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~

This book is dedicated to my son. You are forever my hero.

~


~1~

The great thing about living in a small town is the exact same thing that makes living in a place like Hinton terrible. Everybody knows everybody. If knowing means gossiping about all the bad things a person has done in their life; as if that one day, or sometimes one minute, defines the entirety of who a person is. Like Tommy Pillsbory jumping off the roof of his garage when he was eight, thinking he could fly like Superman with that old bedsheet tied around his neck. He managed to nearly hang himself from the bucket of his grandpa’s John Deere.

Tommy is a dentist now, and I’d swear the tab he runs up in my cousin’s bar every night is because even his wife still pretends he’s as dumb as the rock his buddy Warren launched through old lady Gideon’s kitchen window. In Warren’s defense, I was on a balcony above that window, littering their heads with the baby snakes I dug out of the backyard. Needless to say, none of us got a slice of the old lady’s rhubarb pie that day.

Then there’s that time Layla Alderidge peed her pants in third grade. The girl had social anxiety like a tornado on steroids, but all anyone ever paid attention to was how weird she was. Meaning she wasn’t loud and obnoxious like the rest of us. She kept to herself and just stared at you when you talked to her, a personality she never grew out of. She did lose the lanky limbs and grow into her nose, though. Once puberty hit, she was as stunning as the sun rising over the river at dawn. Last anyone around here heard of her was the talk of the similarities between the body found thrown over the side of the only highway out of this county and the tattoos a teenage Layla was rumored to have in places only the men in town could attest to.

As for me, I’m not above tossing a snake if the occasion calls for it, and if Warren gets anywhere near me again, it’ll be calling. Other than that, despite my reputation for being two shades shy of a crayon box, I’m an accountant. Now, don’t ask anyone around here to do that math because they’ll just tell you how I keep the books for my cousin’s bar, and how he’s a member of the notorious outlaw biker club the Leidolf––Descendants of the Wolf. Those two things are true. I even sometimes moonlight as a bartender. But that’s only because cousin Gary lets me use the office just behind the bar as my own, and he started opening the building at nine every morning, adding a full kitchen to serve meals and everything, so I could use his charter’s clubhouse to meet with my other clients instead of me having to rent an office or work from home where people would feel free to stop by my house whenever they felt like it.

While Gary does favor me, he didn’t only expand the bar into daytime use for my benefit. He knew doing so would go a long way in making the Leidolf less scary to the townspeople. Admittedly, no one was happy when my long-lost cousin rolled back into town wearing a kutte and heading up a row of bikers donning the same leather battle jackets. But Gary was born and raised on the banks of the New River, and like the rest of us, this mud is in his veins.

It didn’t take long for the twenty-six members of his new family to get it stuck in theirs either. Five years ago they made living here official, Gary heading up this new Hinton charter of the Leidolf. They bought and renovated an old building on the corner of Pleasant and Stokes, where the river whitecaps beyond the members-only parking lot out back and the rhododendron grow thick on the embankment, wrapping around the side of the building open to Stokes Street to provide natural fencing for the property.

Being fifteen years my senior, Gary was long gone by the time I entered high school. He’d call me nearly every day, though, on the phone he gave a six-year-old me before he left. I hid, cherished, and protected that phone because in a lot of ways, Gary was more like a dad to me than a cousin. “Tessa,” he’d say, “are you okay? Is everyone treating you right?” I’d always tell him they were, not confiding in him the way I should have because I knew deep down that if I did, Gary would kill my father. Because another thing that’s special about a small town is its secrets. No one has them. Everyone has them.

Evildoers hide their deeds. The victims hide their pain. Sometimes we mutate our pain into shame, knowing that if we tell what someone did to us, people will look at us as if we’re to blame. In the end, all of our actions, whether it be the things we do or the ones we don’t, it all comes down to fear. In eighth grade, my art teacher had a heart attack and was out of school for the last three months of the year. The substitute, Ms. Shinnston, hung a quote on the wall of our room. It was from some guy named Edmund Burke. I never bothered to see who he was, but I did read that quote every day, understanding the words on a visceral level. “No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning as fear.”

I’d known from an early age that survival meant two things. Staying away from the bad guys, and if you couldn’t get away, being willing to fight hard enough to let them know that they’d have to kill you to make you stop fighting. I was four the first and last time my dad physically abused me. I’d seen him beat, rape and torture my mom enough times to know he was bad, but it wasn’t until he came after me that I learned to fight like a wildcat. My sister Beth never learned that skill. Nor did any of the other women, children, and weak men I watched Dad manipulate and torture over the years. Most of them are in my family, and their minds have been robbed of reason, their willpower sapped. All that powers them is fear. When Gary left, trading our lineage for the brotherhood of the Leidolf, he traded up. And that’s saying something considering the club gained their reputation on rumors of being killers for hire.

None of the Leidolf have ever been locked up for murder. But whether they’ve killed or not, it’s as sure as rain that they aren’t cowards who hide behind women and children. The descendants have lines I know not to cross, and it’s a shame that pedophiles and rapists who are either let out of jail or never sentenced to begin with don’t know about those lines, but in the midst of the Leidolf den, I’ve never feared for my own safety––or that of any other female coming and going from Riverside Grille.

On many occasions, I’ve stayed in one of the apartments above the Grille, sleeping up there just as soundly as ever whether it be in Gary’s apartment, his right-hand man Chopper’s, or either of the other two that are open to any members of the club who want to crash here. I do have a house, a little place I bought on my own that I plan to fix up, but I let Beth move in with me and though I love my sister, she drains me. With Beth, there is always drama because she creates it. She lies, lies about lying, and pulls off indignant rage better than a Hollywood actress. I’d rather be at the bar. Even Chief Dunbar and his men frequent the Grille. And we don’t talk about the many occasions when we find local clergy counseling some poor woman in a dark booth. I mean, this is the Bible Belt. We’ve got a lot of lost souls in need of saving.

“Howdie, Chief.” I place a cold mug on the bar as he strolls toward me. “The usual?”

He looks over my shoulder, down the hall past where my office is. The heart of the club is there, the doors beside my office leading to the inner sanctum, the church, a long-walled room I’ve never been inside. All I know is my office is carved from a piece of it, the two walls of the office bordering the room reinforced with steel and noise-canceling foam. Across the hall from the church is Gary’s office, and next to that the stairs leading to the apartments above. At the end of the hall is a solid metal door that leads to the back parking lot, our members-only access that also extends to staff who aren’t part of the club, people like me who are close friends.

Hooking his thumbs through his belt, still wearing his uniform, Chief glances around the bar, noting the location of each and every club member. “Where’s Gary?”

I cock my head. “Upstairs. Why?”

He eyes Chopper, who is sitting in his usual spot at the end of the bar. Chopper doesn’t talk much, he barely makes eye contact with anyone, but it’s no secret he’s the club member feared most. Chief jerks a chin in Chopper’s direction. “He been here all day?”

“Yep,” I lie. I’ve been in my office and have no idea. “All of them have been here all day, so whatever you’re trying to frame my boys for, they have an alibi.”

His teeth clench. “I already know he hasn’t been here so cut the crap, this is serious.”

I lean on the bar. “I went with Chopper and Gary on a store run this afternoon, but we’re not thieves, we paid our bill. So I hope this isn’t you coming in here trying to frame me in order to collect some other form of payment.”

“Darn it, Tessa!” He slams a palm on the counter, gaining the attention of every wolf in the bar tonight. “A body washed up on the riverbank this morning.”

I jolt upright. “Who?”

He leans toward me, voice low, and snarled. “Samantha. Gary’s girlfriend. She was gutted like a fish. So you go get me Gary right now.”
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Numb, I traverse the stairs, Chopper coming up behind me after having escorted Chief into the back lot. “This is going to devastate Gary,” I whisper.

Chopper moves ahead of me, one solid rap of knuckles against Gary’s door. It swings open. Gary’s skin is pale. Eyes rimmed in red. His hand shakes as he lowers the phone from his ear. Someone delivered the news already. “Samantha.” He mutters her name.

I nod. “Chief is out back.”

He walks into the hall, Chopper steadying him when he wobbles. Gary reaches for my hand. I grip his, walking with him down the stairs and out the back door. We meet Chief at the corner of the building. “What happened?” Gary asks, voice stronger than I know he feels.

Chief sighs. “That’s what I’m here to find out. Where were you this morning?”

“Here,” Gary answers. “Samantha was here, too. Until about seven.”

“What happened at seven?” Chief asks.

Gary’s eyes narrow. “She left. Got in her car and drove away. And no, she’s not back on drugs. So I’m going to ask again, what happened to Samantha?”

Chief wipes his mouth. “It’s bad.” None of us say a word. Chief’s throat bobs. “Do you remember that body getting pulled out of the river four years ago? The one with the missing head and hands?” We nod and he swallows again. “Well, Samantha’s head and hands are still attached, but other parts of her are missing.”

The atmosphere changes, a crack of thunder exploding from Gary’s chest. Felt. Almost heard. But not seen. Chief stares at him and takes a shaky breath. Gary’s known to be a kind man. A fair man. But he isn’t someone you want to cross, and Chief understands that. He runs a hand around to the back of his neck. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, and I expect you to keep it quiet, but Samantha’s heart is missing. And I know that because she’s cut wide open, chin to shin, if you understand what I’m saying.”

I turn aside, puking up everything I’ve eaten for a month. I never could handle the sight of blood, and apparently I can’t handle hearing about it either. Chopper grabs my elbow, steadying me and being my pillar of strength.

Gary clutches his chest. “Missing?”

Chief nods, providing more imagery that I don’t need. “Cut out. Gone. She’s fileted open like a science experiment.” He reigns himself in, the weight of what he’s seen a tug at the seams of his façade. He glances at Chopper’s hand on my arm, the tight way his fingers have me pulled against his side. “We’ll know more once we get the coroner’s report.”

Gary’s legs give and his six-foot frame drops to the asphalt. I kneel beside him and Chopper boxes Chief out while tears soak Gary’s face. He tucks his head in his hands. “I was just with her.”

For the people he loves, my cousin has the most tender heart you’ll find. And he loved Samantha, though their relationship was complicated. She was an addict and when she was using, he wouldn’t allow her in the bar. He’d watch after her, get her help, take her to her mom’s trailer and stay there with her, the two of them fighting to keep Samantha clean when she was too weak to fight for herself. When the intervention took and she got clean, their relationship was beautiful. When she fell off into the abyss of prescription pills, being her rock depleted him.

Chief clears his throat. “I need to get your statement, Gary. Official and on the record.”

Chopper nods at Rick and Zeno, our unofficial back door guards. The club has no rivals or threats in this usually slow-moving riverside town. Hinton is nestled between the mountains and the river, the railroad and a handful of well-kept homes from bygone days the only reminders of the prosperity that once flooded this place—wealth pulled out of the mountains in the form of coal. Still, a couple of club members can always be found hanging around in this back lot.

Without a word, Chief begins to move down the alleyway toward the front of the building as the men approach him. “Have him wait for me,” I tell Zeno. He nods.

Helping Chopper get Gary onto his feet, I go inside with them and pull back the sheets of Gary’s bed just before Chopper settles him into it. I tuck Gary in while Chopper grabs a bottle of McDowell’s from the liquor cabinet Gary keeps stocked in his kitchen.

Pouring Gary a shot, Chopper hands it to him. Gary slams it and motions for another. Chopper obliges. I place a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

I leave the room, knowing Chopper will stay by Gary’s side. I run down the stairs and exit the back door, turning the corner and walking up the alley beyond where the rhododendrons grow. Chief is just ahead, shoulder leaned against the wall as he stares at his phone. I move in close to him. “Gary isn’t going to be fit to talk for a while. I can fill you in on his movements. If there’s something I don’t know, I’ll ask him when he’s up to it and text you.”

His head shakes. “I can’t have a paper trail of us talking. Don’t text me until I get this cleared.”

“We have cases of burner phones, Chief.”

He presses the heel of his hand into his eye, the way you do when a migraine is kicking up. “Fine, text me. But I’m still going to need an official interview with Gary. He needs to come down to the station first thing in the morning.”

“He’s not going to be up for that.”

“A girl is dead!” he growls. “I don’t care how he feels, Samantha is dead and I need answers.”

I lean forward. “So does Gary.”

His lips peel away from his teeth. “He just confessed to being with her last night and this morning. It doesn’t look like her body was in the water long before Duncan found her. At ten o’clock. Those facts don’t look good for Gary.”

I press my own shoulder to the wall, finding I need the strength of the old cinderblock to reinforce me. “Duncan found her?”

Chief puts his phone away. “Yeah, he was fishing this morning and…hooked her through the exposed ribcage. Blind old fool thought he had a real nice one.”

Bile rises foamy in the back of my throat. “Where was she?”

“Floating against the bank in that swimmin’ hole all you kids climb over the bank to go to.”

He looks as ill as I feel. I wrap my arms around him. I don’t like his lack of morals but I’m not his wife, so cheating spouse or not, this man saw something I’m having a hard time just hearing about.

Slowly, Chief brings his hands up to pat my back, rests them there, both giving and taking a real hug, and then he pries us apart. “I need that interview with Gary. And I can’t do it here. It’s got to be official because…”

“Surely you don’t think Gary is capable of killing his own girlfriend.”

His jaw ticks. “I know he’s capable of killing. But no, I don’t think he’d… Listen, me taking him in with handcuffs is going to turn every busybody in town into a prosecutor. I don’t want to do him that way. But there are things at play here that are far outside of my control. Gary has to come to the station first thing, promise me you’ll have him there.”

I fold my arms. “I’ll promise you no such thing. If Gary’s capable of leaving the bar tomorrow, it’ll only be to do your job. He’ll find out who killed his woman.”

His teeth clench, words coming out in a hiss. “Gary’s DNA was on Layla.”

The numbness from earlier returns, starting in my legs and quaking upward. I give the wall more of my weight. “His what was where?”

Chief thrusts a hand through his sandy-gray hair. “His DNA, it was…there was a t-shirt near that mutilated body four years ago. Gary’s, I suppose. He never identified it and the body was out of my jurisdiction so it wasn’t my case, but I did review the file. His DNA was on the shirt. So was Layla’s blood. I talked to the detective and he said Gary put up an alibi and the prosecutor never thought there was enough to bring charges.” His eyes meet mine. “We all know how y’all work alibis, and even if Gary admitted the t-shirt was his, he’d say he lost it at the laundromat.”

“You’re sure the body was Layla’s then?”

He swallows. “Positive.”

I plow the toe of my boot into his shin. “You’re disgusting.”

He jumps back, nursing his leg. “I never laid a finger on that child, and you know good and well I would never hurt a kid like that. She had a birthmark on her upper thigh. One of her tattoos was made to blend with it, but when you looked closely, it was still visible. I drove over to Mount Hope and had her folks take a look. They said it was her and gave a DNA sample to confirm.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?”

He shrugs. “The case is still open but long cold, not enough manpower to work it. Especially when her folks don’t care enough to make any noise. According to them, when they moved out of town, she didn’t move with them. Said she found a place to stay and was going to finish high school. They never heard from her again and never heard about the body or the rumors. I was the first law person they spoke to.”

“Sounds like some top-notch detective work.”

He tucks his thumbs back into his belt. “Yeah, well, Samantha was killed in my town, thrown in my river, where my kids swim. I’m going to find who did this to her.”

I look across the alley to where Matt is standing in the window of his insurance office, watching us. Usually I flirt with him mercilessly because he’s shy but hotter than a firecracker on the Fourth of July. Today, I can’t even muster the strength to wave back at him. “Chief, if we both know Gary didn’t do this to Layla or Samantha, then who did?”

He moves in front of me, blotting out my view of Matt. “Someone close enough to plant one of Gary’s t-shirts with a dead girl, and close enough to know when Gary’s DNA will be all over another. I asked you where Chopper was today for a reason.”
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My heart pounds against its cage as Chief lays out his theory for me. He thinks Chopper, who has been Gary’s shadow since the day Gary came back to town, is secretly in love with Gary and killing off women who are a threat to his romantic pursuit. It’s true that Layla grew into a beautiful girl, that drop-dead gorgeous that turns women green with envy and men into slobbering fools. Even the older ones. The ones who shouldn’t be touching young girls. It’s also true that in the beginning, when I first met Chopper, I too wondered if his love for Gary was of the romantic nature. Since then, I’ve learned that it isn’t.

What Gary and Chopper share is a bond of absolute trust. Of absolute acceptance. They have a meeting of the minds, and that kind of connection works well for a man who prefers not to speak. Chopper can convey his thoughts to Gary with a look, and if there’s something to be said, he lets Gary say it. And all the women Chief thinks are creeped out by Chopper’s stringy hair, wiry muscles, and overly quiet nature are putty when Chopper sets his smoky eyes on them. So much so that I’ve teased Chopper about only keeping his head down as much as he does as a means of preventing the female folk from jumping him. Each time, he rightly tells me that they jump him even when his eyes don’t summon them. I know I did.

“If Chopper’s ever killed anyone, it would have been a terrible person and Samantha wasn’t terrible. Misguided when it came to drugs, but she had a good soul, Chief. That’s why Gary loved her.”

“Gary loving her is my point,” Chief clarifies.

I shake my head. “People have treated Gary like a bad egg ever since that rope swing broke and he crashed into the river’s rocks instead of the water. He never grew out of the scar and around here, a facial scar automatically means a bad reputation. Though you don’t want to cross him on a bad day, deep down he’s softer than a newborn kitten. Chopper’s not quite as soft, he’s more like a wire-haired grizzly. But one who only eats vipers. Male ones at that. They don’t hurt women.”

He rubs his eyes. “To hear you tell it, the Leidolf are all upstanding citizens. But after they came to town, someone murdered two girls. And it wasn’t the tooth fairy.”

I lift a brow. “So because you’ve ruled out mythical creatures, it has to be a member of the club?”

He glares at me. I shrug. “Chief, we all want the same thing. Justice for Layla and Samantha. And you wouldn’t be standing here talking to me if you really thought Gary or Chopper had something to do with the murders. And what makes you think the same person killed them both anyway? Layla was found years ago. And don’t people usually kill in the same way?”

His jaw works. “It’s just a gut feeling I have.”

I roll my eyes. “And now we’re back to feelings and mythical creatures.”

His fingers circle my wrist, digging in. “There are three others.”

I tug but he doesn’t let go. “Three other what?”

He leans close to my ear. “Bodies. Now you go console your cousin and get me that meeting because we’re getting ready to have a tidal wave of fear sweep this town and I will not let people panic. Do you understand me?”

My head shakes, not wanting to hear any more while my mouth asks without consent, “Who?”

He lets go of my wrist but stays close, glancing down the alley to where Zeno is watching us. “You can’t repeat any of this. I haven’t even told my officers yet but I’m going to have to soon.” His eyes snap to mine, mouth too close to my own. “The others didn’t die today, and they didn’t die here. There’s been a body found in every county bordering ours every year since Layla.” He lets that sink in. “I heard about one of the cases and started digging. Before today, I was pretty certain it was the same killer. Now I’m convinced of it. They’re evolving. Or devolving. I’m not sure which way to look at it, but the bodies are always mutilated in some way, and I know in my gut these women were all killed by the same person. And that person either lives in my town or decided to pay us a visit this morning. I aim to find him. And to do that, I need to let my men know, and create a task force.” He pulls back, giving me space to breathe.

I cup my hands to stop the shaking. “You’re saying we have a serial killer?”

He frowns, palms folding over my shoulders. “I shouldn’t have told you. I’m sorry. It’s just…you’re one of the few people in this town I trust. And I guess I want to warn you, too. Because I have a witness who says Chopper’s bike wasn’t here this morning. So don’t go lying for anyone, and don’t think this den behind you isn’t full of vipers because I know men like these and if it suits them, they’ll hurt whoever they have to hurt. Even their fiercest and most loyal female.”

“I’m not lying,” I whisper, defending Chopper even though the words aren’t true. I have no idea where he was this morning, but I do know he wasn’t lying in wait for Samantha to leave so he could follow her and cut out her heart. “Chopper’s been with me all day. I needed some air this morning so he took me for a ride, that’s why whoever your witness is didn’t see his bike.” I glance over Chief’s shoulder to the window Matt is missing from. “Who told you Chopper wasn’t here?”

He takes his hands off me. “Someone as stupid as you’re being right now. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised that your old boyfriend was here this morning; after all, you just don’t know when to quit.” He glares at me. “You should have quit Warren before you ever let that get started.”

My pulse quickens. Warren isn’t allowed in this bar, let alone in the back lot. “Warren’s barely a mechanic, yet you’re the one who gave him a city contract, so I’d say I’m the smarter of the two of us, Chief.”

His nostrils flare. “I wouldn’t hire him to clean my toilet, so you can thank the mayor for giving Warren that contract.”

I remain quiet and Chief’s eyes narrow. “We found Samantha’s car at the Wiggly Pig. Is that where you went shopping with Gary and Chopper today?” The gleam in his eyes says he already knows it is. He leans toward me. “Whose idea was it to go there instead of Foodville? I bet I can tell you. The man who wanted to see if Samantha’s car had been found because if it had, he’d know we already found her body. Think on that tonight because when you bring Gary to the station in the morning, I want your official statement, too. Be smart about who you decide to defend.”
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By morning, Gary and I will have our stories straight. A story that keeps Chopper in the clear too, because another thing Chief has wrong is who suggested we shop at the Wiggly Pig for tomorrow’s club barbecue instead of going to Foodville like we usually do. The Wiggly Pig is more of a local place, good for beer and hotdogs, but they don’t keep much by way of fresh meat and produce so unless we’re packing up for a day on the river, the shopping is done at Foodville. This morning, Gary insisted on the Wiggly Pig.

I traverse the stairs to the apartments in a haze of thoughts that don’t want to connect. Gary had a reason for wanting to go to the Wiggly Pig, something about the manager trying to get the Grille’s business. But what’s Warren’s reason for framing Chopper? My ex hasn’t been allowed to step foot in this bar for three years and he’s only returned to living in town full time this past year, when he showed up miraculously able to afford a chunk of land out on Old Route Three. Shortly after that, the walls of his shiny new garage went up. Shortly after that, we heard rumors of the contract he landed, making him the mechanic for all the public works and police vehicles. A curious thing considering one of the reasons he made himself scarce to begin with was to flee charges in an armed robbery he and my cousin Jessop somehow managed to weasel out of.

Slipping inside Gary’s apartment, I walk over to his bedroom door. He’s sound asleep. Passed out, more like. “How’s he doing?” I ask Chopper, who’s sitting at the oval dining table shuffling cards and splaying them out for a game of solitaire.

“Bad.”

I sit across from him where I have a view into Gary’s bedroom. “We’ve got problems. And Chief thinks that problem is you.” He looks up but doesn’t say anything. I stare into his smoke-blue eyes, think about the way he’s touched me, and I know his hands aren’t capable of doing what Chief described. I don’t think any of the Leidolf are. “Gary is supposed to go down to the station to give a statement tomorrow, but Gary isn’t the one Chief is gunning for. He says he has a witness who told him your bike wasn’t here after Samantha left this morning. I told him it was because you were with me.”

His attention goes back to his game. “Don’t get involved.”

I flatten my hand over his cards. “Too late for that. Chief also wants my statement tomorrow, and that statement is going to heavily involve your whereabouts between the hours of seven and ten this morning. Chief’s pegging you as Samantha’s heart-stealing murderer.”

He swipes my hand away, aiming to play a card on his ten of spades. I flick my wrist, scattering the cards across the floor. “We need to get our stories straight. Were you here this morning or not?”

He pushes his chair back, nodding to the cards as if I’m going to pick them up. “Don’t lie for me.” He nods to the cards again.

I fold my arms across my chest. “I would pick them up, but I’m too busy cleaning up your other mess.”

“I’ve got it covered.”

“Do you now?” I stand and pace to Gary’s room, softly shutting the door before going back to lean into Chopper’s face. “Warren is the one saying you weren’t here. My ex, who suddenly got himself in tight with the mayor. Still feel covered, Chops? Because Chief feels differently.”

He doesn’t flinch. His unreadable stare steady. Chopper rarely shows emotion in any part of his body. It’s why those handful of nights I’ve spent with him are so cherished. They allowed me to see him in a different context and helped me to understand what lies beneath this man’s unaffected façade.

Straightening, I run a hand through my long brown locks. It’s humid out so my hair is a weird mix of waves and curls with a dash of frizz. It always amazes me that it looks like that but manages to remain soft to the touch. Each time I’ve fallen asleep next to Chopper, I’ve woken with his face pressed into the thick mass at the back of my neck, his arm snaked over me and his fingers tangled in my locks on the other side. I take a calming breath and drop to my knees, picking up his cards. “You’re not a murderer. You don’t slice up women and throw them in rivers. So what are we going to do about Warren’s accusation, because there’s not a chance in Hades that I’m not going to fight for you. So what story are we going with?”

He gets out of his chair and stoops beside me, helping me gather the deck, his fingers brushing over mine as he takes the cards I hold. He meets my eyes, then gets up, plops back into his seat and shuffles the cards, returning to his game. Anger surges through me. “Are you listening to me? I said Chief is gunning for you! And Warren is working some kind of angle that’s implicating you. We need to find out what he’s up to and get Chief off all our backs!”

His eyes lift, the glint sending chills through me. “Go to Chief. Be truthful. Then stay out of it.”

Tears fill my eyes. “Fine, Chopper. Go down for Samantha’s murder, and let them book you for the other four, too.”

A wrinkle cuts across the corner of his temples. He doesn’t know about the others. “Not so big and brave now, are you?”

Only his lips move. “Who?”

I shrug. “Other than Layla, Chief didn’t say. He only said the others are similar mutilations. He thinks the same person who killed Layla has been killing ever since, and that his latest victim is Samantha. You being that killer.”

He turns back to his cards. “Stay close.”

My teeth clench. “I’m not the one you should be worried about.”

He plays a two of hearts. “You heard me.”

I shove the cards off the table again. “While you pick those up, I’m going to go check on Samantha’s mom. Then I’ll put all my efforts into keeping Gary out of jail, you know, since you’ve got yourself covered and all.”


~5~

I’ve never been afraid to walk around Hinton. All my life, I’ve done so with reckless abandon because I know this place like the back of my hand. But when I walked away from Chopper earlier, I had a second thought about heading out on my own. Chopper had the same thought because Rick was leaning against my Highlander when I got to it. He hopped in the passenger seat as soon as I unlocked the doors. Before we left the parking lot, nine bikes had fallen in behind us. The club is sending their respects to Samantha’s mom, and their notification to the killer; Samantha was one of their own, as am I, and now the descendants of the wolf will hunt.

Samantha’s mom lives on a corner lot in the back of a trailer park. Pink flamingos dot the flower beds around her steps and colorful little gnomes poke out from various places all along her trailer’s underpinning. Instead of looking junky, it’s cute. Norma Kay has a way of making old pop cans look fancy. And she never seems to age, just as vibrant today as the first time I remember seeing her behind a concession stand at the Little League field. Her smile lights up a room, and I feel the loss of it today.

One by one, the members of the Leidolf enter Norma Kay’s living room, bend a knee in front of her, and offer their condolences. They make her no promises but their meaning is clear. They will avenge her daughter.

After the parade of men ends, Rick remains in the house while I sit next to Norma Kay on the oatmeal-colored sofa, taking her hands in mine. “Nothing we say or do can take away your devastation, but we’re at your command. Whatever you need, whenever you need it, you have my and Gary’s numbers.” I nod to Rick. “You can also call the Grille anytime, and one of the guys will answer.”

She gives my hands a squeeze. “Every time Samantha started using again, I knew it was only a matter of time. But when she was clean…”

This poor woman was on a high of her own, thinking her daughter was finally on her way to a long and happy drug-free life. “Gary won’t rest until he finds the person responsible for taking her away from you.”

“I know.” She sniffs. “I know he loved my Samantha.”

While I hold Norma Kay, cry with her, and offer what little comfort there is to give in times when no words or deeds can ease someone else’s pain, Rick checks the food supply in the kitchen. Casseroles and meat trays began arriving as soon as word of Samantha’s death started to burn through town.

Satisfied Norma Kay won’t starve if hunger breaks through her suffering, he inspects the doors and windows and does a search in Samantha’s room. She didn’t stay here often and Norma Kay said Chief had already rummaged through the room, but Rick disappears into the space anyway. When he emerges, he manages to look a lot like Chopper. Unreadable.

Outside, the Leidolf fan out through the trailer park community. The people who live in this particular court are mostly older, and older people like to talk. The club likes to listen.

~

“Anything?” I ask as Rick and I exit the trailer, addressing my question to him and the others. Several headshakes answer me. I look around. The neighbors are all abuzz on their porches, the haze of light from both inside and outside the trailers brightening up the night. A terrible notion snakes through me. “Someone needs to stay here. Watch who comes and goes, and kick anyone out who gives Norma Kay the creeps. I’ve heard of killers stalking their victim’s family, and Samantha likely knew the person who attacked her.” I meet their faces one by one. “Which means we’re likely to know them, too.”

