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CHAPTER ONE
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There was a warm, cheery fire in the hearth. My belly was full of delicious food. And my brain was a little fuzzy from two glasses of a delicious Bordeaux. My drunken state was okay, though, because I was safe with my boyfriend, Sheriff Dean Jensen. We were at his house located on the northern shore of Saxon Lake, and we’d just enjoyed a romantic candle-lit meal in celebration of Valentine’s Day. Dean had made prime rib with a red-wine reduction sauce and had served it with cherry-glazed roasted root vegetables and fresh-baked sourdough dinner rolls. For dessert, he’d made individual Grand Marnier-spiked brownie trifles with fresh whipped cream and clementines. I suspected that my best friend since kindergarten and celebrated local chef, Jennifer Baxter, had helped with everything, but I wouldn’t let on about my suspicions. Dean was so obviously proud of his efforts, and with good reason. The meal was one of the best I’d ever had, and it had certainly created the perfect romantic mood, which is exactly what a girl wants from a Valentine’s Day celebration with her sweetie.

Dean had refused to allow me to help with the post-dinner clean up and had banished me to wait in his comfortable, masculine living room to sip coffee and relax. I was curled up on his buttery-soft leather couch, staring into the flames while he cleaned the kitchen and did the dishes. He also was preparing what he’d described as an extra-special surprise. I hoped it was not more food. I was pretty sure I was going to burst.

Snow drifted down outside the huge picture window in the living room. It was a perfect Colorado snowfall—gentle, beautiful flakes that made drifts of wind-sculpted soft, fluffy snow long-time residents called white gold. The snow meant that tomorrow morning, droves of people would be flocking to the resorts peppering the Front Range to ski and snowboard, and many of them would be stopping off in Saxon Lake on the way back down to Denver. I knew my shop, Sage Wisdom Herbal Boutique, would be busy in the afternoon as tourists stopped in to buy candles, soaps, lotions, and hand-blended teas all made with herbs grown on my four-acre farm located at the top of Saxon Mountain.

Dean appeared from the kitchen a few moments later, drawing me from visions of hundreds of dollar signs dancing before my eyes. He was holding two flutes filled with sparkling champagne and there was a small, secretive smile on his lips. As he walked toward me, I took a moment to bask in his light and the heat it created inside me. He was a beautiful man—tall, broad-shouldered, with a slight bowlegged walk from riding horses before he learned to walk. He had short Turkish-honey blond hair that was just beginning to gray at the temples, a strong jaw, and the most amazing cat-green eyes I’d ever seen. Sometimes I couldn’t quite believe that I was lucky enough to be with him.

We’d met when we were sixteen and had become good friends, despite my crush, which I’d developed when I first saw him in my sophomore home room class at Clear Creek High. The time was never right for something more romantic to develop between us, though. Usually it was because Dean was dating another girl—first a cheerleader, then a softball player, then the captain of the debate team, and then the star volleyball player—but after graduation, it was because I moved out of state to go to college and then because I got married. But finally, last summer during a murder investigation, the timing had been perfect. After Dean saved me from a deranged man who’d been holding me at gun-point, we’d gone to a town dance together and shared our first kiss.

Dean sat down next to me on his couch and handed me one of the flutes of champagne. I took it from him and gave him a half-smile in return. “Is this the extra-special surprise?” I asked, raising the glass for a sip.

He arched a brow at me. “Isn’t it enough?”

“Of course, it’s enough. This entire night is enough. More than enough.” I smiled softly and leaned forward to kiss him gently. “Thank you for the amazing meal.”

He reached out and cupped the back of my head gently and returned the kiss with interest. “You’re welcome. And to answer your question, no. The champagne isn’t the extra special surprise.” He sat back and took my champagne flute to set it on the coffee table in front of us. Then he reached beneath the couch and pulled out a silver-paper-wrapped box about the same size as his hand. He held it out to me. “This is.”

My heart began to pound in my chest and I felt even more dizzy than before. “Oh, Dean,” I breathed as I unwrapped the box with trembling fingers. Jen had predicted that Dean would propose soon. I had agreed with her, but I never thought it would be this early in our relationship. We’d only been dating for eight months. But was it really too soon? I didn’t really think so, and neither did Dean, apparently. We’d known each other for almost thirty years, after all.

Once I got the paper off, a strange chemical smell wafted from the box. I frowned in confusion, wondering if maybe the ring inside had just come back from the jewelers. Maybe Dean had had it cleaned and resized earlier that day and it still smelled of the solvents the jeweler used. I carefully took the box’s lid off, spread layers of white tissue paper apart, and shrieked with terror.

I dropped the package to the floor and sprang to my feet. “This isn’t funny, Dean!” I squealed, climbing over the back of the couch to put its protective bulk between me and the severed finger nestled on a bed of creamy satin. There was still a huge diamond engagement ring on the finger. “How could you do this to me?”

Dean, too, shot straight to his feet, a horrified expression on his face. “Bryony! I don’t... What...?” He peered down at the box and gasped when he saw the finger. “Holy sh—” He broke off and dashed into the kitchen and returned holding a large Ziploc bag. He turned the bag inside out and used it to scoop up the box, sealing it and its grisly contents inside. “Get your things,” he ordered. “I’m taking you home. I have to go to the station.”

I nodded, moving woodenly to the coat rack near the front door where I’d hung my things. I could hear Dean’s voice behind me as he spoke into his phone. “Aunt Alice? It’s Dean. Are you okay?” He was silent as he listened to whatever his aunt was saying. “Did you send something to me at the station?” I turned to look at him and found him with a ferocious frown on his face. “Well, I was expecting you to send—” He stopped speaking and looked up at me. We locked eyes for a moment and I smiled a tiny bit. His frown faded and was replaced by an equally small smile. He turned away and lowered his voice a bit. “I got a package at the station with your address on it. I thought it... No, I didn’t open it first. I just assumed... Yes, I know what happens when you assume things. But it was covered in silver wrapping paper, and it looked so pretty. I didn’t want to... Yes, okay. I’m an idiot and I should always investigate things. Yes, I know I’m the sheriff, Aunt Alice.” He sighed heavily and shook his head. “You’re really okay? No, I can’t explain more. No,” he said. He turned back to me a bit, his gaze shifting to my face and then back to the fire surreptitiously, “I haven’t yet. Yes, I did make dinner. No, not yet. Well, because there was...” He huffed with impatience. “I really have to go. I was just calling to make sure that you’re okay. I will. I promise. Good night.” He clicked off the phone and shoved it into the back pocket of his jeans.

“Are you ready?” he asked, moving to put his own coat, gun belt, and Stetson on. I nodded, and he stepped forward to hold open the door for me. I went out into the chilly air, shivering at the difference in temperature, and hugged myself tightly. Dean went down his porch steps and to his personal vehicle, a newer-model Chevy SUV, that was parked right next to his sheriff’s department-issued giant pickup truck. I followed him, still in a state of shock, and automatically climbed into the SUV and strapped on my seat belt.

“Are you okay?” Dean asked once he’d cleared the windows of snow and sat beside me with his own seat belt on. He turned the engine over and it started up with a roar. Soon hot air began blowing on my feet, defrosting them almost instantly.

“I think so. What about your aunt? Is she okay?”

He nodded and pulled out of his driveway onto Fireweed Lane. “Yeah, she’s fine. I’m really sorry about all of this. I didn’t... Well, tonight wasn’t supposed to go like this.”

I nodded and smiled vaguely in understanding. I didn’t doubt for a single moment that tonight was supposed to go differently. He’d made an incredible, romantic meal with wine and delicious food, and he’d intended to end the night on a high note with a proposal using, I suspected based on the conversation I’d overheard with his aunt, his grandmother’s ring. Instead, however, he’d given me a severed finger. To say the night hadn’t gone as planned was an understatement.
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The rest of the ride to my house was spent in silence. The town lay still, slumbering beneath a heavy layer of snow. Orangey light reflected off the low cloud cover, casting a slightly sinister pall over the white streets. No one else was out on the roads. It was almost like we were the only survivors of some horrible catastrophe. Dean drove down a dark Saxon Avenue and I peered into my shop as we passed it. It was shuttered tightly. Only the single security light over the front door illuminated the interior.

As we drove silently through the rest of town towards Saxon Mountain, I couldn’t help but think of the woman whose finger I’d been inadvertently given. Was she still alive? Or had the person who’d taken her finger also taken her life? Had her family recovered her body, or were they still unaware of her murder? Or worse yet, were they waiting by the phone, their hearts slamming with hope flavored with dread every time it rang?

With a small shake of my head, I turned away from thoughts of the victim. I knew that between Dean and his deputies—with a little help from me, of course—they’d soon find the answers to all those questions. If the woman was dead, they’d find her killer. And if she wasn’t dead, they’d discover that, too. I had utter trust and faith in Dean. I knew he’d set things right.

And while I was on the subject of trust and faith, would Dean propose after he wrapped up this case? Or had the severed finger given him time to have second thoughts? Maybe he viewed tonight’s proceedings as some kind of sign or maybe a warning. I snorted a bit in derision. Dean just wasn’t that kind of guy. He didn’t believe in signs or portents. He believed in cold, hard facts. And if he’d been about to propose to me, then he believed—no, he knew—that he loved me enough to want to spend the rest of his life with me.

But did I love him enough to marry him? My mouth went dry suddenly. I’d been married before, for fifteen years to a controlling, manipulative, abusive man-child named Bill Allen. I’d met him when I was working on my master’s degree at Washington State University. I’d just moved to Seattle and hadn’t known anyone there. I was lonely, homesick, and vulnerable, and Bill was gorgeous and popular. He was a guitarist in a pretty well-known local band, and I felt flattered and special when he started paying attention to me. We’d had a whirlwind romance and married just eighteen months after we first met. Six months after that, the abusive behavior had begun. I thought I’d been good at hiding it from my friends and family after Bill and I moved back to Denver, but my parents and Jen knew, and they began plotting an intervention. I’d only been able to leave Bill because Jen all but kidnapped me and set her ex-Marine husband, Mark, between Bill and me.

I was still gun-shy, and the thought of being married set off butterflies the size of flying dinosaurs in my stomach. But Dean was not Bill, could not be Bill. Dean was everything Bill wasn’t—kind, generous, funny, loyal, loving. And I’d known him for almost thirty years. Marriage with Dean would be safe. I glanced aside at him and watched him drive for a moment, my eyes tracing his profile over and over. The flying dinosaurs shrank back to the size of butterflies, and I sighed softly. Yes. I’d say yes. If he ever asked. Which I was almost certain he would when we solved this case. I hoped.
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