of the self-defense group is murdering people.”
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      That evening, Emily arrived at Jenna’s ranch with a copy of Sierra Lang’s autopsy. Jenna waited until both her boys were asleep before gathering everyone together in the family room. She opened her laptop and moments later Raven’s face appeared on the screen. Jenna smiled at him. “You are supposed to be resting. How do you feel?”

      “Apart from a headache, I’m fine. Sitting here all day has given me time to think on the case. I’ll be interested to read Jo and Carter’s interview files.” Raven’s dark eyes searched her face. “I hope Jackson is feeling better—and you? How’s your shoulder?”

      A long time ago, Jenna had made it her business not to complain to her team about problems with her health. Her shoulder hurt but it was easily controlled by taking Tylenol. “I’m fine and Jackson is doing really well. He’s spent most of his time sleeping but this evening he woke up and ate his dinner. He didn’t complain at all about his ear. His temperature has gone down and now he’s tucked up in bed. I believe he’s turned the corner and is on his way to a full recovery.”

      “That’s good to know.” Raven chuckled. “How come you get Wolfe to make house calls? I thought I was the only one in town doing that and I restrict myself to the mountain folk.”

      “As he’s Jackson’s godfather, if I didn’t call him, I don’t figure he’d speak to me again.” Kane grinned at him. “He’s been my close friend along with Carter since I arrived in Black Rock Falls. He was the best man at our wedding. If we took another physician for our kids, it would hurt his feelings.”

      Jenna looked from one to the other. “Now we have three doctors as close friends. We’re covered from the cradle to the grave.” She looked up at Emily. “Are we ready to go?”

      “Yeah.” Emily took the laptop from Jenna and stared at Raven. “I’ll put you on the coffee table. Let me know when you can see the screen clearly.”

      “That’s good.” A disembodied voice came from the laptop as if Raven sat on the floor in front of Jenna.

      Autopsies were never nice and Jenna had the usual uneasy feeling the moment the screen lit up with the scene inside Wolfe’s examination room. The familiar hum of the air conditioner and the bright lights were a stark reminder of what was going to happen next. Sierra Lang’s body lay on a stainless-steel examination table, her once beautiful face bloated and discolored. Lying face down in a tub full of water had made all the blood pool to her head and shoulders. The rest of her body was pale and her skin waxy.

      “This is the body of Sierra Lang, twenty-eight years old of good health and condition prior to her death.” Wolfe looked into the camera and adjusted his gloves. He rolled the body to its left side. “During a preliminary examination we discovered a mid-cervical spine contusion roughly circular and about four inches in diameter. At first, I believed that blunt force trauma was due to a punch between the shoulder blades, to force the victim into the tub. The bruising indicates it was inflicted prior to death and I believe it was made by a knee.”

      “We believe that whoever did this was practically in the tub with her.” Emily looked at the camera. “There is a contusion on Sierra’s forehead consistent with being pushed or forced into the bathtub. I believe she was pushed from behind, struck her head, and fell forward into the water. At this point someone may have had a hand on her back, holding her, but Sierra would have been fighting for her life and this is evident by the amount of water on the floor around the bathtub. Therefore, I imagine to keep her down in the water someone leaned over the tub, with one hand on her head, one hand on the side of the tub, and a knee in her back.” She held up one of Sierra’s hands. “The nails are broken and we found the nails in the bottom of the tub. We assume she broke them trying to push out of the water.”

      “At the scene, I dusted everything for fingerprints, including the bathtub surrounds.” Wolfe’s gray eyes narrowed over the top of his face mask. “Whoever did this planned it ahead of time and wore gloves. During the preliminary examination, I took blood samples and tested them for any type of tranquilizer. I was able to expedite the tests because we only needed to run them for a very small number of drugs that are currently available on the streets. All the tests came back negative.”

      “There is evidence that she was alive when she fell into the tub.” Emily supported the body as Wolfe turned it over.

      “If I can get y’all to look here”—Wolfe gently moved the victim’s head to face the camera—“can y’all make out the burst blood vessels in the eyes? The petechial hemorrhages in the conjunctiva prove she died of asphyxia by drowning.”

      “Also, the foam just inside the nostrils indicates that Sierra was breathing when she went under the water.” Emily’s eyes displayed sadness.

      Jenna picked up the remote control as Wolfe reached for a scalpel to cut into the chest. “I’ll run this part forward unless anyone actually wants to watch it?”

      “Fast-forward to his conclusions.” Carter looked away from the screen. “I knew that woman. It’s disturbing watching her being sliced up.”

      Jenna nodded and they skipped over all the organ examinations. “Okay, he’s examined the lungs and stomach contents.”

      “This is where it gets interesting.” Emily squeezed between Jenna and Carter on the sofa and smiled at Jenna.

      After collecting the stomach contents, Emily syringed them into a glass container. “Is that lavender I can smell?” She waved the jar under Wolfe’s nose. “I don’t recall smelling lavender at the scene.”

      “That would be because it’s not lavender oil she put in the water, but lavender water. The oil would be coating her body and it’s not”—Wolfe frowned—“unless it’s lavender oil soap, but we didn’t find any soap on-scene.”

      Beside her, Emily smiled and Jenna’s mind went into overdrive. “The soap is a link to the killer.”

      “Yeah.” Emily stopped the video. “That’s what I figured.”

      “Hey, turn me around.” Raven’s voice broke through the chatter. “I smelled lavender at the defense classes at one time.”

      Nodding, Jenna snapped her fingers as part of the puzzle fell into place. “Yes! I recall Jolene Hurst mentioning she’d purchased a ton of lavender gifts for Christmas.” She looked at Carter. “You mentioned lavender too. It’s another clue.”

      “Yeah. When we visited Dr. Morrow”—Carter smiled around his toothpick—“his place stunk of lavender.”

      “I bet he sells lavender products at his wellness center.” Jo leaned forward in her chair. “He likely recommends it for its calming qualities. If he’s well known for using lavender, it would make sense for him to remove the evidence from the scene.” She frowned. “He’s guilty or covering up for someone.”
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      It had been good to see Atohi Blackhawk when he arrived just after lunch on Sunday. Everyone enjoyed his company, especially Tauri. Having spent almost a year living with him, Tauri looked on him as an uncle. They spent many hours together, with Blackhawk teaching him his language, history, and the traditions of their tribe. When a much happier Jackson had fallen asleep for his afternoon nap, Blackhawk offered to take Tauri for a horseback ride through the local forest. With Jo and Carter living in the cottage, it would give the four of them a short period of time to discuss the case. Jenna would never discuss homicides in front of her boys, but she’d tossed and turned all night trying to work out who could have possibly murdered those innocent women and for what reason. She’d read and reread the case files. All the suspects that had been interviewed appeared to be viable, but she couldn’t point the finger at one of them in particular. She couldn’t work out a motive for murder. All the women came from different backgrounds, occupations, and circle of acquaintances. The only thing that linked these women was the self-defense classes. It seemed more than a coincidence that the killer selected his victims from this small group. Right now, she wanted to dig deeper into the cases with the two people she respected greatly.

      They worked for an hour and came up with nothing new and then Jackson had woken. Jenna spent most of the afternoon playing with him, with Carter, while Jo helped Kane in the kitchen getting the food ready for dinner. The afternoon went fast. She spent time talking with Blackhawk, but he needed to leave to feed the dogs on Raven’s ranch. She fed the boys and once they’d been bathed and put to bed, everyone sat around the table eating dinner. It seemed that Kane guided the conversation to anywhere but the case, but Jenna’s mind wouldn’t let it go. She forced herself to stop thinking and instead listened to Carter discussing his visit to Rhett’s ranch. As they retired to the family room, concern gripped her for Rhett. She liked him and couldn’t rest easy until she discovered what had happened to his parents. Although it was a cold case, the letter from his father had sent chills down her spine. It might have been twenty or so years ago, but she wouldn’t let it lie for much longer.

      Her concern moved back to the current victims. All their discussions hadn’t unearthed any real conclusions, but everything led back to the self-defense class. Jo and Carter needed to return to Snakeskin Gully soon and this case wouldn’t wait until Carter took his annual leave. She looked at Carter across the family room. “I’ll wait for Kane before we get into any more discussions about the current homicides, but there is something I need to ask you.”

      “Ask away.” Carter grinned around his toothpick. “Are you going to ask me why I’m irresistible to women?”

      There it was again: the old Carter would slip out without warning and take her by surprise. Jenna couldn’t help smiling. “No, I figure that’s on a need-to-know basis.” She leaned back in her chair. “Do you figure Rhett is safe to move into the ranch?”

      “That is the question I’ve been asking myself.” Carter shook his head. “I advised him to get the renovations finished and then his staff settled, so he has people around him—just in case. It’s been over twenty years, but you never know. Some types of scams move from father to son. His father might have taken on more than he could chew or was a thorn in the side of a type of underhand dealing. The cattle business is lucrative—who knows how many people might be skimming off the top.”

      Jenna thought for a beat. “I’m glad he’s not moving in for a while. I’d like to look into his parents’ deaths and find out for sure if it was an accident or murder. These days we have better forensics. If there’s anything wrong, Wolfe and Emily will find it.”

      “Talking about forensics.” Kane laid a tray of cups and snacks on the coffee table before the fire. “Wolfe mentioned that he’s filed for a search warrant for Norrell and her team to dig up the pig farm.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t envy her that job.”

      “It will take forever.” Jo frowned. “We had a recent case involving pigs. They had all the mud from the pens collected and put through a tumbler to be washed. The residue was sorted and tested. It was a nightmare.”

      “Can we talk about anything but pigs?” Carter opened his laptop. “I’ve read the case files on the current murders so many times. The MOs are vastly different, but the murders follow a typical serial killer pattern. What is the link?”

      “Something we’re not seeing around the self-defense classes.” Jo blew out a sigh. “We all agree with that at least.”

      “It’s not the location or someone outside of the group.” Kane rubbed his chin. “It must be someone common to all of the women. The thing is, not all of the women showed for each class.”

      After scrolling through the attendance records, Jenna raised her head slowly. “Raven is the only constant across the board. He was involved with every class. You, Carter, and Rio dropped by, but Raven carried the entire course.”

      “There’s no way Raven is killing the women.” Jo shook her head. “No way.”

      Earlier, Julie had gone by the hospital to collect Raven and take him to his vehicle. Jenna checked her watch. “They should be at his ranch by now. I’ll give him a call.” Jenna lifted her phone, and Kane touched her arm as if to stop her. “I’m not going to accuse him of murder. I have an angle and I need to check it out, is all.” She made the call. “Hey there, I’m just calling to see how you’re doing. You’re on speaker and I’m here with Dave, Jo, and Carter.”

      “I’m okay.” Barking sounded in the background. “Julie has left and Atohi is helping me with the dogs. The scans came back normal. The headache will go in a day or so.”

      Jenna frowned. “Take what time you need.” She paused a beat. “We’ve been discussing the current homicide cases this afternoon. Something came up I need to ask you about. It might be relevant. I recall you mentioning that Sierra and Jan asked you to drop by to see them regarding either their safety or about getting a dog. Did the same thing happen with Roxanne?”

      “Yeah, I went by Roxanne’s house to talk to her. I was inundated with requests by the women in the classes to go by their houses and I don’t think some of them had any interest in getting one of the protection dogs at all. I believe it was a ruse just to get me into their houses alone with them. They tried the same thing with Rio but he always told them he’d do a drive-by and see if anyone was hanging around when he was on patrol in the evenings.” Raven cleared his throat. “The problem was I didn’t have any excuse not to go by if they requested a dog. They knew it’s part of my business and they have every right to purchase one of them. I told them they would be available to people on a most needed basis: that is, women living alone in an isolated area. I know I upset a few of them by refusing to go by to check on their home safety, but Dave insisted I just give them a card to get a professional out there to give them an estimate on how much it would cost. I explained that the Her Broken Wings Foundation has a fund to help anyone in need of assistance securing their property.”

      Lights and sirens flashed in Jenna’s mind. She’d had it all wrong. None of the suspects fit the profile she’d just formed in her mind. The killer wasn’t a man after all—she would place her reputation on it. Most of the women in the group were very lonely and had already hit on their instructors numerous times to an extent of making the men uncomfortable. Had she been looking at this all wrong, and the killer is a woman? “Do you mind holding for a second?” She looked at Jo. “In this type of situation, could one of the women Raven refused be jealous enough to commit murder?”

      “Yeah, if she believed she was eliminating the competition.” Jo raised both eyebrows. “Jealousy is an extremely strong motive for murder. It is a component of coercive control. My problem with it is Raven hasn’t been involved with any of these women, as in taking them on a date. I believe most of them are completely aware that he is seeing someone.”

      “Murders I’ve seen by women when jealousy is involved”—Kane leaned forward in his chair clasping his hands together on his knees—“involve extreme violence. Frenzied attacks usually on the women’s face or breasts. Women like to disfigure their competition. Pushing someone off the edge of the mountain trail did a lot of damage and could have happened in a frenzied attack. I’m not so sure about the drowning in the tub.”

      “I disagree.” Jo picked up her coffee and sipped it, eyeing Kane over the edge of the rim. “Leaving the body exposed in a very undignified position is just as bad as disfiguring her face.” She placed her cup in the saucer. “The car wreck was again very violent. It must have been planned meticulously and with stealth. The killer was aware of the location of Roxanne’s vehicle and knew which route she would drive on the way home. From what Wolfe explained, if the brake fluid lines were loosened enough for them to leak, it wouldn’t take long for the brakes to fail. The killer also knew she’d be traveling through floodwater on the way home, so she must have been in contact with her in the hours before her death.”

      Everything suddenly made sense. Jenna nodded. “They all meet at Aunt Betty’s Café on a regular basis and did so even during the storm.”

      “Wait up.” Raven’s voice came through the phone. “There is one very important link between the three women I hadn’t considered. Each of them was earmarked for the next available dogs. I’d spent some time after the class talking to six women: the three victims, and Lila Crane, Maya Trent, and Jolene Hurst. I told them that I’d be working with Jan at my ranch and later would go to her home to make sure that she handled the dog well and understood all the commands. I explained I could only do this with one dog at a time as my other dogs are still in training. I made it clear there will be delays as I don’t send a dog out until I’m one hundred percent sure it’s ready to go. I mentioned at the time that I would be visiting Sierra and Roxanne to advise them of any changes they might need to make to their properties. I’d spoken to Maya as she was next on the list. I actually suggested she should take a dog, even though she lives with her grandfather. As he is frail and she is working alone on the homestead, I figured any protection would be better than none and a dog would be with her all the time. We made plans for me to drop by next week.”

      Suddenly concerned, Jenna shot a look at Kane, who had already pulled out his phone. “We’ll call Lila, Maya, and Jolene to see if they’re okay.”

      “One of them could be the killer.” Jo stood suddenly. “The killer is escalating. I figure one of these three women is in danger. She could strike again tonight. We need to have them under surveillance.”
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      Exhaustion dragged at Maya Trent as she headed for her truck. She’d spent Sunday morning at the hospital with her grandpa and then taken boxes of lavender oil and soaps to Dr. Morrow’s wellness center store. He sold a ton of it, and producing it along with fresh eggs, honey, and chicken, which she sold at the Golden Yolk Homestead, made her and her grandpa a good living, good enough to hire some help. As she headed back to her truck, one of the women from the self-defense classes, Jolene Hurst, came out of the clinic. It was strange to see patients here on Sundays. She’d never known Dr. Morrow to have appointments on Sundays, and she always delivered her goods on the weekend, but Jolene gave her a cheery wave. She nodded. “Evening.”

      “You work too hard.” Jolene smiled at her as she headed for her truck. “Although I’m glad you do, as I can’t get enough of the lavender soap.”

      Recognizing a potential customer, Maya paused with one hand on the truck’s door. “Well, I’ve been making up some gift packs that I’m selling in my store. I can give you a good discount for bulk.”

      “Is that just for me or for my friends as well?” The woman’s mouth stretched into a wide smile.

      Nodding, Maya pulled open the door to the truck. “Sure, tell them to drop by anytime and mention your name, and I’ll give them a discount.”

      “Thanks.” Jolene turned away and then stopped. “How’s your grandpa? You mentioned he was in the hospital.”

      Surprised she cared, Maya smiled. “He’s still there but doing okay. It’s times like this I need one of Raven’s dogs.”

      “Personally, I’d prefer the man.” Jolene giggled. “I’m not really interested in a dog.”

      Laughing, Maya shook her head. “I figure you’d need to get in line.”

      “Maybe.” Jolene waved and headed for her vehicle.

      During her drive home, Maya recalled Raven’s visit to her homestead. He’d been very concerned as the property spread out in all directions, and with only her grandfather and herself running the place, anyone could walk onto the property and harm her if desired. He’d recommended she get one of his dogs, as the dog would accompany her everywhere and sound a warning if anyone tried to sneak up on her. At the time, although she figured it was a good idea, she hadn’t wanted to approach her grandfather about getting another dog. His old dog had died shortly before the holidays, and she figured it was too soon to replace him. Not that the old dog had been protection against anyone coming on to the property uninvited. He’d just wagged his tail and given them a doggy smile. To him, everyone was a friend.

      Now Maya could see the value of getting a protection dog, especially after two of her friends had been murdered. Of course, living in Black Rock Falls, murders seem to occur often over the vast county, and although they scared her, they’d never come close to her or anyone nearby. She always believed the Golden Yolk Homestead to be a safe place. The murdered women from the self-defense classes lived relatively close by. They moved in the same circles, which made Raven’s suggestion of a dog even more valid. The vulnerabilities he’d mentioned during his visit had unnerved her. Since her grandpa had been in the hospital, she kept looking over one shoulder to make sure no one was creeping up on her. Loneliness had surrounded her during her time alone at the homestead. She had the bees, chickens, and the horses to keep her company and always believed that’s all she would need, but over the last few days she had the horrible feeling someone was watching her. Noises around the house at night disturbed her. The old house moved and creaked most times but somehow this was different as if someone was on the outside deliberately making noises to frighten her. The knowledge that Sierra and Jan had experienced the same things and then turned up dead chilled her to the bone.

      She parked her truck in the garage as usual and headed into the barn to finish her chores. After collecting the two horses from the corral, she made them comfortable in the stables and filled their mangers with hay and some treats. As she returned to the house, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. No sound of a vehicle or even footsteps came toward her, but the feeling that someone was walking up behind her and blowing on the back of her neck hit her in a wave of panic. She quickened her pace and dashed alongside her truck in the garage to access the door into the mudroom. As she turned to shut the door something disturbed the shadows. A figure moved into the light. Maya sucked in a deep breath and then laughed. “You scared the heck out of me. I didn’t hear a vehicle. Did you walk from the highway?”

      “Yeah.” The visitor stepped out of the shadows and walked toward her with a container held out in front of them. “I figured you might need some company, your grandpa being away and all. I have cookies fresh from the oven.”

      Not wanting company, Maya paused a beat, but the visitor had made the effort to be nice, so she nodded and stepped to one side. “Come in. I’ll make a pot of coffee.” She looked sideways as the stranger to her house walked inside. I hope I won’t regret this.

      She poured the coffee and then sat opposite her visitor. It was awkward having someone in her house she didn’t know but she guessed they meant well. She didn’t like cookies but took one out of the container and ate it slowly. To her surprise, it was delicious and she couldn’t resist taking another. “My grandpa would love these cookies. He dunks them in his coffee. He figures it adds that special taste to them.”

      “How does it make you feel living here all alone while your grandpa is in the hospital?” Her visitor leaned forward on the table, hands clasped before them. They hadn’t touched their coffee. “It must be lonely for you, but I hear Raven came round to see you. Is he a frequent visitor here?”

      Wondering if the cookies were addictive, Maya dived in for her third. “Raven? No, but if I decide to take one of his dogs, I can go to his ranch to work with the dog. When he’s happy with the progress, he’ll bring the dog here and we’ll work with him together so he gets used to me.” She met the person’s eyes across the table. “He’s a very gentle and caring man for a law enforcement officer, don’t you agree?”

      “Indeed.” The visitor raised both eyebrows. “There are not many single men with his credentials living in Black Rock Falls. I figure he would be every mother’s dream.”

      Maya reached for her coffee and it seemed to slide sideways. In fact, the kitchen had tilted in one direction and then slid in another. She gripped the table as dizziness overwhelmed her. In front of her the visitor appeared to melt. Panic had her by the throat. She tried to gasp out words but her tongue seemed to be growing in her mouth. She slapped the table to get her visitor’s attention, but they just looked at her head on one side as if waiting for something to happen. She pushed words out between swollen lips. “I figure I might be allergic to your cookies. I need help.”

      “Where are your car keys?” Her visitor stood, scraping back the chair. “My vehicle is too far away for you to walk. I’ll need to drive you to the hospital.” Before Maya, a face moved in and out of focus.

      Nauseous, Maya pushed her hands into her hair to hold her head on. “On the hook by the door.”

      Somehow her legs had turned to Jell-O and all her strength slipped away. She could barely keep her eyes open as her visitor placed one shoulder under her arm and helped her through the mudroom and down to her truck. The next thing she knew, her head rested on the steering wheel. How was this person going to drive her truck if she was in the driver’s seat? Panic gripped her. Something was terribly wrong. She tried to lift her head but the effort was just too great. I’ve been drugged. I must stay awake. Her eyelids became heavy, her limbs weak. No, no. I must fight. I can’t leave Grandpa alone. Terror gripped her as realization took hold. I’m going to die. As she drifted in and out of unconsciousness, she heard the engine rumble into life. She opened her mouth to scream for help, but no sound came out. The drugs sucked her into oblivion, and the only question that came to her mind was, why?
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      Jenna stared at Jo. “My thoughts exactly. We need to move on this now.”

      “Okay, we’ve got this.” Carter pulled out his phone. “I’ll call Jolene.” He made the call and a few seconds later he disconnected. “It went to voicemail but she lives with her mom. Maybe they’re out to dinner. I don’t have her mom’s number.”

      “Lila is visiting relatives for the weekend.” Kane turned to a Jenna. “I’ll call Maya.” He made the call and frowned. “I’m getting a ‘not reachable’ message.”

      Jenna looked at her friends. “We’ll need to split up. You go and hunt down Jolene; we’ll head out to the homestead and do a welfare check on Maya.” She looked at Kane. “I’ll grab our gear. We’ll leave Duke here in case Jackson wakes and starts fussing. Can you go ask Raya to watch the boys?”

      “I’m on it.” Kane hurried away.

      “I’ll leave Zorro here with Duke, in case Duke needs backup.” Carter grinned at her as he shrugged into his coat. “If Jolene’s not at home, where do you suggest we look?”

      Jenna unlocked the gun safe and pulled out weapons. “Everyone’s been stuck inside during the bad weather. I suggest checking eateries in town. Try Aunt Betty’s first. That’s a favorite for that group of people. They could be meeting some of the others there. We could run down the list of the other members of the group and see where they are, but I think we’re wasting time.”

      “I agree.” Jo pulled on her jacket and checked the weapon in her shoulder holster. “If we can’t locate Jolene and her mom, we’ll try phoning everyone else in the group. They seem to have become a support group for each other, so it’s likely they’ll know if any of them have gone out for a meal.”

      “Let’s go.” Kane took his holster belt and M18 pistol from Jenna.

      Jenna nodded to Raya. “Thanks. Hopefully we won’t be long.” She hurried to the door.
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      Gripping the handle above the door and allowing the G-force to slam her into her seat as Kane accelerated along the highway, Jenna spoke to the GPS relaying Maya’s address. In the side mirrors she could make out the bouncing headlights of the truck carrying Carter and Jo. She expected them to turn onto another road as they reached town, but a call came through the Bluetooth. It was Carter.

      “I just received a message from Jolene. She’s out on a date but will call me in the morning.” Carter snorted with amusement. “I replied it was all good. It was just a regular welfare check. We’ll follow you to Maya’s homestead.”

      “Use your coms. We don’t know what we’re up against.” Kane swung the Beast away from Main, taking Maple to avoid the traffic in town. “We’ll need to go in under stealth. If anything’s going down, we don’t need to be alerting anyone. There’s a long driveway into the property and we have a full moon. Turn off your lights when we get there and we’ll sneak in as quietly as possible and park outside the store. We can walk to the house from there without being detected.”

      “Copy that.” Carter disconnected. Moments later his voice came through Jenna’s com. “All set.”

      The Beast splashed through residual rainwater as they weaved their way along Maple until they took a left turn and rejoined the highway on Stanton. The headlights lit up the forest, making long shadows appear to be running along beside them. Red and orange eyes flashed at them from the thick, lush undergrowth. How many animals were out tonight hunting under the full moon? As they went past the welcome to black rock falls sign, a large owl swiveled its head and turned its big round eyes to blink at them before taking flight. The forest was not a place Jenna planned to enter after dark and it wasn’t only the animals that frightened her. She dragged her attention away from the forest as Kane turned off the highway and took a narrow road, bumping along until they reached a large open gate with a sign: golden yolk homestead. fresh eggs, honey, and produce for sale. When he doused the lights, darkness seemed to press against the doors. Unnerved, Jenna swallowed hard. “Can you see where you’re going?”

      “Yeah.” Kane didn’t take his eyes from the road. “There’re lights on in the house. Why isn’t she answering her phone?”

      As they approached the storefront, Jenna made out the outline of their vehicles in the shop front windows. The moon reflected like a giant white globe off the glossy black hood of the Beast. They had gone along the driveway to the shop at a very slow speed and seemed to glide to a stop outside the store. Jenna pressed a button on the roof to extinguish the interior lights and they rolled out of the vehicle, gently clicking the doors shut. She went to Kane’s side, surprised to see he had drawn his weapon. She lowered her voice to just above a whisper. “What is it?”

      “I hear an engine but the garage door is closed.” Kane gave her an anxious stare. “I hope she’s not attempting to take her own life.”

      “Or someone is taking it for her.” Carter loomed closer in the darkness. “I guess we’d better take a look.” He stared at the house for a few seconds. “Seems to me the only way into the garage is via the house.”

      Worried for Maya’s safety, Jenna headed toward the front door. “We announce ourselves, and if she doesn’t answer, kick it down.”

      “Hang back, Jenna.” Kane touched her arm. “Don’t forget your shoulder. You don’t need to make it worse. Let me and Carter do the grunt work.”

      Her shoulder still troubled her and Kane was right. The men could kick down the door more efficiently than she could and faster. “Okay go.”

      As Kane ran past her with Carter on his heels, she turned to Jo as they ran after them. “What’s the chance of Maya taking her own life?”

      “Minimal.” Jo pulled her weapon as they hurried along the pathway to the house. “She obviously loves her grandpa and I don’t believe she would abandon him in the hospital alone. People who dedicate themselves to others like that very rarely consider suicide as a way out. She could easily put him into a nursing home, but she chooses not to. It’s obvious she cares about him very much.”

      Ahead of her she could hear Kane calling out “sheriff’s department.” Moments later the sound of wood splintering echoed through the night. Jenna picked up her pace and, pulling a flashlight from her belt, ran up the steps and into the hallway. On each side of her, she could hear Kane and Carter calling as they cleared each room. She met Kane in the kitchen and he dashed into the mudroom, pushed open the door to the garage, and disappeared into a wave of fumes. Jenna followed, pulling her T-shirt up over her nose to filter the deadly carbon monoxide fumes oozing from the vehicle. Someone had attached a hose to the tailpipe and pushed it through a window of Maya’s truck. She glanced past the truck and into the night. “The garage door is open now. Someone is getting away.”

      “Call the paramedics.” Kane had Maya in his arms and was running for the garage door. He laid the unconscious woman on the grass and grabbed Jenna’s flashlight from her hand and took off with Carter close on his heels.

      “You go too.” Jo disconnected after calling the paramedics. “I hear someone trying to start an engine. They’re getting away. You’ll need the Beast if you want to catch the killer. Don’t waste time running back for it.” She fell to her knees beside Maya. “She’s breathing and not flushed red yet. I’ll look after her. Go, Jenna.”

      Ignoring the pain in her shoulder, Jenna lifted her knees and took off at a run. The gravel pathway appeared to sparkle in front of her under the full moon as she ran back to the Beast. The smart vehicle recognized the chip in her ring, and as she slid behind the wheel, all apprehension of driving the formidable vehicle vanished. The engine roared and she slammed it into drive and took off at speed. The truck’s lights illuminated the backs of Kane and Carter running in the distance. Out of nowhere a vehicle’s headlights came from behind a clump of bushes. Whoever was driving had aimed their truck to run down Kane and Carter. Anger rushed over her. “Oh no you don’t.”

      Jenna flicked on lights and sirens and slammed her foot down on the accelerator. Her only intention was to stop the deadly attack by the vehicle. As she got closer, the glow of the other vehicle’s headlights hit Kane and Carter. They split up, both jumping to either side of the trail and rolling into darkness. In the few moments it took Jenna to reach them, the other truck had taken off at high speed, fishtailing its way along the road that led to the highway. She pulled up sharp. Her door opened and Kane scooped her up and deposited her into the passenger seat and then climbed behind the wheel. He took one look behind him to make sure Carter was inside the truck and then slammed his foot down on the gas.

      “Whoever is in there tried to run us down.” Kane’s mouth formed a thin line and turned down in the corners. “I got a plate number. Check it out.” He recited the number to Jenna.

      When Jenna put the number into the mobile data center, she gaped at the result. “The vehicle belongs to Jolene Hurst.”

      “You figure she was out here trying to kill Maya, while I was calling her?” Carter gripped the back of her seat and shook his head. “Man, that is some cool character.”

      As Kane hit the highway, the blue and red lights lit up the forest, but all Jenna could make out of the other vehicle were two small red lights in the distance. “Don’t let her get away.”

      “Fat chance of that.” Kane snorted. “Buckle up.”

      Jenna completely understood speed—heck, she drove a Mustang—but when Kane flipped the button on the supercharger, the Beast turned into a missile. The forest alongside the highway became a dark blur. The woman in the truck drove recklessly, pulling out in front of eighteen-wheelers and weaving in and out of the traffic. Horns sounded and vehicles pulled to one side of the road to avoid collision. In all this chaos Jenna held on tight as Kane weaved the Beast through the traffic. His eyes never left the road as they gained on the retreating vehicle. The gradient of the road as it climbed the mountain increased rapidly and the vehicle in front slowed.

      “Not long now.” Kane’s powerful truck took the mountain road with ease. “Lock and load.”

      Hanging on for dear life, Jenna held her breath as Kane executed the PIT maneuver. The truck ahead went out of control and spun its tires, screaming as it slid along the highway. Oncoming vehicles skidded to a stop as the out-of-control truck finally came to rest facing the wrong way and hard against the guardrail. As the Beast came to a stop, Jenna pulled her weapon and, using the truck door as a shield, aimed her gun at the driver. “Put your hands on the wheel where we can see them.”

      The person inside the vehicle screamed and thumped her fists on the steering wheel. The next moment, her door flew open and Kane grabbed her by the collar and yanked her out.

      “You’re under arrest for the attempted murder of a federal officer.” Kane pulled her arms behind her back and cuffed her. He read her her rights and then went about patting her down.

      Jenna holstered her weapon and walked closer to the vehicle. As Kane spun the woman around to face him, she gaped at her in astonishment. This person was the last one she’d suspect of murder. The woman ignored her and stared at Kane with contempt. “That’s not Jolene. That’s her mom. She was at the class with her daughter the other day.”

      “I can see that.” Kane’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your full name, Mrs. Hurst?”

      “Go to hell.” The woman spat at him.

      “Maybe later, but you’ll be there first.” Kane pushed the angry woman toward the Beast and then engaged the glass partition before guiding her into the back seat. He looked at Jenna. “We’re good to go once I call a tow truck for her vehicle.” He frowned. “I’ll have it towed to Wolfe’s forensic garage and we’ll need a search warrant. I noticed she has hoses and gaffer tape similar to what she used on Maya’s vehicle to push exhaust fumes in through the window. She planned everything.”

      “Her name is Daphne Hurst.” Carter led Jenna out of earshot. “She gave me the first degree the day I dropped by to help out at one of the classes with Raven. She wouldn’t stop talking about her daughter. When I told her I had no intention of settling down, I figure she lost interest in me.”

      “She figured by taking out the competition, her daughter would have a better chance.” Kane shook his head. “Any of the women Raven offered a dog to became a target.” He smiled at her. “You were right, Jenna. It all revolved around Raven.”

      The reason people killed astonished and horrified Jenna, every one of them had a story to tell. She’d encountered unusual people in her time in Black Rock Falls but had never met anyone like Daphne Hurst before. Her phone buzzed. It was Jo. She brought her up to speed. “How is Maya?”

      “The paramedics said her exposure to carbon monoxide wasn’t long but she’s been drugged. They suspected opioids and gave her a shot of Narcan. She started to come around right away. They took her to the hospital and I told her one of the deputies would be along soon to take her statement.” Jo’s boots crunched on gravel as she walked along the pathway. “I’ve taken photos of the scene and called Wolfe. He’ll be along with his team soon. I’ll head into the office now. I’d like to see what Mrs. Hurst has to say for herself.”

      Jenna disconnected and climbed into the Beast. She looked back through the partition, a nice Perspex box isolating a prisoner from the rest of the cab. “We’re going to take you back to the office and put you in an interview room. I’m sure you’ll be able to explain to me why you tried to murder Maya Trent. She’s going to be fine, and I’m sure she has a story to tell about you.”

      The woman just lifted a fist and extended the middle finger.
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      After placing Daphne into an interrogation room, Jenna turned on the video to record the arrest. “You’ve been read your rights. Do you understand them?”

      “Yeah, I watch plenty of cop shows.” Daphne pulled at the cuffs attached to a ring in the table and eyed Jenna with contempt. “Get on with it.”

      Jenna remained standing, with Kane on her left. “You’ve been charged with attempting to run down a federal officer and the attempted murder of Maya Trent. Do you wish me to call a lawyer to represent you? As we mentioned in the Miranda rights, if you can’t afford a lawyer, we will get one for you.”

      “I don’t need a lawyer.” Daphne gave a nonchalant shrug. “I didn’t do anything wrong. You’re a mother, aren’t you? What would you do to protect your child?”

      Refusing to answer the question, Jenna looked into the camera. “The interview is paused at ten after eight while we wait for Special Agent Jo Wells to arrive to assist.” She pressed the button on the recorder and headed for the door.

      She wanted to tie up a few loose ends before she questioned the prisoner. As she walked beside Kane to her office, she glanced at him. “There is one piece of evidence that we need to proceed with this case. If it proves to be what I imagine, I figure it will tie up everything in a nice neat little bundle for the DA.” She smiled. “I just need to call Kalo. He’ll get the job done real fast.”

      Jenna walked into her office, smiled at Carter, who was staring at his tablet, and made the call. “Hi, Bobby. Sorry to drag you into work on a Sunday evening, but this is urgent. I’m sending you photographs of two women involved in a case that we’re investigating at the moment. I would like you to collect the CCTV footage from Aunt Betty’s Café on these dates.” She read out the list. “I need to know if these women were in a group of other women at those times and dates.”

      “Not a problem.” Kalo’s chair squeaked as he moved it up and down in front of his desk. “I’ll run a facial recognition program through the CCTV footage in town over those dates as well, just in case I can pick them up in other areas. I’ll give you a call as soon as I get something. I should be able to have results from Aunt Betty’s Café within a few minutes as the parameters are very small.”

      Jenna smiled. “Thanks, Bobby.” She disconnected and looked at Kane. “Now we need to know why she murdered those poor young women. It makes no sense at all.”

      “I figured we had a motive—jealousy—and Jo agreed, but that was when we were considering the women in the self-defense group were responsible for the murders. Daphne Hurst wasn’t one of the women in the group.” Kane removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “When she was there with her daughter, she sat in the corner watching and didn’t interact with any of the instructors at all. So where does the jealousy motive come in?”

      Jenna dropped into her chair. “It would be a twisted kind of jealousy. You admitted to me that Jolene made it clear that she was interested in you, even though she knew you were married, right?”

      “Yeah, but she was making a bigger play for Raven—but why would that make her mom jealous? It makes no sense to me.” Kane went to the counter and poured two cups of coffee. He nodded to Carter, sitting in one of the chairs opposite Jenna’s desk. “Thanks for making the coffee. I figure it’s gonna be a long night.”

      “Not if I can help it.” Jo walked in the door and indicated toward Kane. “Ah, coffee, can I have a cup?”

      “Sure.” Kane pulled another cup down from the shelf. “We were just talking about motive. I can’t see that Daphne Hurst is jealous. She has nothing to be jealous about. She didn’t try and hit on any of the instructors.”

      “This outcome has turned everything upside down.” Jo sat in a chair that Carter had taken from in front of Kane’s desk. “I’ll be interested in interviewing her. Taking in all the information we have, I believe we’re looking at a puppet master.”

      “A what?” Carter stared at her in disbelief. “What type of deranged person does that title come under?”

      “Narcissistic.” Jo sipped her coffee and sighed. “It refers to a person who wants to control others for their own benefit. It usually stems from something lacking in the puppet master’s life. In this case, from what we know about Jolene, she was raised by a single mother. So it makes sense that her mother would be seeking a good match for her daughter. That’s what most moms would want but not to the extent to kill for it.” She flicked her gaze back to Jenna. “The problem is a narcissistic puppet master couldn’t just sit back and allow a relationship to grow. She’d want to direct it—be in charge every step of the way.”

      Always confounded by the twisted mind of a psychopathic killer, Jenna frowned. “Do you believe that Jolene knew her mother was killing her friends?”

      “No, I don’t.” Jo tapped her bottom lip with her finger as if thinking through what she was going to say next. “I’m trying to think of a way to explain what I mean. Let me see. Daphne doesn’t see her daughter as a person with her own wants and desires; she believes that her daughter is totally dependent on her—in other words, Jolene needed her mom to make sure that she got herself a decent husband. Jolene’s feelings mean nothing to her mother. She is just a piece on a chessboard to be moved around until she gets the desired outcome. To Daphne, winning is everything. When you look at Raven as the target in this case, you have a man with a successful business. He is also in law enforcement, and the cream on top of the cake is that he is a medical doctor. So, for Daphne, having her daughter married to Raven would improve her social standing.”

      “So why kill the women?” Carter looked bemused. “What was her angle?”

      Jenna nodded, understanding completely. “Daphne considered the other women in the group as rivals for Raven’s attention. For her daughter to win, they must be taken out of the game.”

      “It goes a little deeper than that.” Jo picked up her cup again and sipped. “The main problem, which probably triggered her, was that Raven initially rejected Jolene, by suggesting that he would offer the other women his dogs first. That would have upset Daphne because the other women would gain his attention while he was training with them and thereby giving them more of a chance to win his heart. So she’s not exactly jealous of the other women; she would more likely see them as a threat. Once she removed the threat, it would leave her daughter in line for Raven’s attention.” She looked at Jenna. “Could we call Raven? I would like to ask him a few questions.”

      Jenna made the call and explained the situation. “You’re on speaker.”

      “Hi, Raven. This is Jo.” Jo paused for a beat. “Do you recall Jolene’s mom, Daphne, having any conversations with you?”

      “Yeah, I figured she must read Jolene’s texts, mainly because she mentioned one I’d sent her regarding a dog. When I mentioned it was on a most needed basis and nothing personal, she spent the next few times at the classes watching Jolene like a hawk. I got cornered by her and she said stuff about the other women in the group. She was very nice about it, as in, ‘I think you should be aware of so and so.’ One other time, she mentioned Maya was a poor soul who took her grandpa’s pain meds.” Raven snorted. “It was all lies. I just shrugged it off. She is a very weird woman.”

      “That’s confirmed my suspicions.” Jo nodded to Jenna. “She’s a combination of psychopath and narcissist. It’s a common mixture of psychosis. As you are aware, the trigger to kill can lie dormant many years or forever. In her mind, her daughter was losing the battle to get herself an eligible husband, one that would elevate Jolene’s position in life. It would have been caused by something happening to prevent her from finding a husband. It might have been a tragic episode that left her damaged. It’s something we might never know. Often when psychopaths are created the reason is hidden.”

      “I guess Jolene will be lost without her mom.” Raven sounded concerned. “She seemed to do everything for her.”

      “There lies the problem.” Jo placed her cup on the desk. “The controlling puppet master at work.”

      When Kane’s phone chimed, Jenna thanked Raven and disconnected. “Who is it?”

      “Kalo.” Kane held up one finger. “Okay, that’s great. I’ll let her know.” He looked at Jenna. “Jolene and Daphne were at Aunt Betty’s Café with all the victims before they died. That’s how Daphne discovered their movements.”

      Jenna stood and looked at Jo. “That’s the frosting on the cake. Ready to interview Daphne Hurst?”

      “I sure am.” Jo smiled at her. “This is going to be interesting.”
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      Jenna, Kane, and Jo stepped into the interview room, set up the video, and introduced themselves before restarting the interview. Carter would watch the interview from Jenna’s office as Daphne had been arrested for trying to run him down and being in the interview would be a conflict of interest. Jenna didn’t want to waste any time and cut straight to the chase. “When we arrived at Maya’s house we discovered her unconscious in her truck, with hoses from the tailpipe being fed inside the cab. We witnessed you running from the scene. You attempted to run down Special Agent Carter. This was witnessed by the three law enforcement officers in this room. What I’d like to know is why you tried to kill Maya?”

      “I didn’t try to kill her.” Daphne moved her mouth as if chewing on her gums. “I was teaching her a lesson, is all. That woman is always whining. Have you seen the way she clings to Raven? She’s weak and someone needed to put her in her place.”

      “By drugging her and placing her inside her truck and then setting it up so she would die of carbon monoxide poisoning?” Jo leaned forward and gave her a long look. “If we hadn’t arrived, she’d have died. That’s not teaching someone a lesson—that’s murder.”

      Jenna tapped a pen on the legal pad in front of her on the desk. “We have your truck. Do you figure it’s usual to carry hose pipes and gaffer tape in your vehicle? I can see that you bought extra just in case you didn’t have enough. Couldn’t you just have spoken to her about your concerns? She obviously liked your company if she invited you in the house for a cup of coffee.”

      “You are so young and naïve for a sheriff.” Daphne’s eyes flashed with anger. “Words don’t work on women like her. She was a frightened little mouse, so I used what worked best—fear. You came along and spoiled everything. I wasn’t going to kill her, just scare her enough to make her back off.”

      It was an admission of guilt, and Jenna exchanged a meaningful look with Jo. It was time for her friend to dig deeper into the psyche of this woman and see what they could find.

      “I know you were in contact with all the women who died.” Jo’s gaze didn’t move from Daphne’s face. “Jan apparently fell from a mountain trail. Sierra drowned in a bathtub and Roxanne ran off the road into floodwater. All these women were on the list to get a dog from Raven. Did you kill them?”

      “Accidents happen.” Daphne barked out a sarcastic laugh. “This is Black Rock Falls. Things happen to people here all the time. You can’t pin every murder on me.”

      “We can track your phone and the GPS in your vehicle to put you at the scene of these murders. Plus, we’re conducting a facial recognition search of all the CCTV footage around town.” Kane straightened from his position by the door. “With the technology we have these days, you can’t blink and we won’t know about it.”

      “The victims attended Raven’s classes, didn’t they?” Jo raised one eyebrow. “You used to go along and watch. Raven recalls you being there and even speaking to him about some of the other members of the class.”

      “So what? Anyone is allowed to go to those classes.” Daphne yanked at the chain connecting her to the table and anger rippled through her body. “I was just reminding him that Jolene deserves his time, not those pathetic women flaunting themselves at him.” She glared at them. “Jolene is naïve and I just wanted to protect her from them.”

      Unable to believe her ears, Jenna leaned forward. “You claim you only want to protect Jolene and yet you sabotaged Roxanne’s brakes to take her out of the equation, didn’t you? That wasn’t protection—that was murder.”

      “How dare you call me a murderer.” Daphne slammed her fists on the table, making the chain clank against the metal ring. She leaned forward, her chin stuck out with menace. “Roxanne believed she could outshine Jolene. She was always showing off in front of Raven. Wearing those short shorts and leaning into him all the time. We had a name for those types of women when I was a girl. I just made sure she couldn’t corrupt him any longer.”

      “I don’t think someone like Raven could be corrupted by a woman wearing short shorts.” Jo blew out a sigh. “Did you believe killing Jan, Sierra, and Roxanne would make Jolene more favorable in Raven’s eyes?”

      “I told her to be nice to him.” Daphne shook her head but her eyes were flashing in anger. “Raven just ignored her and wasted his time on women who didn’t deserve it. I’d cleared the path, is all. I knew once they were gone, he would see that Jolene is the only one worthy of his attention.”

      Jenna couldn’t believe her ears. How could someone be so twisted? “You tried to kill Maya tonight, and if you’d succeeded, that would have been four women. How many more would it have taken? You do understand Raven would never have considered Jolene. He is already involved with another woman and they are very happy together.”

      “You don’t understand.” Daphne’s hands shook as she lost control. “I couldn’t stand seeing Raven smiling at them. Each time he praised them it was like he was spitting on my Jolene—on me. When he told me their need was greater than ours, I wanted to slap his face.”

      “So, you killed them and you would have killed them all, wouldn’t you?” Jo shook her head slowly.

      “Yeah. I’d stomp on them like cockroaches.” Daphne laughed and stared at Jenna. “Maybe you too. Your husband is quite a catch and widowers are usually well-trained.”

      It was a full confession, and everything else could be handled by the DA. Jenna stood. “That’s all we need for now. I’ll be sending you to County. The DA will be adding more charges. I suggest you get yourself a good lawyer.” She gave the time, stopped the video, and left the room. Outside, she turned to Jo and Kane. “I’ll call Rio. He can handle it from here. I’ll get this interview over to the DA and the files up to date and then we’re going home.”

      “You worked it out, Jenna.” Kane slid an arm around her shoulders. “It was a crazy case.”

      Jenna leaned into him. “I couldn’t have done it without Jo.” She smiled at her friend. “Your insights into behavior were pivotal. Although, I didn’t pick the mother. I just figured it was a woman.”

      “One crazy puppet master.” Jo shuddered. “I hope we don’t get another one like her anytime soon.”

      Jenna headed for the stairs. “You can say that again.”
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      Four weeks later

      Warm sun sparkled on the green leaves and made crazy patterns across the long table set up for lunch. As Jenna carried plates of sides to the table, she inhaled the delicious aromas from the smoker. Kane had been back and forth for days preparing a succulent meal of brisket and ribs. He made his own special barbecue sauce for the ribs and had invited everyone over to help him eat them and the fall-apart brisket. Carter had arrived the previous night, without Jo this time. She wanted to spend some time with her daughter and they planned on doing mother-and-daughter things over her vacation, and she’d be finishing her next book. Bobby Kalo had come along too and would be spending his vacation with Carter at Rhett’s ranch. From what she’d heard, Rhett had employed a husband-and-wife team, along with their three grown daughters, to care for him and his large ranch house. They’d been checked out by Sam Cross, and Carter had done a background check on them as well—just to be safe.

      She had an army of helpers in the kitchen: Norrell Wolfe; Sandy, Rowley’s wife; Piper, Rio’s sister; and Emily and Julie Wolfe had prepared or supplied everything they’d need for a sumptuous meal. After the bad weather and a very difficult case, she’d wanted to get the team together as soon as the weather permitted. As luck would have it, blue skies were forecast for the next six weeks or so. She smiled as she recalled Kane rubbing his hands together at the thought of pulling out his smoker again and creating delicious meats for them to eat. He always made a stack of food and they had leftovers for days afterward.

      The conversation around the table was loud, and the children running around were having the time of their lives. They had their own table, and Tauri and Anna, Wolfe’s youngest, were in charge of the little ones: Jackson; Rowley’s twins, Cooper and Vannah; and his toddler, Mia. Keeping one eye on them, Jenna sat down beside Norrell. “Have you been able to excavate the pig farm yet?”

      “Not yet.” Norrell sighed. “The problem is the Larkins will be out on bail soon. We’ve had a great deal of trouble getting a search warrant for their property. The judge figures we have no proof that pigs have been eating people. We’re only surmising that they did after trying to drag Raven to the pigpen.”

      Astonished, Jenna shook her head. “That hasn’t come through my desk yet. I figured that Shane would be able make enough noise to have them held while he pursued the evidence necessary to have them charged with a more serious crime.”

      “Exactly.” Norrell opened a package of paper napkins and placed them in the middle of the table. “The problem is their lawyer is Sam Cross. You know what he’s like. He defends his clients like a pitbull. One of the main problems is Shane wants to have all the pigs euthanized so he can check their stomach contents. The judge we came up against thought that was a little extreme and will only allow us to examine one pig—although by the time he gets his act together, the pig will have defecated. The second application, to remove all the dirt from inside the pens, is still under consideration. The problem we’re up against in this application is that the pens will need to be dismantled for us to get the heavy machinery inside. No one is going to go in there and dig it out by hand. All the soil will need to be trucked to a different location for us to examine it. No one will be touching it until it has been through a cleansing process. We should be able to remove all the feces from the soil and hopefully all that’s left is teeth, bones, and metal.” She opened another packet of napkins and handed them to Cade, Piper’s twin, to pass along the table. “Then the fun begins. We’ll be able to DNA-test any teeth, but unless we find any body parts, it will be difficult to determine the origin.”

      When Emily arrived with a tray of condiments, Jenna watched as she placed them in groups along the table, chatting with everyone as she went. When she paused beside Raven and he slipped an arm around her waist, the look between them spoke volumes. She smiled to herself and turned her attention back to Norrell. “I figure we should ask Kane and Carter about this problem. There must be a way around it.” She stood and they walked together toward where Kane was basting the meat, with Carter, Wolfe, and Rhett discussing motorcycles.

      Jenna put the question to them, and Wolfe just opened his hands and shook his head. She smiled at him. “I’ve never seen you give up on anything. There is a solution, we just need to look for it and then act just like we always do.”

      “To keep them inside for a little longer you need to find evidence.” Carter chewed on his toothpick. “Any small piece of evidence will give you an extension to discover more forensic evidence. Personally, I would use probable cause to get a search warrant for their house. We’re assuming that these are crazy people, and if so, they would likely be stripping the bodies of possessions they could sell or keep as trophies.”

      “Okay, that’s one idea.” Kane placed the basting brush back inside the pot and then swung his attention to Norrell. “What evidence do you need to get a search warrant to excavate the entire pig farm?”

      “One tooth or a slice of human bone.” Norrell sighed. “We need to dig up a whole ton of stinking dirt to look through it.”

      “Maybe not.” Kane’s mouth curled into a smile. “I use a mini excavator for moving horse dung. Once the pile gets too big, we move it into a large trench that I dug some years ago. That would be small enough to get inside the pigpen. You could collect a sample of the soil to test. When we were there, I noticed that he keeps the pigs in different pens. The ones fattening for meat are in the pen at the front, and that was where he was heading when we caught them dragging Raven. I noticed the other pens are divided into sows with piglets and breeders in another. I figure if I collect the dirt from that first large pigpen, you might be lucky and find something.”

      “It would be easier to get a search warrant for one pen.” Carter nodded thoughtfully. “You won’t be doing any damage, only skimming dirt off the top.” He flicked a glance at Wolfe. “How much would you need? The first foot or so?”

      “I guess.” Wolfe stared into the distance thinking. “We really do need to get inside their house.”

      “It’s all going to take time.” Kane lifted another rack of ribs onto the pile. “Right now, we eat. On Monday, we’ll put in a request to keep the Larkins in County pending more forensic testing.” He nodded to Wolfe. “The gang’s all here. We’ll get this sorted, no worries. Today is for relaxing. We can worry about all that tomorrow.” He handed the men a platter of ribs each to carry to the table and looked at Jenna. “The brisket is perfect. I’ll plate it up now.”

      It had been a crazy few weeks. Maya Trent had recovered well and would stand as witness against Daphne Hurst. Her confession on video had sealed her fate, but a firsthand testimony by Maya would see her in prison for the rest of her life. She felt sorry for Jolene. A victim of a dominant narcissistic mother, who only thought of herself, would be a wide shadow to crawl out from under, but the young woman was tough. Jolene had no idea that her mother had murdered her friends and it had come as a massive shock. Jenna had arranged counseling for her and the members of the self-defense group that remained had supported her.

      Thinking over everything that had happened, Jenna shook her head. How the case had played out surprised her. All the suspects had seemed viable at the time and she still had her suspicions about Dr. Morrow. He was someone she’d keep a close eye on in the future. As Kane piled meat on a platter, she smiled as Atohi Blackhawk walked hand in hand with Tashina toward the table. “Aw, look, Atohi’s come with his girlfriend. Isn’t she beautiful? Her hair is like a silk scarf.” She smiled up at Kane. “I’m so happy he’s found someone at last.”

      “Me too.” Kane slipped his arms around her and peered at the couple over Jenna’s shoulder. “When I look at everyone here sitting at our table and our boys playing with the other kids, I want to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.” He kissed her cheek. “I was so alone when I came here. I had nothing left and all I really wanted to do was slip away and die. Then I met you, a feisty, strong-willed woman with a death wish—well, that’s how you appeared to me. The way you attracted trouble like a magnet, I figured you needed me—and now here we are and our family gets bigger each year. I’m a very contented man.”

      Happy, Jenna leaned into him and sighed. “It’s days like these I wish we could capture into a globe, to keep them safe forever.”

      “You’re gonna need a ton of globes.” Kane squeezed her, laughing. “Our life together has only just begun.”

      
        
        * * *
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        Fear grips her as she passes under the last streetlight on the remote highway. Seeing the familiar truck, she thinks she’s safe. But her scream is silenced by a gloved hand before her world goes black…

         

        When Sheriff Jenna Alton and Deputy David Kane investigate a cold case on a remote ranch in Black Rock Falls, what they uncover chills them to the bone. In a shallow grave lies the lifeless body of farm worker Maria Reyes. Jenna’s heart breaks as she sweeps aside the woman’s long dark hair to find purple bruising all over her face.   

         

        Interviewing workers at the ranch, Jenna senses hostility and feels eyes watching her. Every instinct screams that something very sinister is happening here and when news breaks that another young woman is missing, her pulse races once again. Jenna knows she’s running out of time to find the girl before she too ends up in a woodland grave.  

         

        Jenna and her team work night and day, ignoring the growing threat from the farm workers around them, and soon discover a link between the ranch and an unsolved case where two people were burned alive in a remote cabin. Could a twisted killer have been using this place as a hunting ground for over a decade?

         

        When a call comes in about suspicious activity at an off-the-grid hut in the nearby forest, Jenna knows this is the breakthrough they need. Scrambling her team, she prays that she can catch this ruthless killer before he takes another innocent life. But what waits for her beneath the trees is more terrifying than anything she imagined. Can she find the missing girl and save herself from becoming the monster’s next victim?

         

        If you love Lisa Regan, Melinda Leigh and Mary Stone, you will be addicted to this twisty new thriller from USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestselling author D.K. Hood.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for choosing my novel and coming with me on another of Kane and Alton’s thrilling cases in Look Behind You.

      If you’d like to keep up to date with all my latest releases, and get a free eBook, just sign up at the website link below.
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      In this story, I’ve added a few more glimpses of the lives of the other characters. I hope you enjoyed knowing more about their backgrounds. I know readers love my characters and I love them too, and developing their stories along the way has been very enjoyable… even if I need to put them in danger sometimes.

      If you enjoyed Look Behind You, I would be very grateful if you could leave a review and recommend my book to your friends and family. I really enjoy hearing from readers, so feel free to ask me questions at any time. You can get in touch on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Readers’ Group for updates and giveaways.

      Thank you so much for your support.
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        In the dark pine forest surrounding the quiet town of Rattlesnake Creek, the body of a young girl lies on the ground. Her angelic blonde hair spills over her shoulders and her unblinking eyes stare up toward the sky…

      

        

      
        It was Beth Katz’s serial killer father who made her like she is: a successful FBI agent and an unstoppable vigilante dedicated to hunting down murderers who have evaded capture. Beth will push herself to the limits to deliver justice. Even if it means killing those who deserve to die.

      

        

      
        When the body of missing schoolgirl Brooklyn Daniels is discovered in a secluded patch of woodland on the outskirts of town, Beth and her partner Dax Styles race to the scene. Brooklyn and her best friend left home to pick wildflowers a week ago and vanished without trace.

      

        

      
        Taking in Brooklyn’s body carefully laid on a blanket and the dress neatly folded next to her, Beth suddenly freezes. She’s seen this before: in the files of a cold case. The perpetrator takes two girls—one vanishes, the other is killed and left with her clothes beside her. Now Beth knows she has a twisted serial killer on her hands, she’ll stop at nothing to catch him. Even if it means going against Dax’s orders…

      

        

      
        Desperate to find the other missing girl, Beth’s heart pounds as she puts herself up as bait and walks into the secluded forest, knowing evil is lurking nearby. With Dax watching her every move, Beth prays the gamble pays off. Can she outsmart the murderer, or did she just walk into a trap? And when Beth finally comes face to face with the killer, will she hand him over or serve justice of her very own?

      

        

      
        From USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestselling author D.K. Hood, this thrilling new series is perfect for fans of Robert Dugoni, Lisa Regan and Melinda Leigh.
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        I trusted him with my life. I shouldn’t have…

         

        Opening my eyes, I see a nurse standing over my bed. She wipes away my tears as she tells me I was in a car crash and it was my fault. Confused, I only remember snapshots of my life, but I’m not convinced the crash was an accident.

         

        My marriage had been perfect, until my husband, John, met Rebecca. He said they were just friends and that I was imagining things when I saw them cosied up like they were on a date. Now, as I lie in my recovery bed, fragments of that night come back to me—John late home from work, an empty wine glass, Rebecca climbing out of John’s car, a blazing row on the doorstep…

         

        I beg John to tell me what happened, but he insists I don’t try to recall any details, that it’ll harm my recovery. He reminds me that I’m lucky to even be alive.

         

        But when someone leaves a note, my blood runs cold: Don’t trust anyone. Were my instincts right? Did someone try to kill me? As I look into my husband’s lying eyes, all I can think is, will I make it out of this marriage alive…?

         

        This absolutely nail-biting and addictive psychological thriller is perfect for readers of The Housemaid, The Girl on the Train and The Perfect Marriage. Prepare to be hooked!
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        His first wife died in an accident, but I’m not so sure. Did he kill her? Am I next?

      

        

      
        Handsome and charming, Jack swept me off my feet when we met, and now we’re married and I’m moving into his imposing old house. I’m bursting with excitement until I see a face staring down at me from an upstairs window. Before I can wave, the face vanishes from view. Jack says nobody else was home, so who is hiding in the shadows?

         

        Taking in my new home, I’m startled to discover a long ivory wedding gown in one of the bedrooms. My heart pounds as I realise this was the room where I saw someone watching me. Jack tells me the dress belonged to his ex-wife, who died in an accident. He says he forgot the dress was there, but I can’t fail to notice the way he avoids eye contact as he quickly hurries me out of the room and locks the door behind us.

         

        As the days go by, I see Jack less and less and I can’t help but think he’s avoiding me. Left in my new home alone, I begin to obsess about his ex-wife. Jack tells me to stop, that I’m imagining things, but I can’t help myself. Instead, I go back to the room where I thought I saw someone and nothing could have prepared me for what I find behind that locked door. Or what happens next…

         

        Readers who enjoyed The Housemaid, The Perfect Marriage and Valerie Keogh’s The Wives, will love this truly heart-racing, pulse-pounding psychological thriller from bestselling author, D.K. Hood.
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		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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