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“Redneck Ranch is a murder mystery set in a small town with characters you’ll fall in love with and who feel like family. Everything you could want in a book: an idyllic setting, relatable characters, suspense, drama, and romance! I loved the beautiful ranch settings with the multitude of farm animals that lend a sense of humor to the underlying seriousness of the book. It's a great book to curl up on the couch with and get lost in the surroundings of Stoneybrook.” ~ Stacy Robinson

“Redneck Ranch has it all! I loved spending time in Stoneybrook and getting to know the wonderful townsfolk and fun animals. Harley and Wyatt's budding romance offsets the evil threatening the quaint Oregon town. Kimila Kay has written an engaging mystery novel that leaves you yearning to return to Stoneybrook soon.” ~ Cindy Schmid

“Kimila Kay has rounded up a group of characters that are so appealing and fun to read. While the story is a mystery, there is a lot of humor and romance. Reading Redneck Ranch left me wanting to continue following the adventures of Stoneybrook, which could be addictive.”  ~ Mary Eastman

“Redneck Ranch is one of those books that is hard to put down. It’s a murder mystery with a sense of humor and a romance to boot! The story has engaging characters, a farm, and a small-town setting that seems familiar. A must-read!” ~ Gina Greb
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To my son, Derrick James Henson, aka Deputy Derrick Austin Stone. Derrick was taken too soon, but during our thirty-six years together, he taught me how to live, love, and laugh. We enjoyed countless hours shopping, going to lunch, and watching movies. Despite being autistic, Derrick dreamed big. He admired law enforcement and wanted to be a policeman or a sheriff. His backup plan was to be a pirate! Derrick always told you that you were beautiful and that he loved you. He was quick to wrap you in a bear hug and leave a sloppy, wet kiss on your cheek. But what those who loved him will remember forever is his big booming belly laugh ... which, if you listen closely, you can hear rumbling down from the heavens.

​

“To me, redneck is a sense of self and a way of life.”

Gretchen Wilson

REDNECK RANCH
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This fabulous brand was created for the Redneck Ranch by my talented sister, Mona Dufour. I hope you feel the meaning of this symbol deep in your redneck soul as a heartfelt “Thank You” for visiting Stoneybrook and all the wonderful people and animals, you meet along the way.

“If someone in a Home Depot store offers you assistance and they don't work there, you live in Oregon.” Jeff Foxworthy

REDNECK RANCH

A Haven for Misfits 
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CHAPTER ONE
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It had been six years since an unsolved crime covered Stoneybrook in a cloud of suspicion. The small idyllic town seemed to vibrate with distrust as citizens still debated their theories of the crime over their ham and eggs every morning at the Babbling Brook Café.

Who, they wondered, could be responsible for the brutal murder of sweet, young Alice Creedy? Had a black-hearted cowboy chasing the summer rodeo circuit lain in wait for her as she emerged from the Rocky River Bar after she’d enjoyed too many beers? Possibly a drifter on his way to nowhere? Or maybe a migrant worker following spring crops through Oregon—offering her free asparagus or kale. Was the killer a neighbor? A friend? A family member? An assailant she would have trusted enough to accept a ride to her death?

The Stone County Sheriff’s Department still considered the case active, but little time or resources could be devoted to the stalled investigation without new leads. At the time of the homicide, they’d been unable to collect any real evidence. The killer had left no DNA, fibers, or fingerprints. The dirt floor of the old barn showed no shoe impressions. And no one had heard poor Alice scream for help. Despite their efforts, nothing useful had developed to aid the dedicated officers anxious to bring a killer to justice.

Now, after so many years, everyone agreed it would take a miracle to solve Alice’s murder, such as someone coming forward with new information or the discovery of a long-lost clue.

Or perhaps—a similar murder.

Well, maybe it’s time to let the people of this bucolic town know I’m back.
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Her Friday morning wake-up call began crowing promptly at five am. The first time Buckeye had ca-cawed her awake before sunrise, Harley Harper had seriously considered having fried chicken for dinner. Harley tossed the bedding aside and planted her feet on the well-worn braided rug, the aroma of brewing coffee propelling her out of bed.

Harley flipped on a light and navigated the rickety stairs to the landing. The staircase was designed so two sets of stairs angled down from the landing. One set led to the old farmhouse’s living room. Harley padded down the other stairs to the kitchen, shuffled to the counter, and poured coffee into a chipped mug adorned with kittens. Sipping the hot hazelnut blend, she slid an English muffin into the toaster.

The Cuisinart coffee maker had been a recent purchase because the local DairyMart didn’t carry K-cups for her Keurig. The Keurig was the only wedding gift she’d brought to Stoneybrook when she fled Manhattan after her failed nuptials on May seventh. When she’d asked a store clerk if they carried K-cups, he’d given her the stink eye and then informed her that Oregon prided itself on being a green state. Harley had originally ordered reusable K-pods but learned after a few pre-dawn wake-up calls she’d need a pot of coffee—versus a cup at a time—to get through the morning. Hence, the Cuisinart purchase.

After the debacle in Manhattan, Harley headed west in her blue Lexus coupe as a plan, rising like a Phoenix from the ashes of her past, began to formulate over the five-day drive. She’d spent her childhood in upstate New York in the small town of Malone. It was a rural oasis featuring dairy farms, potato growers, and, most famously, the home of Laura Ingalls Wilder and her husband Almanzo. Harley’s grandparents had owned a horse training facility with fields sloping toward the banks of Little Trout River. She’d spent her summers mucking out stalls, feeding, and grooming her four-legged charges. Her grandfather helped owners train their steeds for various shows and competitions, while Gram gave riding lessons to youngsters dreaming of owning a horse someday.

Harley had been happy on her grandparents’ horse ranch, so owning her own horse facility seemed logical. Besides, her new ranch had a horse barn with a perfect arena for training horses, and she could finally use her Riding Master’s degree from Meredith Manor College. The large barn also had a separate section that included stalls for smaller animals.

Buckeye had moved her rooster impression to the back porch, and Harley could hear the other animals stirring. When she’d toured the farm, named the Redneck Ranch by its previous owners, she hadn’t paid attention to the animals milling about. She knew from the real estate ad that the farmhouse came furnished and assorted farm supplies had been left behind in the old barn. She hadn’t thought to clarify her lack of interest in keeping the small menagerie that greeted her on her first day at the ranch.

As a cash buyer, Harley had pushed for a closing date within a week and had hesitated to ask the realtor, Sally, the best way to rehome the animals. When she finally did, the always-perky realtor narrowed her eyes at Harley and informed her that her new menagerie had been rescued by the ranch’s original owners, Merle and Mable Keff, making the farm the last stop in the animals’ lives. According to Sally, the childless Keffs had made it their life’s mission to rescue, foster, and adopt all animals needing a loving, safe home. In the last few years, the Keff’s vet, Hannah Sloan, had helped find new homes for most of their animals before the elderly couple moved to Stoneybrook Senior Center. The remaining motley crew were now in Harley’s care.

She finished the last bite of muffin, filled a travel mug with coffee, and stepped into the mudroom. The space had been designed perfectly: a utility sink, washer and dryer, and a bathroom. After shucking her shorty pajamas, she donned leggings from the dryer and pulled on a sweatshirt. Slipping on rubber boots, she headed out to feed the animals. Buckeye greeted her with a fluffy feather dance as she led the way to the animal barn, where her chicken cohorts milled about, pecking bugs from the dirt.

The history of her ranch flitted through Harley’s mind as she crossed the large gravel lot. Sally mentioned that the land had originally belonged to Levi Stone, an Englishman who had arrived in Oregon eighteen years before it became a state in 1859. He established his homestead, which eventually became Broken River Ranch and spanned five hundred square miles southwest of the river. In 1842, an Irishman named Redmond O’Brien approached Levi and asked if he could buy land for a sheep ranch. The two men became lifelong friends, sharing their love for ranching and overcoming the worrisome issues of over-grazed pastures and diminishing water resources.

Levi had called the redheaded Irishman Red, whose neck was always bright red from endless hours in the sun. The nickname stuck, and eventually, the O’Brien Ranch became the Redneck Ranch.

Harley glanced at the old barn, which, like the house, was built in 1947. The weathered barn sat a few yards from the newer one, looming large like an overbearing parent. Harley had poked around the ancient barn—where old tools covered in dust and cobwebs sat alongside farm equipment that looked unused for years. The dark, musty barn echoed with the sounds of scurrying critters. She’d bolted when a rather large spider appeared before her, dangling from a rustic beam.

Harley knew the Keffs rented five of the twenty acres to a local farmer who grew hay, corn, and other assorted crops. She planned to do the same, hoping the combined income from renting the land and training horses would mean she didn’t have to dip into her trust fund. She’d used most of her savings to buy the ranch, and accessing her trust fund would eventually lead to interaction with her mother. Harley wanted to avoid contact with Esther for as long as possible.

She glanced at the ancient structure, a prickling sensation blooming at the back of her neck as she followed Buckeye to the new barn. She couldn’t explain the unease she’d felt inside the barn, but a case of the heebie-jeebies had kept her from visiting again.

Harley silently thanked the Keffs for adding the new structure. Butch and Sundance, pigmy goat siblings, bounded toward her, circling her as she moved through the horse barn. Trigger, a fifteen-hand, sorrel quarter horse, nickered and bumped the rail of his stall with his massive chest. An older hog, Hoss, living out his golden years on the ranch, had claimed an empty stall. He turned around with a grunt, showing her his backside. A streak of black whizzed by, and a squeak from a mouse told her Miss Kitty was taking advantage of the sunny May morning to hunt her favorite prey. Scarlett and Rhett, miniature ponies retired from endless kiddie rides, stuck their noses through the green rails of their smaller gate for a drive-by pat. Harley stopped in front of Maverick’s stall, where Festus, the ancient barn cat, slept curled nose to tail in a pile of straw.

“Damn it!” Harley said as she did a full circle turn, hoping to find the errant donkey hiding in the barn. “Damned donkey!”

Harley hurried through the morning feeding ritual and headed for the house. The screen door slammed behind her as she entered the mudroom and kicked off her boots. She poured the last coffee into the chipped mug and climbed the creaking stairs to her bedroom.

The old house had the standard three bedrooms and one full bathroom layout on the second floor. She’d slept with the lights on her first week in her new home, not because she was scared, although the house seemed to come alive at night with sounds she couldn’t quite identify. She was more concerned that she’d run into walls, stub her toes, or make a wrong turn and fall down the narrow staircase to the landing.

Harley had chosen the largest bedroom, with east and south-facing windows offering a splendid view of the mountains bordering acres of farmland. She’d placed her bed on the wall facing the east so sunlight would bathe her room in the morning. She’d added a second-hand desk and battered metal filing cabinet to the smallest bedroom, which had previously been a sewing room. The cheerful room featured colorful rag-tied curtains. The third bedroom served as a guest room with a comfy queen bed facing a large window looking over the front yard. A corner housed a well-worn wingback chair, a bookcase with old copies of the classics, and a small table with a beautiful antique hurricane lamp.

The morning air was still cool, but according to the weather app on her phone, a high of eighty was expected. Warm for Memorial Day weekend. Harley wished she could slip on a tank top and cutoffs but knew her journey to find Maverick could take most of the day. The last thing she needed was a sunburn and saddle sores. Harley zipped up her Wranglers, slid into a ratty college T-shirt, brushed her teeth, and retraced her steps back to the kitchen.

As she grabbed a protein bar and filled a Yeti thermos with cold water from the water cooler, she reminded herself she needed to have someone look at her well. Harley grabbed her phone, stepped into the mudroom, and plopped her cowboy hat on her head. The week after she’d bought the Redneck Ranch, Harley visited Buckles & Baubles, a western clothing store where she’d stocked up on ranch wear: cowboy hat, boots, and all.

Her Ariat boots still felt tight across her arch as she neared Trigger’s stall. He whinnied as she approached with his bridle in hand, and she wondered if he, too, was thinking Damned donkey!

Maverick had proved to be the most challenging of all her new animals. Despite Harley’s repeated repairs to his stall, he always found a way to escape. The first time she’d gone looking for him, she’d found a string of fences the stubborn donkey had plowed through and gates he magically opened. Harley loved Oregon’s wide open spaces, but the countless fences marking each owner’s property made her feel boxed in.

Stoneybrook sat nestled in a valley surrounded by hills that bled into mountains. Thirty miles from a major city, the small town offered the anonymity Harley craved after her very public, very embarrassing left-at-the alter fiasco four weeks ago. Her cross-country trek had helped quell some of her anger, but Harley had no intentions of forgiving her ex-fiancé. Or her mother. Ever.

“Hey,” Harley patted Trigger’s side. “Are you pooching out your stomach?” She yanked on the saddle cinch. Trigger pinned his ears back and whipped his head around to glare at her. Western saddles were still somewhat foreign to her, and she wished she’d brought her English riding saddle to Oregon.

“All right, all right.” Harley gave the cinch one more tug. “Carrot treats after we find Maverick. I promise.”

Trigger bobbed his head as if he agreed, and she gathered the reins to lead him toward the front yard. As she exited the barn, Harley stopped at the sound of a knock on her front door. Trigger tossed his head and danced around as a dog loped past the corner of the house, followed by a young man in a sheriff’s uniform.

The mangy mongrel sniffed her boots before looking up at her, then trotted off toward the animal barn. Harley, distracted by the strange dog, hadn’t realized the man now stood directly in front of her. She took a step back. “Can I help you?”

“I brought Trampas home,” he said, his voice a monotone.

Harley tried to make eye contact, but he seemed to be looking past her. “Trampas?”

His ice-blue eyes met hers briefly. “Your dog.”

Harley nodded as it dawned on her that the pooch had probably belonged to the Keffs. She smiled and extended her hand, but her visitor had resumed looking at a point behind her.

He abruptly stepped forward and shook her hand as he said, “Deputy Sheriff Stone, Ms. Harper.” He took another quick look and continued. “Nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you too, Sheriff—”

He interrupted her, “Deputy Sheriff.”

“Right, Deputy Sheriff.” Harley smiled. “Do you have a first name?”

“Derrick,” he replied, turning and heading up the driveway.

“Wait,” Harley called and followed him, Trigger in tow. “Where’s your car?”

“I don’t drive,” Derrick said, continuing his march toward the road. “Maverick’s visiting the stables at the next farm over.” He pointed without turning around.

“Thanks!” Harley called after him as he trudged down Little Creek Road toward Stoneybrook.

Turning to mount Trigger, Harley’s gaze fell on the point in the distance where Deputy Stone had been staring. The old barn. She’d found his lack of eye contact disconcerting. Now that she knew he’d fixed his stare on the dilapidated building, her pulse quickened, and she wondered what he found so fascinating about the relic. Her unease dissipated when Buckeye let loose a barrage of squawks as she burst from the chicken coop with Trampas closely on her tail.

“Bad dog,” Harley yelled, rushing toward the pair. Buckeye blew past her before circling and heading back to her perch. Harley grabbed Trampas’s collar, and the mutt yelped. He came to an abrupt halt next to her.

Harley knelt and looked him in the eyes, one green, one blue. “Okay, pal, if you’re going to live here, you need to respect the other animals.”

Trampas licked her cheek and sat. “Gross!” She wiped her face with the sleeve of her T-shirt and let go of his collar.

She slipped her boot into the stirrup and swung into Trigger’s saddle. The quarter horse made a full turn before she could rein him in and head toward the neighboring fields.

Harley hadn’t had time to meet any of her neighbors. Over the years, the original acres of the Redneck Ranch had been sold, and now most of the ranches were twenty-acre plots. Each ranch had a farmhouse at the front of the property facing the road, a large barn, and outbuildings scattered behind. Trigger plodded along the familiar path etched into her side meadow, which followed Little Creek as it meandered southeast across five acres. Usually, she would have let Trigger, Maverick, and the minis have a few hours in the pasture to enjoy the morning sunshine. But thanks to the errant donkey, plans had changed.

Five minutes into their trek, Harley wiped sweat from her brow. She dropped the reins, lifted her hat, twisted her hair on her head, and replaced the woven Livingston. A sweet, earthy aroma drifted on the wind. She glanced across dark green fields at the blend of Queen Anne’s Lace and cattails lining both sides of the stream.

Trampas, who’d been tagging along, raced ahead and guarded a gap in the fence. Maverick had trampled the square wire fencing and the hotwire on the opposite side, low enough to step over the crumpled heap and be on his way. Harley made a mental note to check into having a hotwire strung along her fences. Maybe the stubborn donkey would think twice about wandering off after being jolted by two thousand volts a couple of times.

As she approached the opening, she tapped Trigger’s sides with the heels of her boots to encourage him to step over the tangled mess. Trigger stopped short and whinnied his disapproval, rearing up on his hind legs. Harley grabbed at the saddle horn but couldn’t get a grip. She slipped off the rearing horse, landing hard on her backside. Trigger’s hooves thudded to the ground, and he headed for home. Trampas trotted to her side and licked her cheek again as a shadow fell across them.

“Are you hurt?” a baritone voice asked.

Harley swiveled her head in the man’s direction. Bright sunshine blinded her, and she raised a hand to shade her eyes. The man, backlit by the sun, sat astride a beautiful buckskin.

“I’m fine,” Harley said as she wiped Trampas’ slobber from her cheek with her palm and came to her feet. “Thanks—”

“Wyatt,” he replied as he swung down from his mount.

“As in Earp?” She smiled at her intended joke.

“Stone.” He extended his hand.

When Harley stepped closer to shake his hand, her smile widened as she realized her Wyatt Earp joke hit the mark. Wyatt Stone looked like a younger version of Kurt Russell’s character in the movie Tombstone: square jaw, mustache, and all.

“Harley Harper.” She shook his hand.

“The new owner of the Redneck Ranch.” He lifted his hat and ran his fingers through his light brown hair.

His blue eyes held her gaze, and her cheeks warmed. “That’s me.” She noticed “Stone County Sheriff” embroidered on the pocket of his tan shirt.

“Which also makes you Maverick’s owner.” He patted Trampas on the head.

“Guilty.” She picked up her hat and plopped it onto her head. “Deputy Stone brought Trampas home and told me Maverick’s at the neighboring ranch.”

“Yes, that’s my place.”

“Oh, so you’re my neighbor.”

He nodded and pointed to the south, “Broken River Ranch is just past that group of trees.”

“I hope he hasn’t caused any trouble.”

Looking at the mangled heap of wire, Wyatt shook his head. “Once he clears this fence, he’s learned to open the gate into my horse paddock.” He smiled, and his eyes twinkled. “I think Maverick fancies my fillies.”

“But he’s a gelding.” Harley brushed dirt from her backside.

Wyatt raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a deterrent.”

“Right.” Harley’s cheeks flamed red again. “I’ve fixed his stall several times, but I think I will need to string a hotwire along my fences.” She jerked a thumb at the mangled mess.

“We share the fence, and I came to check the damage after Maverick appeared,” Wyatt said. “I’ll have one of my guys repair it and string a hotwire on your side.”

“Oh, that would be great,” Harley said. “Let me know the cost.”

Wyatt shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.” He gathered the reins in his hand. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.”

“But what about Maverick?”

“I had a ranch hand bring him back to your—” His cell phone buzzed, and he pulled it from his shirt pocket. He frowned as he climbed into the saddle, freed a stirrup, and extended his hand to her. “There’s been an incident at your place.”

“Is it Maverick? Trigger?” Her voice rose on a wave of panic. “One of the other animals?”

“No,” Wyatt said, his hand still reaching out to her.

Harley stamped her foot. “Tell me, damn it!”

“There’s been a murder.” His horse snorted and shuffled back a few steps as Trampas bolted past them. “You need to come with me now.”

The word murder spun in Harley’s mind as she grasped his hand, stepped into the stirrup, and swung up behind him. She wrapped her arms around his firm abs, with the brim of her hat wedged just beneath his, and her brain bombarded her with questions. Who could’ve been murdered? When could it have happened? Why would a killer pick the Redneck Ranch?

Wyatt spurred his horse into a full gallop and raced after Trampas. Back to the chaos that awaited her.
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Chief covered the short distance back to the Redneck Ranch in minutes. Wyatt brought his horse to a stop near the front porch of Harley’s house. He offered his hand for support, and she slid down from Chief’s back. A whisp of lemongrass floated in the air when she lifted her hair off her neck and adjusted her hat. Harley headed toward the barns as soon as her boots hit the ground, but Wyatt grabbed her arm before she could clear the back of the house.

“I need you to wait here,” he said, loosening his grip.

“No.” Harley jerked her arm free. “It’s my ranch, and I have a right to know what’s going on.” She stormed away from him, but his long legs were no match for her shorter strides.

“Fine, Ms. Harper,” he said as he stepped past her, Chief in tow. “But you will not go into the barn.” He could hear her quick-stepping to keep up with him.

Deputy Stone stood with Deputy Simms outside the old barn’s double doors, where Trampas sat at alert. At six foot, Derrick was slightly taller than Simms, and though Simms was older by a couple of years, Derrick was the more experienced deputy.

Both deputies came to attention when they approached, and Trampas trotted off as if Wyatt’s arrival indicated the mutt’s services weren’t needed any further. Wyatt looped his horse’s reins around the handrail of a dilapidated deck that circled a massive white oak. He picked up a loose piece of straw as the deputies greeted him.

“Hey, Chief,” Simms said, color popping in his cheeks when Wyatt frowned at the moniker.

Placing the straw between his teeth, Wyatt said, “Deputy Simms, this is the owner, Ms. Harper.”

Harley stood next to him, hands jammed onto her hips.

Simms touched his ball cap in greeting and said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea for Ms. Harper to see this.”

“Agreed.” Wyatt nodded and moved the straw to the other side of his mouth. “Where’s the intruder?”

Harley looked up at Wyatt. “What intruder?”

Wyatt ignored her and focused on Derrick, who pointed toward the back of the house.

“I cuffed him.” Derrick looked past Wyatt and Harley as he continued, “Placed him in a lawn chair and secured his leg to the table.”

Harley whirled around. “You!” she snarled and stomped toward the man cuffed to her patio furniture. He sat hunched over, keeping a watchful eye on a snarling Trampas. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Wait!” Wyatt caught up to her, once again grabbing her arm. “You know this man?”

“Yes!” Harley shook off his grip. “Why?”

“He found the body.” She met his questioning stare. “How do you know him?”

“He’s my ex-fiancé.” Harley cut her eyes to the man.

“He called 911, claiming he found a dead girl in your barn.”

“And your deputies cuffed him for reporting a crime?”

“Deputy Stone didn’t know of his relationship with you.” He looked at the two deputies standing near the open barn door. “And if you’d let me do my job, I might discover why my deputies consider him a suspect.”

Harley turned and marched toward the deputies. “That’s a good idea.”

“Ms. Harper, stop!” Wyatt commanded.

Harley wheeled around to face him. “What?”

“You can stay here.” He adjusted his hat. “You can go to your house. You can go visit Mr?”

“Shaw.”

“You can go visit Mr. Shaw,” Wyatt said as he walked past her. “But under no circumstances are you talking to my deputies or entering the barn.”

“Fine!” Harley curled her hands into fists and stomped toward the handcuffed man.

Wyatt watched her storm across the backyard and wondered what Mr. Shaw had done to warrant being an ex-fiancé, not to mention the wrath of Harley Harper.
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Harley scowled at Archer. His usually perfect hair was messy, with a clump of sandy blond locks feathered across his forehead. Trampas growled and showed his teeth, and Archer looked miserable. The sight brought a smile to her face.

“Har Har—” He tried to stand, and Trampas emitted a warning bark.

“Don’t call me that!”

Archer fell back into the lawn chair. “Okay, okay.”

“Why are you here?”

“I came to apologize.” He looked down at his expensive shoes. “I shouldn’t have drunk so much.” His light gray eyes searched hers. “I never should’ve left you—”

Harley held up a hand. “Don’t.”

“I should have told your mother no,” Archer continued.

She shook her head and added, “I don’t want to hear your excuses.”

“I’m not making excuses,” Archer pleaded. “I’m apologizing for being an idiot.”

“Idiot, dumb ass, worthless bastard.” Harley shrugged. “So many great descriptors to choose from.”

“Fine.” Archer struggled to sit taller. “You don’t want an apology. I get it.” He did a handcuffed palms up. “But you know I’m not capable of killing someone.”

Harley crossed her arms.

“I knocked at the house, and when no one answered, I let myself in.” Archer continued, “I thought you might be in one of the barns, so I went looking for you.”

She maintained her death stare.

“A giant horse almost ran me down when I came out of the barn with all the animals.”

Trampas inched forward and showed more teeth. Harley bolted for the barn. “Trigger!”

“Harley!” Archer stood. His restraints and the table leg collided with a clang.

Harley heard Trampas growl as she rushed into the barn. Trigger nickered at her in between bites from a pile of loose hay. Maverick head-butted the rails of his stall and brayed his protest at being locked up. Butch and Sundance were curled into each other taking a nap. Hoss snuffled the dirt around his trough. She could hear clucking from Buckeye and the other chickens coming from the round pen. Miss Kitty and Festus were nowhere to be seen.

Harley reached for the reins and then led Trigger to his stall. She eased the saddle from his back and slipped the bridle over his ears. “Sorry, big guy.” She patted his neck, wrinkling her nose at the stale, salty aroma emanating from the horse’s sweaty coat. “I forgot about you.” She closed the gate to his stall, made sure he had plenty of water, and placed a flake of hay into his feeder. “I promise I’ll bring carrots for dessert.”

A cacophony of squawks from Buckeye and company drew Harley toward the round pen, where the voices of Wyatt and his men drifted on the warm afternoon air. She sidled up close to the open door to hear better.

“It’s just like poor Alice Creedy,” Deputy Simms said.

“Similar,” Sheriff Stone agreed. “But let’s not jump to conclusions.”

“No conclusions,” Deputy Stone said. “Do the work. Wait for the evidence to tell the truth.”

“Do you think the city slicker killed her?” Deputy Simms asked.

“No,” Sheriff Stone said. “But let’s treat him to a night in our fine jail while we check his story.”

Harley smirked at the idea of her ex-fiancé in the county slammer. As if he’d heard the news, Archer screamed her name. She heard boots crunching through the gravel and hurried from the barn to join Stone County’s finest.

Wyatt had already crossed the distance to his prisoner, and Archer looked like he might wet himself.

“Harley,” Archer whined. “Please tell the Sheriff I did not kill that young woman.”

Wyatt looked at her. She shrugged. “Sorry, Archie, I’ve been instructed not to interfere in Sheriff Stone’s investigation.”

She noted the slight smile on Wyatt’s lips as he fished a key from his pocket. Once Archer was free of the table leg, he came to his feet and extended his cuffed hands.

“Mr. Shaw,” Wyatt said without unlocking the cuffs. “Deputy Simms will escort you back to the Sheriff’s department so he can take your statement.”

“No, no, no ...” Archer backpedaled. “You can’t arrest me.”

“At this time, you’re not under arrest,” Wyatt explained. “But until we sort out the facts, you’ll be our guest.” He motioned for Deputy Simms to step in.

“I want a lawyer,” Archer demanded. “Harley, please call an attorney and have them meet me at the jail.”

“Seriously?” Harley shook her head. “I wouldn’t throw you a lifeline if you were drowning!”

Archer stared at Harley dumbfounded. Deputy Simms took his arm and led him toward a white Dodge Charger with “Stone County Sheriff” emblazoned in blue on the door.

“She can’t stay here,” Derrick said to no one in particular.

Harley looked at Wyatt. She could tell he had already decided her fate.

“I’m not leaving my animals,” she said.

“Derrick, did you request the State Police and Crime Scene Unit?”

“Yes.” Derrick headed back toward the old barn. “And the coroner.”

Wyatt turned his attention to Harley, and she braced herself for an argument. He looked at his watch. “Your ranch is a crime scene.”

Harley crossed her arms and shook her head as he continued, “Once the crime scene techs and the coroner arrive, they’ll set up lights with generators to work through the night.”

Harley could feel a wave of tears boiling up and gritted her teeth to maintain her composure.

“Can I take a look at your animal barn?” Wyatt asked, walking in that direction.

Not trusting herself to answer, Harley mutely followed him into the barn. He scratched Trigger’s ear, “This guy needs a rubdown.” He scanned the three four-by-four windows that ran along the top of the wall facing the old barn. “I think if we cover those windows, it will block the light from next door.”

Harley nodded, her need to cry subsiding as Wyatt continued, “Can you close the chickens up in their coop?”

“Yes,” Harley said, relieved her voice didn’t crack. “And I can close both sets of doors to keep the goats in.”

“Okay,” Wyatt said, pulling his phone from his shirt pocket. “I’m going to have some supplies brought from my ranch.” He thumbed in a message, then hit send. “Would you mind making iced tea and coffee for the folks pulling an all-nighter?”

“Sure.” Harley headed for the house. “And sandwiches,” she added, but Sheriff Stone was already talking on his phone.
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Wyatt Stone knelt next to the young woman’s body and said a prayer for her. Despite the afternoon light shining through the old barn’s peek-a-boo roof, he switched on his flashlight. Careful to stay outside the crime scene area Derrick had designated, he slowly circled the dead girl. He guessed she was in her early twenties. She lay naked in the dirt of the barn floor, her brown eyes open but seeing nothing, her torso full of gaping wounds. Derrick had declared the wounds were made with a bowie knife, but Wyatt knew that would need to be verified by the coroner.

The young woman still wore a small cross necklace and gold stud earrings. Wyatt couldn’t tell the color of her hair, which lay in dirty, matted clumps around her head and shoulders. Her face showed a touch of makeup, and just like Alice Creedy, blood-red lipstick had been applied to her lips.

Wyatt and Derrick had been newly appointed deputies at the time of Alice’s murder. They served under Derrick’s father, Sheriff Austin Stone. Derrick had circled the body, taking in every detail, while Wyatt struggled to keep from upchucking his breakfast. Sheriff Stone retired the following year, dying four years later. Though Derrick’s Asperger’s made him the better investigator, Wyatt was the better candidate to fill his uncle’s shoes as Sheriff. And now, the two cousins were faced once again with a brutal murder.

The barn had been different six years ago. A tidy blend of well-kept tools and equipment stowed in the musty space. One of the stalls had been converted into a pantry, and shelves had been stocked with canned vegetables and fruit preserves. Now, Wyatt took in the current dilapidated state. His gaze fell on the only similarity to all those years ago: a dead girl lying on the dirt floor.

Tires crunching on gravel signaled the arrival of the state crime scene techs or the coroner, but he knew Derrick would keep them outside until he finished his assessment. Wyatt had learned from his cousin to look at the scene from different angles, most importantly from the killer's view. Entering the barn with the victim, kneeling close to the body, standing, and admiring his work. And, more crucially, imagining how he had sanitized the crime scene.

As with Alice Creedy’s murder, it didn’t appear the assailant had left behind any clues. Other than Archer Shaw’s entry and exit footprints and those of the two deputies, Wyatt couldn’t see any other shoe impressions in the dirt. And while he assumed the victim fought for her life, the dirt around her seemed undisturbed. Then it struck him. Unlike Alice Creedy, this victim wasn’t lying in a pool of blood. Though there was a telltale coppery scent, Wyatt thought this victim had been killed somewhere else and then placed in the barn. He couldn’t tell if the body had been wiped down but assumed the killer probably did so to remove any DNA or other evidence.

“Wyatt,” Derrick said as he opened the massive barn doors. “CSU is here.”

“All right.” Wyatt scanned the area one more time. “Have someone process this puke pile to confirm it’s Shaw’s.” He faced Derrick. “Then bring them in and explain your designations.”

The CSU team entered the barn and began setting up the equipment needed to document the scene. Derrick led one of the investigators through his markings as Wyatt left the barn. He didn’t see Harley milling about, so he untethered Chief and headed to the animal building. Rubbing down the two horses would be a calming task compared to the last hour he’d spent with the victim.

He heard Harley cooing to Trigger as he approached the sliding barn doors. She didn’t hear him arrive, so he guided Chief to a patch of grass and gave him his reins, then stood listening to her tell Trigger what a handsome boy he was and how much she appreciated his help tracking down Maverick.

Wyatt had only seen Harley as a big city outsider, but watching her tend to Trigger, he saw her in a different light. She seemed comfortable in this environment, and her attention to the big sorrel was natural and caring. He took the unguarded moment to notice how her long, dark brown hair swayed across her back with each brush stroke. The soft cadence of her voice was soothing as she whispered to Trigger. Her Wranglers hugged her ass, the sight bringing color to his cheeks. When she turned to grab a carrot from a bucket, Wyatt hoped he didn’t look like an ogling schoolboy.

“Hi,” she said as she palmed part of a carrot and fed Trigger the treat. “Sounds like people are beginning to arrive.” Wiping her hands on her jeans, she stepped from the stall and closed the gate behind her.

“Hey.” Wyatt pointed to an empty stall. “Can I put Chief here until I get someone to take him back to my ranch?”

“Sure,” Harley said and swung the stall gate open as he retrieved his horse.

“Thanks,” Wyatt said, guiding the buckskin inside.

“No problem.” She handed him a clean brush.

“Do you have somewhere else you can stay?” Wyatt began stroking Chief’s coat.

“I’ve already told you I’m not leaving my animals.”

He glanced at her over Chief’s back, and she glared at him. “I know you don’t want to leave your ran—”

“I’m not leaving!” Harley stormed from the barn.

Wyatt finished Chief’s rubdown, fed him the remaining half carrot, then headed for the house. He knocked on the screen door and waited.

Harley stepped into the mudroom, arms crossed.

“May I come in?”

“Suit yourself,” she said, leaving him to open the door.

Wyatt hung his hat on the rack and then walked into the kitchen. Harley stood on tiptoe, struggling to pour a gallon jug of water into a large dispenser on a table. When her pour missed the mark, he took the jug from her and finished the task.

“My water tastes funny.” She picked up the empty jugs and carried them to the counter. “I need to have my well checked.”

“Because?” Wyatt asked.

“It tastes metallic,” Harley replied, her back to him as she washed and rinsed a few dishes.

Wyatt cupped his hands and sniffed the gathered water. “You probably need the pH levels checked.” Grabbing a dish towel, he plucked a coffee cup from the dish drainer and began to dry.

She placed a bowl in the empty spot. “So, do you know who I should call?”

Wyatt dried a handful of silverware. “Witching Wells. I can get you the number.”

“It’s okay, I’ll Google them.” After wiping her hands on her jeans, she began stacking glasses on a tray. “How many people are there now?”

“Six CSU techs,” Wyatt added napkins to a basket with sandwiches. “Derrick and I make eight, and the corner’s people will bring the total to ten.”

Harley chewed a fingernail. “I made twelve sandwiches, but it doesn’t seem like enough.”

“It will be fine for now.” Wyatt met her amber eyes. “I have my cook making food for tonight—and the weekend if necessary.”

She did an eye roll. “Of course, you have a cook.”

“Harley, when I suggested you not stay here, I didn’t mean your animals would be unattended.”

“Who’s going to watch them?” She reached in front of him for a bag of chips, her arm brushing his chest. “You?”

Wyatt’s breath caught in his throat, and he coughed to hide his exhale. “Me and one of my ranch hands.”

“Well then, you’re going to have company.” Harley fussed with the basket of food. “My ranch, my rules.”

“God, you’re stubborn.”

Her eyes sparked with anger. “Give me one good reason why I can’t stay—”

Wyatt’s phone buzzed, but he ignored it and held her gaze. “Because a young woman has been murdered in your barn.” Not true, but he needed her to take the situation seriously. This killer had used her barn twice for his evil actions.

“I know that!” She grabbed an ice bucket and headed for the refrigerator. “Don’t you think if he wanted to kill me, he’d already have done so?”

“I don’t know what this SOB will do next,” Wyatt said as she shook ice into the bucket. “But I think this is the same killer who murdered Alice Creedy in your barn six years ago.”

Harley whipped around, her mouth agape, ice spilling from the bag. “What?”

Wyatt took the bag from her and twisted the neck closed as his phone buzzed again. “Ms. Creedy was killed in the same manner, and we’ve never caught her killer.” He put the ice back in the freezer and then checked his phone. His foreman, Luke Sloan, had arrived with the material to cover the windows in the animal barn.

Wyatt texted: Get started. Out in a few

Harley now sat at a small drop-leaf table, staring into space.

He came to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder. “My foreman’s here to cover the windows in the animal barn.”

She looked up at him. “Why didn’t the realtor tell me about the murder?”

Wyatt shrugged. “She should have, but it’s not a required disclosure in Oregon.”

Harley shot to her feet. “Not required!”

Wyatt took a step back as she faced him with palms up. “Not required?” She took a step toward him. “Did she and the rest of the town decide ‘let’s dupe the girl from New York’?” Harley marched past him toward the mudroom and pushed through the screen door. “I’ve been here a week, and no one thought to mention there was a killer on the loose?”

Wyatt held his tongue, grabbed his hat, and followed her outside.

“Well, us New Yorkers,” her accent dripped from each word, “are tough. And I’m staying!”

They walked in tandem to the animal barn. Luke was on a ladder, stapling black paper over the second window.

“Hey, Chief.” Luke cleared his throat. “Um, Boss. I think this will work.” Without looking, he began his descent down the ladder. “Especially if the greenhorn who now owns the ranch closes up both ends of the barn.”

Harley stiffened beside Wyatt at the word greenhorn. Wyatt knew the fine folks of Stoneybrook had chosen this as her sobriquet. In some respects, the nickname fit, but he could understand how the tag could be offensive. After all, not many females would take on the burden of owning a ranch and the animals that came with the place.

Skipping the bottom three rungs, Luke jumped from the ladder and turned toward them, his cheeks blooming red as he made eye contact with Harley.

“Luke, meet Harley Harper, the new owner of the Redneck Ranch,” Wyatt said.

Luke, dressed in jeans, boots, and a denim work shirt with the Broken River Ranch brand stitched on the pocket, extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Harper.”

Harley scowled at him for a beat, then shook his hand. “Thank you for covering the windows.”

The color in Luke’s cheeks lessened as he nodded. “My pleasure.” He grabbed another sheet of black paper and began moving the ladder. “Want me to feed after I’m done?” he asked over his shoulder.

Wyatt looked at Harley. “No, Ms. Harper and I will take care of the animals and button up the barn for the night.”

“Got it,” Luke said as he punched in the next staple. “Need me for anything else?”

“Frankie’s making food for everyone,” Wyatt said. “Can you bring a horse trailer for Chief when you deliver the—”

A young man rushed into the barn, cutting him off. “Sheriff Stone!”

Wyatt recognized him as one of the new CSU techs. “What is it?”

“Derrick’s found something! Or figured it out!” the young man’s words tumbled out. “He says there’s a message from the killer.”
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He woke with a start, her screams ringing in his ears. He smiled as the melody of terror played on in his mind. He loved to hear them scream. Loved to see fear in their eyes. Loved when they tried to fight him off as he discovered their deliciousness. He did not, however, enjoy listening to them beg for their lives. Hated their mewling and crying and pleading.

They’d probably found her body by now, and the crime scene would be swarming with helpful hands looking to solve her murder. Had the new sheriff discovered the difference between number one and this girl? Perhaps. Had one of his merry men deciphered the message carved into her torso this time? Probably not.

The old sheriff had been on his way to retirement and hadn’t appreciated the parting gift left on number one’s belly. But his autistic son appeared to be sharper than the average lawman and more intuitive than his cousin, the current sheriff. And, of course, science had made great strides in all types of crime-solving technology.

He smiled at the challenge to up his game as he pushed up from the mattress on the floor and ambled into the small bathroom, scratching and stretching as he went. The studio apartment suited him. He liked the small, unadorned space. And when he needed a change, he had his love shack tucked away in the forest. He smirked at the word love since that was far from what happened deep in the woods beyond Stoneybrook.

The rancid smell of spoiled milk assailed him when he opened the mini-fridge. He snatched the carton off the shelf and grabbed a foil-wrapped pizza bundle. He dumped the curdled contents down the sink drain, took a slice of pizza, and slid open a small window. A beer would taste better than the soda he swigged, but his Friday night shift started at six pm. He munched his pepperoni and contemplated his next victim.

After all, now that he was back, why wait for his next round of pleasure? Especially since there were so many delicious prospects to choose from.

​
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Harley and Wyatt fed the animals and tucked them in for the night, but she found it hard to concentrate on caring for her creatures. Working side by side felt familiar, which seemed odd since she’d just met Sheriff Stone. Wyatt spoke softly to the animals and petted them. He filled water buckets and placed feed in their bins. Even Hoss, who generally ignored Harley’s attempts to coddle him, sauntered over to Wyatt for a scratch behind the ears.

“That should do it,” he said as he tossed an extra flake of hay into Chief’s bin.

“Thanks for helping.” Harley leaned past Wyatt, turning on a fan to keep the air moving in the barn once the doors were closed.

As she righted herself, she fell toward him, and he put his arms around her for support. Harley looked at him and found his blue eyes searching hers before he released her.

“I’d better check in with Derrick.” Wyatt headed from the barn.

“Yes. Right. Thanks again.” Harley headed for the house. “And now I need a cold shower,” she mumbled.

After she showered, Harley dressed in a blue shift dress and sat on the back porch in an old wooden rocking chair. Creaking with each rock and sipping a delicious Oregon Tempranillo wine, Harley recalled her first visit to the ranch. She had fallen in love with the wraparound porch when she’d toured the charming old house.

Realtor Sally, who hadn’t bothered to mention a murder in the ancient barn, had been astute enough to have Harley view the property twice. Once in the morning, when the rising sun brightened the breakfast nook, dining room, and white wicker furniture occupying the east-facing porch, and again in the evening as the sun began its stunning descent into the coastal mountain range.

Sunsets were a rarity in New York—unless you counted watching the blazing orange orb disappear behind a skyscraper. The loft she and Archer had shared offered an occasional romantic sunset from the building’s rooftop garden. For the most part, though, they both worked until after dark. A vision of Harley’s desk at New York Horse magazine flashed in her mind. She knew her position as an editorial assistant would have been filled by now. Still, she felt a pang of longing for the excitement of reading new essays submitted to the magazine by hopeful writers. Initially, she’d taken the position as a stepping stone to one day becoming an editor. It had seemed like the perfect career path, blending her love and knowledge of horses with her associate degree in creative writing. Meeting Archer had changed her career path, and thanks to his leaving her at the altar, her life.

Harley pushed off the weathered boards for a few squeaky rocks and took a long sip of wine. Trampas twitched, his paws moving as if he were chasing something in his dream. The sun had dipped below the Coastal Range, but there was still enough light for her to see the techs milling around the entrance of the old barn. Wyatt’s crew had set up two long tables laden with food and drink for everyone working the crime scene. Relief had flooded through her when the coroner finally removed the girl’s body from the barn.

Trampas whimpered, and she patted his head. Harley hadn’t had pets when she was growing up, but her grandparents’ ranch had more than made up for their absence. While their passion had been horses, her grandparents were like the Keffs in their love for all animals. Gram felt each animal deserved the same love and respect as humans and used to say, “Give an animal a little love, and they’ll love you forever.” Then she’d waggle her finger at Harley and add, “People,” she’d pause for dramatic effect, “they are wired to love themselves first.” She’d kiss whichever four-legged charge she was tending to before her final words of wisdom. “Guard your heart, Harley.” Another finger shake. “Remember, the one who loves you will respect you, admire you, and be willing to die for you.” Then she’d plant a kiss on Harley’s forehead.

Harley cringed at the memory, knowing Gram would’ve been disappointed in Harley’s plans to marry Archer. Trampas opened one eye and stared at her as if he sensed her chagrin.

“What?” she frowned at the mutt. “Archer has several good qualities.”

Debating her claim, Trampas sat up and proceeded to lick his privates. He eyeballed her again, stretching his limbs before ambling down the stairs and heading for the old barn.

Harley drained her wine glass and padded to the kitchen. She’d tidied up after her attempt to feed the crime scene crew, feeling accomplished when they wolfed down her ham and cheese sandwiches. But now, her efforts appeared lacking. Wyatt’s cook had literally made a feast for an army: fried chicken, macaroni salad, baked beans, pulled pork, and coleslaw. And, of course, three different desserts.

She wondered if she could sneak out and snag a piece of the double chocolate cake that seemed to be calling her name. She refilled her wine glass and moseyed back to the porch. Watching through the screen door, Harley contemplated the chaos around the barn. The night air had begun to cool, so she decided leggings and a comfy sweatshirt would be better attire for whatever the long night ahead had in store. The decadent cake would have to wait.

Harley climbed the stairs to her bedroom and closed the door. A double-knuckle rap caught her struggling to pull up her leggings.

“Miss Harper,” a voice she didn’t recognize echoed on the other side of the door.

“Just a sec,” Harley tugged hard on the leggings trapped under her feet, the motion sending her careening back onto her bed. “Damn it!”

“Are you okay, ma’am?” the voice asked.

“Yes.” Harley stood, swooped her hair from her face, and hurried to the door. As she yanked it open, she heard her name being shrieked from the front porch.

“HARLEY!”

“Shit!” Harley looked into the wide-eyed stare of the young state policeman at her door. “I’m guessing I have company.”

He nodded as the wailing continued from below.

“Har Har! Please come rescue me from the men in blue!”

“Come on,” Harley said to the officer. Downstairs, another unfamiliar voice ordered Elizabeth Benton to remain where she was. “Let’s intervene before Busy gets herself arrested.”

Harley bounded down the stairs with the statie on her heels, rounded a corner of the landing and arrived at her front door in time to see a patrolman trying to handcuff Busy’s hands behind her back.

The two looked like a comedy routine—with the officer grabbing one hand as Busy turned to scold him with the other. Busy spotted her halfway through their second rotation.

“Har Har!” A broad smile lit up her bestie’s face as she shoved the statie aside, rushed to Harley, and wrapped her in a hug. “You shut down your social media accounts, and I’ve been so worried about you!” Busy held Harley at arm’s length, tears pooling in her light blue eyes.

“I suspended them. And I’m fine.” Harley’s smile faded as Busy narrowed her gaze.

“That’s a fake fine.” Busy’s perfectly-shaped eyebrows arched on her wrinkle-free forehead. “And I know fake fine.” Busy cast a discerning glance at the two staties, the youngest backing away from her. “If you’re fine.” She made air quotes with her fingers, handcuffs dangling from one wrist. “Then why the royal blue greeting committee?” She waggled the silver manacles. “Can someone remove these damn things?”

The officer who’d come to fetch Harley moved forward but not too close to Busy. “Ma’am,” he said to Harley. “Sherriff Stone has instructed us to detain all visitors until he can speak with them.”

Jangling the handcuffs, Busy declared, “That’s effing bullshit!” She stepped toward the officer. “I don’t need approval from some local yocal sheriff to visit my friend.”

The officer cast a pleading glance at Harley.

She faced him, hands on hips. “Really, Officer. Busy’s not from here, so obviously, she couldn’t have anything to do with the murder.”

“What the hell?” Busy turned her attention to Harley. “Murder? Here? Who?”

“It’s a long story, and I’ll explain everything after we get you settled.” Harley looked around the foyer. “Did you fly here without any luggage?”

“Don’t be silly.” Busy waved at the officers. “The cab driver left my bags on the porch.” She flashed a broad smile. “Would you fellas mind bringing them in for me?” She waggled the handcuffs again. “And for chrissake, remove these damn bracelets.”

The officers stared past her, not moving. Harley and Busy turned to find Wyatt standing in the archway of the dining room. Hearing Busy’s sharp intake of air, Harley anticipated her bestie’s comment.

“Oh my,” she said.

Harley thought she detected a slight smile on Wyatt’s lips before his face morphed into his official sheriff look.

“Ms. Harper,” he said as he stepped toward her. “I heard you had a visitor.”

Harley almost laughed at his seriousness. Before she could answer, Busy pushed forward and extended her hand. 

“Elizabeth Benton.” She flipped her blonde locks off her shoulder, sending the rosy scent of her signature La Perla wafting through the air. “You must be Sheriff Stone.”

Wyatt shook Busy’s hand, pulled a key from his pocket, and removed the handcuffs.

“Wyatt,” Harley said and moved closer. “Busy is a friend who just arrived from New York.”

Wyatt smiled at her. “Lucky girl to have two friends from the Big Apple come check on you.”

Busy’s eyes grew wide. “Your mother’s here?”

Harley shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Archer.”

Busy shook her head. “How the eff did he beat me here?”

Harley and Busy exclaimed at the same time. “Esther!”

“Damn it!” Busy huffed. “I told your mother I needed a two-day head start before she spilled the beans on your locale.” She looked around, her glare settling on Harley. “Where is the little shit?”

“He’s my guest for the evening,” Wyatt said.

Busy’s hand flew to cover her mouth before she asked, “Archer’s the murderer?”

“No!” Harley and Wyatt chimed, then looked at each other.

Wyatt continued, “Mr. Shaw found the body, so I’m holding him until I can get his statement.”

“Hot damn!” Busy snorted a laugh. “Perfect place for him.” She smiled at Wyatt. “What’s a gal gotta do to spend the night—”
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