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      Max’s story is just beginning. And there are some other great stories coming soon. The next in the series, Compelled, will be coming this fall, and you won’t want to miss it.

      In a small town in Montana, a man’s daughter disappears. He’s convinced she was murdered, but he’s the only one. So he hires Max Boucher to investigate.

      And when he does, he uncovers something much more sinister. Multiple women are missing, and before he solves the case, he’ll have to first conquer his own demons.

      Want to keep up with Max and his stories? Want free books and special offers, and starting soon, a free story every month? Subscribe to our newsletter here. We’ll only send you bargain books and let you know when new stories are coming.  You’ll never miss a release.

      Harvested is also available in audio format! Find it on Audible and other retailers where you listen to audiobooks.

      Click here.

      If you want to join our exclusive review team, follow this link. (There is a test, but it’s an easy one, I promise!)

      In the meantime, be well. More exciting fiction coming soon!
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      “All cameras looping. Prepare for entry.” A female voice, barely audible even to him, came from a tiny speaker hidden in Jeff Winger’s ear. A minute crawled by the way it only can when you’re waiting for time to pass. He could smell the hay just inches from his nose, mixed with the scent of horse manure, wood, and sweat. On the other side of the door, a horse nickered softly.

      “On my mark. Three, two, one. Go,” the voice told him. “You have three minutes.”

      He didn’t need to answer. Large floodlights cast golden circles into the night threatening to give away his position. He knew the alarm system, and if he stayed close to the wall, he should remain undetected.

      Jeff stood, removing two keys from his pocket. He tried the first in the lock, but it didn’t work. He felt a click as the second one slid home and turned with ease. The well-lubricated door opened smoothly and without a sound, and a second later he was inside.

      No longer needing stealth, he moved quickly to the third stall on the left.

      “Hi, boy,” he cooed and the horse snorted his recognition as he opened the door.  Digging in his pockets he brought out a couple of carrots.

      “Want a snack?” he asked. The horse lowered its head to Jeff’s hand and took the offering.

      “We’re gonna go for a walk, Tanum,” he said. A halter hung on the wall, and he slipped it onto the horse and then clipped on a lead. “C’mon boy.”

      The horse balked at the break in routine at first, but when offered another carrot, he followed quietly.

      “Ninety seconds,” the voice said.

      He walked faster, opening the door and leading the horse into the night. A few moments later the pair were outside the barn and away from the lights on a wide path leading to the road.

      “Cameras active,” he heard the voice say, but it didn’t matter. Only a few more minutes, and he would be clear of any danger.

      As they walked, the horse grew more nervous. He reared more than once, but Jeff controlled him with a little effort. Up ahead, he saw the outline of the horse trailer. With the lights off, its black shadow was hardly distinguishable from moonless night.

      “Jeff, you got him!” a voice hissed in a loud whisper, and another man walked quickly out of the dark.

      “Matt, don’t—” Jeff said, but the lead slipped from his gloved hands.

      The horse neighed loudly and reared upward, blocking the stars for a moment, then spun and kicked out with his hind legs, striking Matt on the temple. Jeff’s partner flew backward, disappearing into the clumps of sage.

      “Tanum!” Jeff yelled. “Tanum, halt!”

      The horse ran about ten yards and stopped, looking warily back. Jeff looked first at the horse, and then at the place where Matt disappeared.

      One thing at a time, he thought. Horse first.

      “Easy boy, easy,” he said, walking slowly toward the spooked animal. He adjusted his course so he would come up beside him, not behind and near those potentially deadly hooves. “Easy.”

      The horse snorted at him and turned, so Jeff had to adjust course again.

      Besides his breathing and that of the thoroughbred, there were few sounds, only those common to the high desert night. Crickets chirped and somewhere an owl hooted. The air smelled heavily of sage, and a slight breeze chilled the sweat on his face.

      “Easy boy, easy. It’s okay.” He held out his hand with a carrot sitting on his palm. “Come here, boy. Here Tanum.” Jeff clicked his tongue.

      The horse turned toward him and took a couple of tentative steps.

      “Good boy,” he encouraged, moving forward slowly himself. When he could reach it, he took the lead lightly in his hands.

      “This way,” he said, and led the horse toward the trailer.

      The rest was easy. Tanum traveled often. He stepped inside and munched on the hay in the bin at the front. Jeff shut the doors and locked them.

      He then turned back to the night. Wherever Matt landed, he was probably unconscious.

      Or dead, his mind told him. Jeff didn’t really know his partner, they’d just been introduced for this job, and clearly the man didn’t know shit about horses. He’d learned a hard lesson.

      A typically impeccable sense of direction allowed him to retrace his steps to find where Matt had been kicked. He saw footprints, hoofprints, and clear signs of a struggle, and he would have to work to erase those.

      Jeff turned and searched the bushes. He saw a black boot against the pale sand and walked toward the fallen man. “Matt?” he said, but no response came.

      As his head became visible, Jeff understood why. A hoof-shaped bruise decorated Matt’s temple, but his eyes remained open and rolled back in his head. Jeff knelt and felt for a pulse. Nothing.

      “Shit,” he swore quietly, looking around. Desert night greeted him.

      The meeting with his contact was in one hour, and he sure as hell did not have time for this.

      Jesus, what now? Jeff thought. He had no time to really clean up the scene, but a distant howl reminded him there were coyotes nearby who would smell blood and come for the body.

      He grabbed the corpse, grunted, and threw it over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Dead weight really meant something, and he staggered before finding his balance.

      He’d come back to erase the signs of struggle later if he had the chance, but for now he had to move.

      When he got to the truck, Jeff debated for just a moment before depositing Matt’s corpse in the back seat of the crew cab rather than the bed. He got in, started the motor, and drove onto the road and into the night.

      Fuck me, he thought to himself. At least I will probably get his cut of the money. There’s that.

      He turned on the radio and Taylor Swift blasted from the speakers singing about a blank space to write someone’s name.
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      Oh, finally you’re here. Feels like ages I’ve been waiting. I told them I would only talk to you, no matter how hard they pushed.

      Why? Because we’re friends, that’s why. Aren’t we? I thought we were.

      I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I guess I’m just tired, and I feel like someone needs to know the whole story.

      The first time you kill is the hardest. I should know. No, I didn’t torture some animal or a family pet. I’m not some kind of sicko. I grew up in southern Idaho, but my family didn’t hunt. My mom was vegan, and the rest of us got our meat they way God intended: from the grocery store. Except my brother. He was the sicko, you understand? He was the sicko.

      So I killed him.

      He had it coming. It wasn’t even my fault. It was self-defense.

      I don’t mean to make excuses.

      The smell came first. Then I heard the fire before I saw it. Fire was a familiar tool for cooking or keeping warm, but it was August, and the noon sun shone directly overhead, leaving no shade. Sweat ran down my face onto my bare shoulders just from walking around.

      The wind carried the screams of children playing to my ears from somewhere in the woods nearby, but other than the crackling of fire, this part of the world remained oddly quiet.

      He stood with his back to me, shirtless, skin sun-pink and long hair swinging loosely in the breeze.

      His cutoff jean shorts ended further above his knees then they had just a month ago, and his heels hung off the back of his sandals. Summer was for growing.

      As I got closer, the not-normal smell of the smoke reached my nostrils, clotted in the back of my throat, and I gagged.

      My brother spun around, arms in the air.

      “You caught me!” he cried. “Caught me red-handed, Sheriff!”

      I could see his hands were indeed red, and I looked down at the fire. Some wood formed the bottom, but on top of it lay something with fur. Several somethings.

      Rabbits? Squirrels?

      Against a fence post his .22 rifle leaned at an angle that would have made my father furious.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I got me some critters,” he said, dropping into a hillbilly accent not his own. “An’ I’m ‘a gonna et them.”

      “I don’t think you’re cooking them right,” I said, glancing at the fire again. Bile rose in my throat, carried by the RC Cola I had for lunch, and tasting a bit like partially digested peanut butter and jelly.

      Before I knew it, His finger stabbed my upper lip under my nose, his eyes inches from mine. “Don’t you tell me how to cook, missy. I read in a book this is how they done it in the old days.”

      “In the old days, they ate food that tasted like shit,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure they gutted and cleaned critters first.”

      His pale-blue eyes clouded, and he got that look on his face.

      You know the one. The one someone gets when you correct them, and they don’t take well to correction?

      “You best be careful, sissy.”

      “Or what?”

      I shouldn’t have said that. I realized it right away but looking back I almost think I knew what would happen before I spoke. I should never have approached him.

      My brother spun away and grabbed his rifle. He raised it and pointed it at me.

      He. Pointed. It. At. Me. Oh, he’d hit me before. Our fights were often physical and my brother usually got the best of me.

      This time, I reacted. I rushed him and tackled him, aiming my shoulder at his gut. His breath left him with a loud whoosh, and the gun went off as he dropped it. He fell backwards, and I landed on top of him.

      Only he didn’t go all the way to the ground. Blood shot out of his mouth and covered my chest, soaking my halter top, dripping down my belly.

      I didn’t see the fence behind him, didn’t see the sharp end of the post pointing toward us, didn’t see it as it entered his back and pierced his insides as he fell, and didn’t see it sever his spine.

      I just saw the blood, felt its sticky warmth, tasted salt and iron, and smelled its copper sweetness.

      “I’m sorry!” I said, but even at that moment I wasn’t that sorry.

      “Go—get—dad,” he said. Gasping and choking. There was a rattle in the back of his throat, and though I didn’t know it at the time, I know now what that means.

      He was drowning.

      I spun and ran, but by the time my father and I got back, my brother was dead.

      My dad cried, and so did I, but I don’t think my dad was that sorry either. My brother was one of those kids they called a troubled boy.

      Even though it was an accident, killing that first time was hard, but not as hard as I thought it would be.

      It got easier.
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      The dognapper fled across the park, and the detective followed.

      His breath puffed from his mouth in white clouds into the cold Seattle drizzle, and the grass felt slick under his running shoes. His opponent had to be feeling the same things, and Max Boucher wasn't about to let a $2,500 payday escape, not this far into the case.

      A leather leash dangled from the man's right arm where he cradled a toy poodle probably worth less than half of what the owner was paying Max for its return, but it didn't matter. Owners loved their pets, something Max truly understood. At that moment he wished his dog Russ was beside him to help him end this chase.

      “She's terrified of other dogs,” the owner had told him. “Her hair falls out. She's definitely an only pet.”

      That’s why Russ, a blue heeler mix, was back at the office in his kennel and Max was out here early in the morning sprinting over the rain-soaked grass after an estranged boyfriend trying to get away the only possession that seemed to matter to both parties of a breakup.

      “Stop!” he shouted.

      The man glanced back and seemed to speed up a little more. Max did the same, counting on the boyfriend to tire eventually. The private detective didn't have much sprint in him, but he relied on his endurance instead, something running five miles at least three times a week gave him.

      Short, rain-soaked hair clung to his scalp. A formerly white polo, now turned a sickly gray, clung to his chest, and khaki shorts now dark with moisture clung unhelpfully to his thighs. He gained ground, only a couple of feet separating him and the man he pursued. They had almost reached the edge of the park, and Max did not want this to turn into a street chase with pedestrians and traffic involved. There was one way to end this now, but it was risky.

      With no time to think Max kicked out at the man's left ankle as he stepped forward with his right. The runner stumbled, pinwheeling his arms to maintain balance and at the same time letting the dog go.

      The poodle, apparently a cat mix, landed on its feet and ran toward Max. But the move had thrown him off balance as well. He slipped to one side, sliding like he was stealing home, but instead of catching himself with his hands, reached out for the leash, grabbing it at the last second.

      Ahead, the boyfriend finally succumbed to his stumble, and fell halfway on the grass and halfway on the sidewalk with an audible thud.

      Max saw this, heard the poodle yip in surprise as the leash tightened and it flew toward him. As he caught it, his knee struck something solid, and pain exploded up his thigh and into his hip. The impact sent him rolling across the wet grass, so he cradled the dog and protected it from his weight as his elbows struck the muddy earth once, twice, and a third time.

      He stopped, held the struggling dog, and closed his eyes, doing a mental check of the pain receptors in his leg.

      “You all right, mister?”

      Opening his eyes revealed a pair of red flats topped by two long, pale legs extending into the folds of a knee-length wool skirt. As his eyes traveled further upward, he saw the rest of the woman, most of her figure disguised by a bright yellow raincoat. Her face wore a look of concern, but there was a smile in her green eyes. A piece of red hair peeked out from under her hood.

      Max debated about how to answer. “Yeah,” he finally said. “Just a little sore.” He glanced around to find the fleeing boyfriend was gone.

      “You hit the end of that bike rack pretty hard,” she said. “You sure you didn't break anything?”

      Oh, that's what he struck. Even though unsure, Max lied. “Positive. I'll be fine.” He found himself disguising the truth more and more since he'd left the police force and become a private investigator, now often sucked into cases involving pets.

      The dog, who had been still for a moment, squirmed, attempting to escape his grasp.

      “Is that your dog?” the woman asked.

      “No,” he said without thinking. “I was hired by her owner to get her back.”

      “She's so cute! Let me give you a hand.”

      Before he could protest, the woman snatched the leash, and the dog pranced around her feet until she knelt to pet it.

      “Emily,” she introduced herself with a lipstick-lined smile.

      “Max,” he said, grateful for the help. As he struggled to his feet, wondering if he'd be able to walk, his phone rang. He answered without looking at the name of the caller.

      “Did you find her?”

      “Yes,” he said, finding himself able to put a tiny bit of weight on the leg without too much pain. “If you can meet me at Lake Union Park, you can pick her up.”

      “Thank you,” the owner's voice replied, and the call ended abruptly.

      “So,” Emily said, petting the dog. “Do you live around here?”

      Max opened his mouth to answer, but his phone rang again. “Max,” he said.

      “Hey Max, it's Roxanne.” His realtor. Perfect timing. “We have an offer on your house in Queen Anne.”

      “What?”

      “A real one this time. Asking price plus. You aren't going to back out this time, are you?”

      “No. I'm ready.”

      “Okay. They want to meet at 11. Can you make it?”

      Max glanced at his watch and grimaced. If everything went perfectly, he would arrive just in time.

      “Can we make it noon?” he asked.

      “Sure,” Roxanne answered. “See you then.”

      Max looked up to see the redhead holding the dog still staring. She'd been joined by another woman, shorter, blonde, and heavyset.

      “Max, this is Cheri,” Emily said. “She's a friend of mine and a nurse. Mind if she looks at that knee?”

      He felt the skin tightening and a glance down revealed how swollen it was.

      “Sure,” he said, nodding. “I'll hold the pup,” he said, gesturing for the dog.

      As Emily was about to hand her over, his phone rang again.

      He almost ignored the call but swiped to answer anyway, and as he did, nurse Cheri's hand touched his injured leg, causing him to wince even at the slight pressure.

      “Max!” he answered roughly.

      “Max Boucher?” a male voice said.

      “Speaking,” Max replied, gritting his teeth against the sudden pain.

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “Not at all,” he lied, again. Second time in only a few moments. “What can I do for you?”

      “I'm Chet Davies. I was referred to you by my veterinarian.”

      Great. Yet another missing pet. Ever since he had solved a case involving a dognapping ring about a year ago, his reputation as a pet detective had grown. Most cases were custody battles, each pet parent trying to prove they were the best for the animal in question. They were like divorce and cheating cases, only involving animals instead of kids.

      “Sure, Chet,” he said, forcing a smile to his face and hopefully into his voice as he moved to a bench a few feet away and sat, trying to relax his injured joint. Emily and her friend Cheri followed. “What's going on?”

      “Someone took my horse.”

      A horse? That was different. “Have you called the police?” Horses were valuable and stealing one would almost always be considered a felony, especially if it was taken across state lines. If the cops found the animal first, he might not get paid.

      “We have, but we live in Idaho and our local authorities are less skilled than you are reported to be.”

      “I'll take that as a compliment.”

      “We'd like you to start as soon as possible,” Chet told him. “We will of course cover your travel expenses, and you'll receive a retainer upfront which you keep even if you aren't successful.”

      “Sounds good. I have some things to wrap up early this afternoon.”

      “It's not more than six hours from Seattle to here. There isn't a major airport nearby, so it's probably easier if you drive. Can you meet my wife and me tomorrow morning at our house?”

      “Sure,” Max said, wincing and hoping he could drive. His 1969 Buick Skylark was roomy and comfortable, but with a swollen knee it might be a tough trip no matter what vehicle he drove. “Text me your address.”

      “Sure thing,” Chet said. “Would ten work for you?”

      “Absolutely,” Max answered.

      “Perfect. See you then.”

      Max hung up. Maybe if he did sell the house, he would get a real office and a real home again, someplace to call his own rather than the shitty apartment he currently rented, located over a bar.

      He sat awkwardly on the bench, thinking once he handed the dog to its owner the first order of business would be a shower and change of clothes before he met with the potential buyers.

      “You should see a doctor,” Cheri said, and Emily watched as her friend examined the already forming bruise on his leg.

      “Afraid I don’t have time for that,” he told her with a smile.

      “Ice and rest, then,” she said. Both the women asked for his card, and he begrudgingly gave one to each of them.

      His phone beeped, and he saw the address he'd been given. Huh. Cedar Peak, Idaho. A small town for sure, one he'd never heard of smack in the middle of the state, pretty far north of Boise.

      With any luck, he'd spend a few days finding a horse or at least figuring out who took it and be back in Seattle before he knew it.

      He checked his watch and looked around for the dog's owner. Hopefully she'd show up soon. Even if he hurried, he might be late, and that would make his realtor very nervous.
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      The second time I killed was easier, and definitely on purpose.

      I had a reason, maybe not a good one, but what I would call a motive, and I had an opportunity. That’s what you look for, isn’t it? You detectives? Well, yeah, and means. I had yet to figure that one out.

      The Oregon beach was a lonely place.

      My dad might not have been that sad about my brother but my mom was. She blamed me for not staying with him or running for help soon enough. She blamed my dad for not being fast enough. She blamed everyone but him.

      “Hopefully this vacation will help her,” my dad told me. “Mom will come around. Just give her time. It’s only been a year.”

      He’d uttered that last sentence several times over the last 12 months, only each time the “a year” was replaced with whatever amount of time it had been since my brother’s death. His eyes told me he missed my mom more than my brother. His passing, regardless of whose fault it was, tore my mom from us and replaced her with a grief-crippled shell.

      She never left the house. On this vacation, a hotel replaced the house.

      Anyway, I remember the day I met Sandy well. I stood on the beach, staring out at the waves. I was alone, of course. The air was chilly, but not bad for early summer. Waves crashed violently against the rocks to either side of the beach, a comforting sound. I don’t know how long I stood there, just thinking. Thinking about my mom and dad and what the future might hold.

      Eventually, my stomach let me know I needed to find something to eat. My dad gave me a daily allowance, and I had no illusions that he would join me for lunch. I kicked the sand off my feet and turned to find a girl about my height standing right in my way.

      “Hi,” she said. “I’m Sandy.”

      “That’s a great name for a girl on a beach,” I answered.

      Sandy closed her green eyes, tossed her auburn hair, and laughed. “That’s funny. I didn’t even think of it until now. Where are you from?”

      “Idaho,” I said.

      “You on vacation?”

      “Yeah. My mom…” I stared at my bare feet. My big toe was longer than the rest, which meant something about me. I couldn’t remember what. “She needed time away from home.”

      “I understand,” Sandy said. “I’m from Utah, and I guess my mom needed this trip too.”

      “Yeah? What happened to her?”

      “My dad left us. But she found a new — person. He brought us here.”

      “My brother left us too, but probably not the same way your dad did. My mom can’t get past it.”

      “And you did?” Sandy asked.

      “Did what?”

      “Get past it?”

      “Nope,” I said, looking the new girl in the eyes. “Are you over your dad leaving?”

      “Yep,” she replied. “But this new guy isn’t any better.”

      “Your mom has a type.”

      Sandy laughed again. “She sure does. One I don’t like.”

      “Want to get ice cream?” I asked, thinking I didn’t need a healthy lunch, and suggesting a salad might not earn me any points with her. “I have a few bucks and my parents won’t miss me. Dad is too busy trying to fix mom.”

      “My mom’s boyfriend Brent is trying to fix her too. Probably not the same way though.” Sandy looked down at her feet then back up with a smile.

      I laughed. Really laughed. It was the first time I’d done that since that fateful day. As annoying and even dangerous as my brother had been, he often made me laugh.

      Sandy held out her hand, I took it, and we walked together up the beach toward the colorful row of concession stands.

      The conversation was as warm as my new friend’s touch, and I was glad I found her.

      Two days passed quickly. We met each morning after breakfast. Our skin transformed from Northwest pale to bright red, but neither of us cared. We applied sunscreen too late, lotion to ease the sting, and talked about parents, school, pets, and food we liked and didn’t like. Our conversations put the sweet in sweet sixteen.

      The third morning, Sandy showed up on the beach. I noticed what looked like a bruise on her upper arm that hadn’t been there the night before.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, rubbing the spot.

      “That wasn’t there last night.”

      She looked down at her feet, silent, and I knew. “Brent did this, didn’t he?”

      Sandy nodded.

      “What about your mom? Does he hit her?” I wanted to know. Because I felt an odd itch.

      “No,” she said. But she looked down at her shoes again and shuffled her sandal-clad feet.

      “That sucks for your mom,” I said, and burped, tasting mostly O.J. She was lying, I knew it. “At least my mom is just depressed. Have you told anyone?” That’s what I should have done. I should have told someone about what really happened to my brother. The police, my parents. But I didn’t.

      “He doesn’t like me staying out all day with you,” she said. “In fact, I have to go back soon and hang out with my mom and him.”

      “Why?” Nicky said. “Just tell him no and stay with me.” I finally found a friend. How dare he take her from me? He wasn’t even her dad.

      “I think he wants me to like him better. I think my mom wants that, too.”

      “She can’t make you like someone. You can’t even make yourself like someone.”

      Sandy nodded. “I know.”

      “Will you be able to come out later?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you when you can?”

      We traded phone numbers and agreed to text. Even though I’d never met Brent, I didn’t like him. He stood in the way of what I wanted. He hurt my friend and her mom, and now because of him, I faced a boring day.

      I looked out at the ocean and pulled in a deep breath through my nose. I smelled the fishiness of the beach. Underneath it all, I swear even all these years later that I smelled blood.

      The day passed slowly. Alone, my mind raced. First, it was a million miles away. Or at least about 400 miles, and a year before. My brother left bruises, too, and I realized then how bad things had been.

      If only I’d had someone to help me. Maybe I could help Sandy.

      Sandy appeared on the beach that afternoon with two people, one clearly her mom. Sandy was a mini version of her. The other I assumed was Brent. I jogged over.

      “Hi,” Sandy greeted. Brent stared and I felt his eyes crawl over my body. His gaze met mine, and he scowled.

      “Hi,” he said. “You must be Sandy’s friend.

      “We just met this week.”

      “That’s nice. She’s spending time with me and her mom today, but maybe the two of you can meet up tomorrow?”

      “Sure,” I said. “No worries.”

      He turned away, and I mouthed the word “Jerk!” to Sandy. She giggled, but her mom saw, and frowned.

      “I gotta go. See you in the morning?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Sandy hugged me, and as we separated, she kissed my cheek.

      I liked her kiss and I hated Brent even more in that moment.

      I dreamt often of my brother, and that night was no exception. Only from time to time in that dream, Brent’s face replaced his, and I dreamed of Sandy’s mom’s boyfriend impaled on a stake of his own.

      I guess killing is like anything else. Practice makes perfect. I never imagined how perfect I would get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Arrival

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Max Boucher stood at the edge of a park in Cedar Peak next to a running trail, a brief stop to let his dog Russ take care of some business before heading to his hotel for the night. It was late: he'd left Seattle after two, and the drive had taken a little longer than anticipated. He'd white-knuckled the climbing, twisting roads that covered the last 20 miles before he reached the mountain town. If the few dead deer he'd spotted along the way were any indication, slowing down had been wise indeed.

      The air was cleaner than he imagined, but also thin due to elevation. The sign outside town said 7,200 feet and declared a population of just over 1,100. He found both hard to believe, estimating the elevation to be higher, and the population likely lower.

      As he looked around at the cedar trees, oversized trunks indicating their age, he smiled. Crickets chirped, and an owl hooted.

      A moment later, a scream pierced the night followed by a second one, this time an audible, “Help! Somebody!” Immediately he headed that way, Russ on a leash by his side. Two years out of the force, and he still couldn't help himself. Streetlights, dim and aging, provided some light on the narrow trail.

      Surprisingly, he hadn't been alone in the park, and a few people jogged ahead of him, most dressed for exercise, a couple with dogs in tow. He cursed trying to keep up, but also trying to avoid the small rocks and obstacles in the trail. His stiff, swollen knee held him back, but his own dog, Russ, tugged impatiently at his leash. He kept telling himself his injury really wasn't that bad, but the more he walked, the less effective the ibuprofen he'd swallowed on the drive became.

      It only happened a matter of hours ago, he told himself. Give yourself a break.

      He entered an area where the running trail widened, and the trees were a little farther apart. A man lay on his back on the compacted dirt, a growing pool of blood under his right thigh. Max quickly tied Russ's leash to a bench beside the trail, ordering him to sit and stay.

      A young, good-looking brunette knelt beside the fallen man, her hand pressed against what appeared to be the source of the blood, trying to stop it. Something odd stuck out from between her fingers.

      A small crowd had gathered, no one moving to help her.

      Max pushed past them and knelt next to the pair, his knee protesting. He whipped his belt from its loops and ran it around the man's upper thigh. The brunette wore jogging shorts, a light tank top, and a headphone dangled from one ear. No sound came out of it.

      “What happened?” he asked, tightening his grip while examining the wound the best he could through her clasped hands. The object in the wound was long, black, and appeared to be some kind of arrow.

      “I have no idea,” she said. “I came around the corner and found him on the ground, bleeding.”

      The blood had slowed to a trickle, but Max doubted that was due to his improvised tourniquet. He searched for a pulse. There wasn't one. The sirens rising in the distance would arrive too late.

      The man, whoever he'd been, was dead. From the type of wound, whatever was lodged in the wound had severed his femoral artery, or at least nicked it. The victim would have had two minutes, maybe three, before bleeding out.

      “Miss?” he said, relaxing his grip on the belt and snapping his fingers in front of the woman's eyes. “Miss?”

      She shook her head and he thought she smiled for a second, but he must have imagined it. Shock took over, and she trembled.

      “You can let go now. He's gone.”

      Her bloody hands went to her face and she bowed her head. Her shoulders shook, and he laid his hand on her arm. “It's okay,” he said, knowing it wasn't.

      Max took the opportunity to examine the object embedded in the man's thigh.

      A short arrow? No, a bolt from a crossbow. He'd seen them in movies and even fired one once at summer camp.

      A strange choice for a murder weapon, he thought, immediately jumping to the only logical conclusion.

      “Come on,” he said, standing with some effort and leading her away from the body. She’d transferred some of the blood on her hands to her face.

      As he escorted the woman to one side of the path, he glanced around. Russ still sat patiently but did the “almost stand” of a dog impatient to be by his master's side. She stood on her own for a second or two before sinking to the bench where his dog was tied.

      Max studied the scene. Those in the small crowd exchanged murmured words. A few held cell phones, a couple using them to take photos, others speaking urgently into them. The man lay near a bend in the trail. He must have been running in the direction Max and the others had come from. The trees were further apart, but there were bushes around the bottom that would have made a decent hiding spot. The shot must have come from the tree line on the other side of the path if he was right about the angles.

      His instincts wanted to take over, secure the scene, call for forensics. But that wasn't his role anymore.

      Every face he could see wore the appropriate look of shock. The killer must have fled, the only person who might have seen him was dead, and none of these people other than the jogger who found him looked like witnesses.

      “What did you say your name was?” he asked the woman.

      “Nicky,” she answered. “Nicky Redfield. Is that your dog?”

      “Yeah, this is Russ. I'm Max. Nice to meet you. I think it's best we don't shake hands until they get you cleaned up.” As he said it, he looked down and saw blood on his shoes, his knees, and even a little on his own hands. He was a walking evidence collector.

      Nicky was covered as well. Blood covered her arms, her knees, and her shoes. She must have found the recently deceased right after whatever happened, happened.

      “You from around here?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I teach at the elementary school.” Nicky hugged herself. “So did he.”

      Russ sat between them, looking up at her expectantly.

      “You knew him?”

      “Y-yes. His name was Jeff Winger.”

      “Were you running together?”

      “No. We had...we didn't care much for each other. We weren't really friends.”

      “I see,” Max said. But he didn't. Something felt--wrong in his gut.

      It's none of your goddam business, Max, he told himself. You're here to find a horse and go home.

      The voice in his head was right. But Max had never been good at heeding that kind of advice from himself or others. Russ looked up at him.

      Let's go, his eyes said.

      Even the dog gets it, he thought. But his clothing had the victim's blood on it. He needed to give the cops at least the option of gathering the evidence he wore.

      From his right, he heard a scream and turned to look. A red-haired woman sprinted toward the scene. She wore a short denim skirt, a button-down blouse, and dress shoes.

      “Maggie?” Nicky said, eyes wide.

      Max looked from her to the new arrival and moved to intercept her.

      The woman nearly ran into him full tilt, but Max managed to stop her and turn her around. His knee screamed in protest as he used his leverage to hold her.

      “Stop,” he said, flashing back to many similar scenes he'd encountered in his years with Seattle P.D. “You don't want to go over there. You don't need to see.”

      “Yes, I do! Who is that on the ground?”

      “Shh, calm down,” Max said.

      Nicky appeared beside him. “Maggie,” she said.

      “What are you doing here?” the new arrival asked.

      “I was jogging. I found--it's Jeff.”

      “Jeff? I was supposed to meet him after--” her voice cut off in a wail.

      Max stepped back to give the women some space. A moment later an ambulance arrived with a squad car right behind it.

      EMT's quickly surrounded the body, and uniformed police officers disbursed the crowd and blocked off the scene with yellow tape. One of them approached their small huddle.

      “Nicky?” she said.

      “Karen?” Nicky answered.

      “What happened?”

      “I don't know,” Nicky looked at her and sobbed. Max backed away a few steps and went to untie Russ.

      “Who's this?” Karen said, pointing at him.

      “I'm Max. Max Boucher,” he said as he rejoined them.

      “That your dog?”

      “Yep, that's Russ.”

      “You local PD? I don't remember seeing you before.”

      “Private Detective. From Seattle. Just happened on the scene and jumped in to help. Your friend Nicky did her best, but...”

      “Yeah. Looks like his femoral was severed. He didn't have a chance.”

      Maggie sobbed again and clung to Nicky. The two seemed to be holding each other up.

      Karen stared at the pair and then at Max. “You guys okay?”

      “As well as can be expected,” Max said and shrugged.

      “That knee looks nasty. Did you do that here?” she gestured at the scene in general. “You want me to check it out for you?”

      “I did it several hours ago, in Seattle. It's fine, thanks.”

      “It doesn't look fine,” she said but turned her attention to the two women.

      “You alright, Nicky?”

      “I'm okay,” the woman said quietly. “At least physically.”

      “And you, Maggie?”

      “Jeff and I just got engaged,” Maggie said. “when I got back last week.”

      “What?” Nicky's face hardened.

      “We've been dating since Christmas.”

      “You said he worked at the school with you, Miss Redfield?” Max asked.

      “We all did,” Maggie said. “I’m a teacher too. Jeff just started last year.”

      A short round man wearing a tuxedo and looking a bit like a penguin walked up. As he did, Karen waved and walked toward the scene to join the other EMTs.

      “Maggie. Nicky,” the man said. “What happened here?”

      “Someone got killed,” Max interrupted.

      “And you are?” the man turned toward him.

      “Max Boucher.” he extended his hand.

      “You a cop, Captain Obvious?”

      “Private dick. From Seattle.”

      “Good. You a witness?”

      “Arrived on scene and tried to assist. I was too late.”

      “I see. You have quite a bit of evidence on you.”

      “I do.”

      “We're gonna need your clothes and shoes.”

      “My shoes?” Max looked down.

      “Yeah, all of it. Where are you staying?”

      “The Longbranch.”

      The cop snorted. “What room?”

      “Nine, I think. I didn't get a chance to check in before I ended up here.”

      “Okay, I'll meet you there in 30 minutes. Give you a chance to change.”

      “Sounds fine.”

      “You found him?” he said, turning to Nicky.

      “Yes,” she said. “I came around the corner and he was lying there, bleeding. Max here tried to help.”

      “She tried her best,” Max added.

      The detective stared at him and his eyes followed the leash.

      “You bring your dog on the scene?”

      “Nope. Tied him off to the side. He stayed out of the way.”

      “Good.”

      “I didn't catch your name, officer.”

      “Kellerman. Keep your nose out of our business, Bow-che-urr.” The detective intentionally butchered his name, turned, back to Nicky. “We'll want to get your statement, as soon as possible. Stick around, alright?”

      She nodded, and Maggie stayed by her side as the pair followed the detective toward a dust brown Ford, clearly an unmarked police vehicle.

      Max studied the scene with the typical yellow triangles, a uniformed deputy snapping pictures, and technicians scouring the area. A news truck sat nearby, and a few reporters stood behind yellow police tape. He wondered what town close enough to here even had someone to send.

      There was something off about this crime scene, and he knew if it was his, he wouldn't rest until he figured it out. But it wasn't. He turned and limped the other way, Russ at a simple heel, keeping pace with him. He headed for his hotel room.

      He'd love to find a drink on the way, but the cop would be waiting for him. He hoped he could get his clothes back quickly, and that he had packed at least a decent second pair of shoes.

      He pulled a pill bottle from his pocket, spun off the cap, and dry-swallowed two ibuprofen. That would have to do until tomorrow morning. He was sure he'd seen a liquor store, probably closed, on the way into town. That would be one of his first stops tomorrow.
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      Morning came with disappointment. Brent seemed determined to keep Sandy and me apart. I didn’t like the way he looked at me when we met for breakfast.

      “Sandy will be hanging out with us again today,” he told me, part of a waffle protruding from his thin, evil lips. His dark, thinning hair came to a point just above his forehead. There were no “crow’s feet” at the corners of his eyes. He must not smile at all.

      Asshole.

      Fresh bruises decorated Sandy’s mom’s arm.

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” I told him. “Maybe I can join you guys on the beach.”

      He simply said, “Sure.”

      I saw Sandy’s disappointment. She didn’t want to go with him, I could tell. She wanted to be with me as much as I wanted to spend time with her.

      So I followed them as they moved through their morning, allowing Sandy to see me from time to time and waving.

      Finally, she broke away around noon, and we ran down the beach to a fish and chips place on the dock. We ate fries and battered cod, smiled, and laughed. She kissed me on the cheek again when she went to rejoin her horrible family.

      I went back to our hotel room and checked on my dad. He looked up at me from beside my mom with longing, and I could tell he needed to escape for a bit. None of this was his fault, but he paid the price for my sins and my mother’s inability to recover. She just stared at the ceiling, nearly catatonic. I wondered what medications she’d taken.

      “I’ll sit with her,” I told him.

      “Thanks, honey,” he said. “I’ll just go for a quick walk and get some drinks. You want anything, Mother?”

      He always called her ‘Mother’ then. She didn’t answer.

      I took my dad’s place next to her. She didn’t move as the television delivered the sounds and false cheers of a useless game show.

      When the door clicked shut, she suddenly turned on me.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. Her eyes stared at a point behind me, and I wondered if she even saw me. “Why are you here, and not your brother?”

      “Mom, I—”

      “Your father says it was an accident, but I know better. You killed him.”

      “No, mom.”

      “You’ve been different from the day he died. I know why. You’re a killer.”

      I stayed silent. I wasn’t a killer yet, not on purpose. At least that’s what I told myself. But Brent’s face flashed in my head, and I knew I wanted to be.

      Something itched inside me when I was around him. It was the same urge that had propelled me into my brother and sent him into that fence post.

      But I wanted my mom to find her way back to us before she sucked the life from my father, from me. But I didn’t say it, just returned her stare.

      “Don’t say anything then,” she said. “You killed your brother, and you would kill me if you had the chance. Why don’t you just get out?”

      “I told dad I would stay,” I answered.

      “I don’t need a babysitter. Especially not you. Get out.”

      “No.”

      “Get out, killer!”

      I stayed, silent, not answering her allegation or even looking at her.

      “At least go in the other room. Leave me to my programs.”

      “Your programs?” I said, anger getting the best of me. “Are your programs that important? We’re at a great place, with a beach and everything. Dad worked hard to get you away from home, away from the place—”

      I stopped. The place where I killed your son? The place where the bad thing happened? What had I been about to say?

      We had a suite. I went to the bedroom portion and left her sitting in her chair, alone.

      I closed my eyes and waited for my dad to return. When he did, I heard him and my mother murmur something to each other.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked when he came into the room.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Mom just wanted to be alone, I guess.”

      He shrugged. “Well, you can go explore again if you like.”

      I did just that. As I walked, my blood boiled. My mother called me a killer. I wanted it not to be true and at the same time I wanted to embrace that identity.

      Then I rounded the corner and saw Sandy standing, arms crossed over her chest protectively, facing Brent.

      He pointed his finger at her, and I saw him yelling.

      Yelling.

      I caught a few words. Something about her mother and family time. Then she stomped and spun to walk away. He grabbed her arm. She shook him off and broke into a run.

      He made to follow, but a small crowd had gathered and people stared at him. He turned and walked back into a small café. The sign in the window promised ice cream and pastries.

      Sandy was a victim. A captive. And her mother was Brent’s accomplice.

      Sandy deserved better. I caught up to her quickly. She sat on a large rock, her head in her hands. She looked up as I approached. She’d been crying. That prick made her cry.

      People shouldn’t have so much control over others. It wasn’t right.

      She held her arms out, and I walked into them. Her hug felt good, but an odd kind of good. Besides increasing how much I liked her, it made me hate Brent more.

      “I can’t stand him,” she said.

      “I only saw the part where you left,” I told her. “What happened?”

      “I just want to get away. I wish my mom would dump him.”

      “She won’t, will she?”

      “No. He asked her to marry him last night. She said yes.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, looking into her eyes. “I wish there was something I could do.”

      “So do I,” she said.

      But there was something. You know what happened already, don’t you?

      I had an idea, but to make my feeble plan work, I needed more information. I asked her a lot of questions about her mom, Brent, and their plans for the rest of the week. I asked her if he ever went out on his own without one of them.

      She said he would sometimes, to get her mom something.

      “Like ice cream or a snack?” I asked. I wondered for a moment if he was really being abusive. Maybe I had it wrong.

      “My mom has cravings, so she sends him out for something almost every night after we eat supper.”

      That was good. I convinced her to rejoin them, and act like everything was fine. “That way, they’ll let you spend the day with me tomorrow,” I told her.

      “I’d like that,” she said. She kissed me again when we parted, this time on the lips. She smiled, and I smiled back, but my mind raced. I had a problem to solve. For the first time since I killed my brother, I felt like I might be able to do something useful.

      I watched her go. In my head, I pictured Brent bleeding, dying on the ground.

      It was an odd sort of prophecy, and the first time I ever saw things that way. It certainly wasn’t the last.
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