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      From the dramatic peaks of the Olympic mountain range to the small town of Prophet, murder is only a footstep away.

      Gabriel is a former undercover cop haunted by the things he’s seen and done. He returns to his small hometown of Prophet, taking on the role of sheriff, hoping to mend his fractured relationship with his estranged brother and rebuild his life. But when a chilling murder occurs at Sentinel Rocks, a sacred Makah site on Lake Prophet, Gabriel’s dreams of peace and reconciliation are shattered.

      Gabriel navigates a web of intrigue, with a long list of suspects; from local tribal elders to fervent Solstice worshippers and even those hunting the elusive Bigfoot. When the brutal murder leaves Duke, a loyal Labrador retriever, as the sole witness, Gabriel stumbles upon an unexpected ally—a local animal behaviorist named Tiber.

      Tiber, a newcomer to Prophet, seeks refuge in this remote haven, attempting to escape his own inner demons. Armed with his extraordinary ability to communicate with animals, he offers his expertise through video consultations, helping pet owners with their beloved companions. While he attributes his skill to his academic background, his intuition and flashes of insight owe as much to his Navajo heritage as to science.

      With the relentless rain washing away sins and good intentions alike, Gabriel and Tiber must begin to confront their own vulnerabilities and unravel the truth.

    

  


  
    
      To Lola. who taught me how to talk to animals

      ~Eli Easton

      

      Always for my family

      ~RJ Scott
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      Gabriel

      This was supposed to be a 597.

      I’d come home three months ago to this quiet corner of Washington’s Olympic peninsula to reconnect with my family, lick my wounds. Heal.

      I thought I’d left the dead behind, but somehow, for the first time in ten or more years in the small town of Prophet, death had turned up to mess with my head.

      “Fuck,” Devin murmured next to me, bending at the waist to catch his breath, or stop himself from losing his breakfast. Either way, the scene shook him as it did me.

      Today had started so normally. I’d woken to rain beating against my window and flooding my porch from a broken gutter, the noisy end to a restless nightmare-filled sleep. I’d collected my usual black coffee from Grounds for Joy, ate the warm homemade muffin that Hen, the office administrator, Dispatch extraordinaire, and town gossip, had left on my desk. While eating said muffin, I’d had a discussion about our new filing system with my rookie, Devin, and then settled back for a morning of checking licenses.

      No blood. No murder. No death.

      Just coffee, chatting, and muffins.

      When the 597 at Sentinel Rock came in, it hadn’t worried me in the slightest—maybe a dog had gotten entangled in undergrowth, or stuck somewhere it shouldn’t have been, or maybe it was a wild animal in distress—those scenarios I could deal with. 

      Only, when I rounded the faded National Park information board, Devin right behind me, we saw a scene we wouldn’t forget in a hurry. 

      Not an animal at all.

      My chest constricted, panic buzzed, my memories created a cityscape in this remote place, where I’d last seen something like this. Where were the sirens? Where was the staring crowd? How come this horror was next to sleepy Prophet in the cold light of day, with a man lying there, utterly alone?

      A corpse.

      A chill ran down my spine. I’d seen bodies in LA with horrific injuries that haunted me to this day, but there was something so wrong about this man laid bare to the elements, the mist of rain swirling around him, his skin gray as drops of water collected and ran down his muscled stomach. This was a man who looked after himself, built, strong, maybe a hiker, or one of the open water swimmers who loved coming to the lake?

      His upper torso was exposed to the elements but navy jogging bottoms, covered the lower, and he wore running shoes and socks. He was on his back between the two upright stones, his arms and legs spread, and his sightless eyes faced us with his head turned our way. There was extensive bruising on his face, darker on one side, running from his cheek up into his hair, but it was so bad that from ten feet away it was impossible to ID him for sure even if the guy was someone I knew. 

      “Fuck,” Devin muttered and took an instinctive step forward, but I held out a hand to stop him moving.

       “What about a pulse?” my rookie asked hurriedly. “Shouldn’t we check for that? Procedure for finding an unconscious person?”

      “Normally, but it’s clear there’s no pulse.” The victim was unmoving and there was an X scored into the man’s chest, digging deep into his breastbone, and tearing his flesh apart. I could see the purple stain of lividity at the underside of one arm. He was very dead.

      I stumbled back a step in shock. The mark was deliberate, considered. Please don’t let this be a serial killer with a propensity to carving Xs into their victim’s chests.

      “…Sheriff?” Devin asked. “What now?”

      I shook off the images on fast forward through my thoughts, and I connected to Hen. “Dispatch?”

      “Go ahead Sheriff.”

      “Dispatch, this is not a 597. I repeat, this is not a 597.” I collected my thoughts. “We have a 10-54, I repeat a 10-54.” A body. A victim. Death. I paused for a moment, my stomach roiling, my mind flashing with images I didn’t want to revisit. Focus. Apart from the body, the scene wasn’t giving us any clues. I sank to a crouch that to Devin might look as if I was examining the murder scene closer. He didn’t have to know that I was fighting ghosts as the rain plastered my hair to my forehead. 

      Drugs maybe? A willing sacrifice? 

      Breathe. Fuck. 

      Clear. Analytical. Focus. 

      “Sheriff?” Devin prompted, likely expecting me to give him a rundown on what I thought had happened here, or at least some pointers on what to do next. 

      I felt sick. The rain was heavier, not so much a mist but a sudden cloudburst. I pulled up the hood of my Sheriff’s department slicker. Come on, Gabriel, get your act together. 

      Devin shuffled at my side, restless and uncertain, and I knew I had to take control instead of standing there as if I didn’t know what to do.

      I settled the shock inside me, then pressed the button on my radio. “Sheriff to Dispatch.”

      “Go ahead, Sheriff.” Hen’s tone was curious, and I expected her to ask what we’d found, but for once, she waited.

      “We need all access blocked to Sentinel Rocks, liaise with park rangers, put someone on the logging gate entrance, call in ISB, ensure they connect with the coroner…”

      Hen took all the information, her “copy” was muted, and when it was just me, Devin, and a corpse again, I gestured for him to move back a decent distance, then what else were we going to do except wait?

      Sentinel Rocks was inside the Olympic National Park, which bordered Prophet, so it was national park jurisdiction—the ISB Special Agents handled investigative and law enforcement activities for parks and regional offices across the National Park system and they’d need to send someone to deal with a dead person. It wasn’t the sheriff’s jurisdiction and a big part of me was relieved. Of course, the smaller part, the trained cop part, wanted to find who’d done this.

      “We’re gonna lose this to the ISB.” Devin sounded bereft that some other investigation agency would come in and steal the scene. It just showed how new he was to all of this, that it excited him to have a real-life murder on his doorstep.

      “Yeah, we will.”

      A commotion yanked my focus from the deceased to the tangle of wilderness only a few steps away, and there was rustling and barking. That was all we needed; hikers with their dogs disturbing the scene. The barking continued, frantic, followed by mournful howls, and then silence, but not for long. The dog responsible appeared at the edge of the trees, a Labrador with creamy yellow fur, no collar, kind of scruffy, dirty, wet, and then it vanished.

      “Hikers need to keep their dogs on the leash,” I muttered and side-eyed Devin, who wasn’t even listening to me. Shit. I recognized that vacant stare. “Devin?” I bumped his elbow, and he startled and then winced at me before staring back at the body, excited, wide-eyed but totally freaked out. “First time?”

      “Huh?” he said, as if he didn’t understand. 

      “First time with a victim?” 

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you see?” May as well make this a teachable exercise and get my head straight before this had to be handed to the ISB. I had a corpse so close to Prophet that it unnerved me, particularly because there was a feel to the scene I didn’t like. This wasn’t someone hiking who’d gotten lost and died of exposure, or some idiot who’d gone swimming and never came back. This was wrong. Whoever had killed him had placed him just so. It was evil, and it sent shivers down my spine. I’m losing my shit. 

      The dog started barking again, interspersed with whines. I shot an irritable glance that way in case hikers were in the bushes staring at this. Or murderers if they were still here. I rested a hand on my weapon and loosened the clasp… just in case. 

      “Um…” Devin went to a crouch the same as I had, peering at the body. “Male, Caucasian, I’d say six feet. It’s not workable to approximate age given the extensive bruising, but he doesn’t seem old-old.” He stared up at me just as the barking ceased, and we were once again alone with just the sound of the water lapping at the shore of the lake behind us. “No sign of a murder weapon, but given the X in his chest, I would assume this wasn’t a death by natural causes. There’s no wild animal that could make such a deliberate mark. Do we think…” He rose to his feet and brushed off his pants to give himself time to think. “Is this a murder?”

      The dog started up again, this time coming out of cover and standing, tail high, barking and yelping and staring straight at us. “Jesus,” I snapped. I couldn’t leave the newbie here alone with the body, but I really wanted to go over and find out who its owners were.

      “You want me to grab the dog?” Devin asked helpfully.

      Fuck yes. “Please.”

      Only as soon as Devin stepped forward, the dog moved back. One step at a time. Then it vanished into the bushes, the barking getting fainter, and that was it. The dog was gone.

      “Well, I tried,” Devin muttered, and after a pause, he came to stand next to me.

      The dog appeared from another gap in the undergrowth. The barking restarted, and Devin darted over to catch the noisy animal, but it evaded him and disappeared.

      “Guys!”

      I glanced up to see Rowan, one of the park rangers, sprinting down the path toward us, sliding to a halt a good distance away and on the opposite side of the body to us. He was tall, good-looking, and sue me if I hadn’t thought of asking him for a drink, just as friends, because outside of my brother he was one of the few men in town around my age, and at least Rowan talked to me. Nothing to do with the fact he had a rainbow sticker in his non-work car—go me, Mr. Observant.

      “What the fuck?” Rowan asked and stared down at the body. He glanced at me, then Devin, then back at me. “What. The. Actual. Fuck?”

      “Murder,” Devin said. 

      “Okay,” Rowan said, his eyes wide. “So, umm… shit… I have a message for you, sheriff. Abby said to tell you she’s up at the barrier, and we have a call out to the new guy but he’s not due to start until tomorrow and… shit… Abby sent me here to… I don’t know what? Assist you?” He put his hands on his knees and bent at the waist, settling his breathing. “Jesus, that’s messed up. Is it a ritual sacrifice—I swear that shit is insane? Is it murder wrapped up to look like a ritual sacrifice? Suicide? What about the blood? Did the rain wash it away? Has he been there all night? Fuck.” He muttered the questions one after another, growing paler with each one. 

      “Not our scene, and it’s too early to say,” I reassured him.

      The three of us stood in silence. I didn’t know how long the body had been here, but yes, it had rained last night, and yes, that would have washed away blood, and no, I didn’t know why someone had taken something very sharp and carved an X into the victim’s chest, nor whether it was pre or postmortem. 

      Rowan sighed heavily. “Abby said she was going to call this into ISB.” 

      “Yep, but it’s our scene until they arrive, so consider yourself on official duty,” I said, and he nodded as if that made sense. 

      Our resident demon dog started up his ruckus, and Rowan jumped a mile as the noise shattered the peace.

      “Get that damn dog and find its owners!” I snapped.

      Devin sprinted, with Rowan close behind, falling all over each other to catch our canine companion. It would have been funny if this wasn’t a serious-as-death situation. The dog vanished again, but then Rowan stopped dead in his tracks right where the dog had disappeared as if he’d seen something, frozen in place. Then, in a scramble of motion, he spun and ran back to my side, cursing when I reached out to stop him barreling into a crime scene.

      “Jesus!” he yelled close to my ear. 

      “What?”

      “I think… that dog… I think this might be…” He bent at the waist, inhaling sharply and I patted his back, not so much to reassure but for him to cut to the chase. “Oh god, his face… I can’t… that’s Mike. He’s… he’s…” 

      “What?” I prompted. 

       “He’s the new guy, Mike Bressett, just transferred in from Montana. He’s one of us.” Rowan stared at me. “He’s a park ranger.” Rowan pointed to where the barking came from. “And that’s his dog!”
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      Tiber

      Big brown eyes stared back at me from my computer screen. They were set in a face with a shiny black nose and gray fur resembling an Ewok’s. The dog, Merci, looked away, but not before I saw that he was basically a happy little guy. Nothing too traumatic there. That was a relief. New clients were always worrying.

      Denise, his owner, droned on over the laptop’s speaker. She was in her forties and wore a pink jogging suit that matched her one-inch pink nails. She and Merci were seated on a big white ottoman in a white room with windows overlooking the ocean.

      She’d never have to worry over vet bills, that was for sure.

      “... twice last week!” Denise complained. “On brand new pumps, too. I have a cleaning place I take them to, but you can’t get pee out of silk moiré. This is getting to be a serious problem! I just don’t understand where it’s coming from. Merci has always been such a good boy. He hasn’t had an accident in the house for years, and never before on my shoes.”

      Her words were scolding, but her obsessive petting of Merci’s ruff told me more than her words. The way Merci leaned against her told me more still. She might be annoying to me, but Merci adored Denise Lafferty. And vice versa.

      Which crossed several possibilities off the list.

      “My friend, Lonny said you can read pets’ minds. Can you really do that?” Denise asked hopefully.

      “I’m an animal behaviorist, Ms. Lafferty.”

      “I know. But she said you knew what Snowball was thinking. And I figured maybe because you’re Native American... Or—is that the right term? First peoples? First nation? Merci and I don’t want to offend.”

      I sighed inwardly. “Native American is fine.” I re-tucked my long black hair behind one ear. If a behaviorist had been reading me, that would be a tell. I always felt a bit like an imposter when clients assumed I was some kind of Native American shaman. I was only a quarter native, despite appearances suggesting otherwise. And I drew from my education—which I’d worked damned hard for—and not from anything supernatural.

      Well. Mostly.

      “Let’s get back to Merci, and see what I can pick up, okay? You say this behavior started a month ago. What changed around then?”

      “Nothing.” Denise sniffed. “I haven’t changed his diet. He gets a delivery service. He loves it. And he loves his dog walker. He’s been going out with Jojo and that neighborhood pack forever. Though I guess I could ask Jojo if there’s been a new dog introduced. Do you think Merci could be afraid of something on his walks?”

      Merci’s ears perked up at the word walk, and his tail wagged.

      “When the dog walker arrives, how does Merci react?” I asked.

      Denise smiled. “Oh, he loves his outings. Don’t you, baby woosey-woo?” She nuzzled Merci’s nose, and he licked her enthusiastically. “He gets so excited when Jojo comes to the door.”

      Merci stood on the ottoman and stared towards what I assumed was the door, tail going nuts. 

      “No, Jojo’s not here right now, baby.”

      “It’s not the dog walks.”

      “Then what?” Denise sniffed. “Can you ask him?”

      I am asking him, I thought. But I kept that to myself.

      “Something’s changed,” I said. “A new job, maybe? Have you changed the hours you’re home?”

      “No. I don’t work, thank God. I go out with my girlfriends a few times a week, but I’ve always done that.” She hesitated, blinking. “I guess I have been away more often since I started seeing Jared. Just out to dinner, mostly. Or sailing. But if I’m going to be gone for over six hours, I get Jojo to come hang out with Merci.”

      Ah. There it was. Merci shifted his body away from Denise and his ears went back. He focused on the wall and panted.

      What had she just said?

      I leaned forward. “Tell me about Jared.” I asked, and the little dog’s ears twitched in irritation.

      She smiled, still stroking Merci’s back. “Oh, he’s wonderful. I met him at an art gallery. He’s very handsome. And generous. He’s a boat person, you know? He sailed around the world. He’s living on a small yacht down in the harbor right now.”

      Merci laid down on the ottoman and put his head on his paws.

      Denise went on. “We’ve taken Merci out with us on the boat a few times but, honestly, he doesn’t like it. I think the water makes him nervous.”

      It’s not the water.

      “I took the baby to doggy swim classes a few years ago, and he liked that fine. Maybe it’s the size of the ocean or the motion of the boat?”

      I wasn’t a fan of people infantilizing their dogs, though it beat the alternative—ignoring or abusing them. But Denise was just noise at this point.

      I shifted closer to my laptop’s camera so my face would fill the screen on their end. “Merci. Merci.”

      The dog raised its head and looked at me. His tail did a little jiggle.

      “Merci, what do you think of Jared, hum? Jared. Is Jared at the door?”

      A tremor went through the little guy. An image flashed through my mind of a man kicking the dog. Merci leaped off the ottoman and scurried away, nails clicking on the floor.

      I sighed. Shit.

      “Merci!” Denise called out, starting to get up.

      “He’s okay. Just let him be for a minute.”

      She sat down, a little frown on her brow. “Maybe he has to go out.”

      “He doesn’t have to go out.”

      She blinked at the camera seeming unsure, but she didn’t argue.

      I took a deep breath. “So. About this new boyfriend. I think he’s been abusive to Merci.”

      Denise’s jaw dropped open? “What? He hasn’t. No.” Her tone was defensive. “Jared doesn’t even pay attention to Merci.”

      When you’re in the room.

      Her face lightened. “Maybe Merci is jealous of Jared. Is that it?”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      She was dubious now. “You can’t possibly know that.”

      “Ms. Lafferty, you’re paying me two-hundred dollars an hour to know that.” I was losing my temper, and that wouldn’t do. The little image showing my face scowled back at me from the computer screen, my thick, black eyebrows like thunderbolts. I attempted to smooth them out and soften my voice. “Look, Merci is afraid of Jared. Really afraid. When Jared comes to the door, Merci runs and hides, doesn’t he?”

      Denise wrung her hands, her pink nails flashing. “Well. Yes. But he doesn’t like to see us kiss.”

      A flash of anger sparked in my chest. Merci had been telling Denise loud and clear, but she was too busy making out with her boyfriend to notice. Typical. That little dog was her comfort and joy when she was alone. She treated him like her baby, and she’d gained Merci’s complete loyalty and affection. But as soon as a man showed up….

      I said none of that.

      “The level of fear Merci has about Jared means something happened between them. Maybe more than once. Sometimes when people don’t like dogs, especially small dogs, they can be casually abusive. Shoving them away with a kick, for instance.”

      “Jared wouldn’t do that!” Denise insisted hotly. “You don’t know anything about him.”

      “True. But I’m not reading Jared. I’m reading your dog.”

      Her lips pressed tight, but then eyes lit up with an idea. “But if Merci really hated Jared that much, wouldn’t he pee in Jared’s shoes? He only pees in mine.”

      “No, because he’d be afraid of retaliation. You’re his person, Denise. You’re the one he trusts with his safety, his well-being, his very life.”

      Her hostility melted into an expression of love. She sniffed. “That’s true.”

      “He’s trying to send you a message, to let you know something is wrong in his world. I’m guessing the peeing incidents only occur when Jared’s been around? Maybe right after he’s left?”

      She thought for a moment, then nodded reluctantly.

      “Do me a favor. Take Merci to the vet and have him checked over for any bruises or sore spots. Today, if you can.” I remembered the flash I’d had. “Especially around his ribs on the right side.”

      She was shocked. “Hang on.” She got off the ottoman and marched from the camera’s view. A moment later, she returned with Merci clutched to her breast. She sat down with him on her lap and talked baby talk to him as she felt over him with those pink-nailed fingers.

      When she reached his ribs, he gave a sharp yip and trembled.

      She gasped. “I’m sorry, baby! Does that hurt? I’m so sorry!” Denise kissed his head and stroked his back. A tear ran down her cheeks and she stared at the camera, her expression furious. “I swear, if that asswipe kicked my dog, I’ll have his nuts for breakfast! Do you think he’s okay? Is Merci okay?”

      Something inside me unclenched, and I breathed a sigh of relief. So, if it came down to it, Denise would side with Merci. Thank God.

      “He’ll be fine. He’s not in constant pain, or it would be obvious. But it wouldn’t hurt to have those ribs X-rayed and to have him checked over for any other sore spots.”

      “I’ll take him now.” She stood, still holding Merci.

      “Wait.” I glanced at the clock. She’d paid for an hour, and it had only been thirty minutes. “Look, you have two options. Don’t let Jared around Merci. Or, if you need more proof about what he’s doing, you can pick up a nanny cam on Amazon for under a hundred bucks. I’ll send you a link. That way, you can find out for sure.”

      She nodded. “Good idea. Thank you, Tiber. Really. My friend Lonny was right. You truly are a godsend. I’m going to the vet now.”

      She closed the laptop lid with a bang.

       

      

      Much as Merci had done, I gave an all-over shiver. I rubbed my face. Ugh. Interactions with pet owners always took it out of me. Especially new clients when I had no idea what to expect.

      It was an irrational anxiety. People who cared enough about their pets to pay my consulting fees were normally decent people who were good to their animals. But still—dealing with people was hard. Any people. I double-checked my schedule. I was done with Zoom for the day, thank God. I gave another full-body shudder before getting up and opening my office door.

      Leo, Gracie, and Ferdinand were waiting on the other side. They quivered with excitement when they saw me and Ferdinand’s tail made a drumbeat on the floor.

      “Aw, guys.” I couldn’t resist kissing each one on the head. 

      Leo was a scruffy mutt who weighed fifteen pounds but ruled the roost. I’d found him as a puppy when I was seventeen. Gracie was a geriatric wolfhound rescued from a puppy mill and then a family with a half-dozen kids and too much chaos. She was afraid of everything. The old girl needed peace and quiet, and I was determined to see she got it.

      Ferdinand, the basset hound, had been abandoned by his family when they moved out of state, left to wander his neighborhood forlornly and scavenge garbage. When I’d heard his story at the local shelter, and looked into those soulful eyes, I’d brought him home.

      They all had my heart.

      “Tiber’s done for the day,” I told them. “How bad is it raining? Want to go for a walk?”

      Ferdinand licked his lips.

      “Food first. Got it.”

      They padded after me as I went into my bedroom and took off the blue oxford button-down I wore for Zoom calls, slipping on a comfy T-shirt. I ditched the tight jeans for a soft, roomy pair.

      Leo barked at me as I put on my shoes.

      “Oh, yeah?” I said. “She’s just a kitten, Leo. Have some patience.”

      Fudge, the kitten in question, was clinging to the drapes when we went into the living room. She gave me a pitiful mew, and I gently held her up, disengaged her claws, and set her on the floor. “Come get lunch,” I said.

      Mealtimes were always a scene. I had to keep Leo out of Gracie’s food and Patch, a calico who’d spent a lot of his years as a feral cat, needed to be coaxed to eat as if every bite was a huge personal favor he bestowed upon me. Male calicos were rare—only 1 in 3000. So Patch truly was a unicorn, not unlike myself. I hunted down Renfield, a white rabbit with a penchant for burrowing into any available fabric—blankets, clothes bins, even the linen closet when he could get into it.

      Finally, when the troops had all ingested something, I made myself a peanut butter sandwich and stared out of the window while I chewed.

      A sunny day was a special treat in Prophet. Today was fair with in-and-out clouds. It wasn’t even drizzling at the moment. Ah, high summer! I’d thought I’d take the trail to the lake. From my house, it was a mile’s walk, and it was little more than a game trail, so I had it all to myself. Which meant the gang could go off-leash. I smiled. There were still several hours of daylight left and nothing pressing on my plate.

      Something black flew into view and perched on the fence post closest to the window. It was a crow. It stared at me, its wings fluffed up, its eyes beady and knowing.

      A chill went through me. Sometimes a crow is just a crow. But I hadn’t seen one in my yard like this before, and the way it flew in to stare at me through the window was odd.

      Some cultures believe crows are messengers. Couriers between the living and the dead. When I’d turned twelve, my grandmother had insisted I partake in a traditional sweat lodge ceremony, and the crow had come to me in a vision. The rez’s shaman had proclaimed him my totem animal. What that meant, if anything, was a mystery to me. But ever since then, I’d felt a kinship with the bird.

      “You’d better not be bringing me any bad news,” I told the crow.

      The crow didn’t answer.
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      Gabriel

      Mike Bressett. Park Ranger. Deceased. 

      “Thoughts?”

      There was still no sign of an ISB Special Agent, and the Clallum County coroner—Amelia—had beaten them to it, muttering something about budget cuts. As the county coroner she would attend the scene whoever was in charge, so I let her and her two techs get on with their job, only I put a call into Hen to find out the problem with ISB. I would have expected at least a courtesy call from them. Until they arrived and officially took over, this was my scene. 

      Amelia glanced up at me from her crouch and smirked. “He’s dead,” she said. We entered a staring contest—this wasn’t some weekly CSI show where the coroner got to be flippant, and I hoped my glare was enough to make her see that. I needed information, and I needed it now because this was the vital time where cases were made. “Tough crowd,” she murmured, and stood. “Okay, just the facts then,” she deadpanned.

      Even I caught the Dragnet reference, as had one of the crime scene guys with her, because he snorted a laugh. I sent him the same stare I’d given his boss, and he wouldn’t meet my gaze. Just because we were in Prophet WA in the middle of nowhere, there wasn’t any need for levity or gallows humor right now. The victim deserved respect, as did the office of sheriff. 

      “That’s all we need,” I summarized.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Okay, sheriff,” she began, in a tone that let me know I was being an ass.

      Wouldn’t be the first time. 

      “I wish I could tell you the cause was obvious,” she said. “We have a single blow to the left temple, and that is my focus here. A blow like this, hard enough to cause significant bruising, would have caused internal damage. Also, there are a few contusions on his neck and limbs, and of course, someone carved into his chest deeply enough that it could have caused him to bleed out if he wasn’t already dead.”

      “So you’re suggesting the cut on the chest happened postmortem?”

      “No! Not at all. It’s open to whether the head injury was the cause or something else. The rain at scene hasn’t preserved blood pooling around the body, and until we get him back to the lab, it’s impossible to assess if the carving was ante or postmortem.”

      “Time of death?” 

      “Impossible to say but if I was to guess, then sometime within the past twenty-four hours?”

      Damn it. “That’s as close as you can get?”

      She side-eyed me. “We don’t hand out dates and times at a scene just because of a random piece of evidence on a corpse I haven’t even checked yet,” she muttered.

      “But, if you can⁠—”

      “Sheriff Thompson, for God’s sake, have you ever attended a scene before? You realize this isn’t a cozy cop procedural where I hand you unsubstantiated facts as if they’re candy?”

      “Of course I have, I was in LA…” She didn’t need to know all that. “I apologize.” I was standing here asking her to give me her professional opinion when I knew better than to ask for detail. No wonder she was staring at me with a frosty expression. “It’s been a day. I’m expecting ISB, and it’s crickets.”

      “You’ll be lucky to get an ISB Special Agent out here that quickly. There’s a scene over in Idaho that’s taking resources, and they’re understaffed. I imagine they’ll hand it to you like they did the drowning over in Forks to Sheriff Collinson last fall.”

      She inclined her head, and I returned the gesture, thinking that maybe we’d found some common ground. We’d all had our budgets cut, which was why in the sheriff’s office it was me, Devin, and Hen. We couldn’t even stretch to cleaners, but I had superiority over Devin, so no bathroom duty for me.

      Amelia gathered up her two techs, and the first stages of moving the victim—Mike—began. I still needed to work the scene for now, whatever ISB said when they got here, so I catalogued the wider area, or at least I started to. We’d be here a long time, with all this mud, and so many footprints. Were they made after Mike was dead? Was Mike moved here after the people left prints? When did it rain? Had wildlife disturbed the body? Whoever had left these prints had been sure to trample all over the damn place.

      “Were they having a damn party?” I said to no one in particular.

      “Sir?” Devin asked, but I waved him away.

      Amelia shut the doors of the coroner’s van then returned to stand next to me as I stared down at the churned mud with so many footprints. I wish something here made sense—a weapon, or something. Anything. I knew I had to be patient and wait for the fragments we had so far to begin to create a picture of what had happened here.

      “I’ll have some preliminary findings for you later today,” she said. “But the full autopsy, waiting on bloods and other tests will take time. I assume you know that there will be a wait?” She was teasing. 

      I think. 

      “Of course.”

      “Then the scene is yours for however long you wait for an ISB Special Agent, sheriff,” she said, “Oh, one more thing. You might want to search for ritual killings bearing the same cuts.”

      My world fell. No. 

      “You think?”

      She glanced at me, and then at the body. “You don’t?”

      “I’ll get on that,” I conceded, and then watched as they removed our victim to Amelia’s van with great care. I fought the compulsion to run after her and demand she get answers for me straight away and instead focused on what remained. Evidence. 

      What fucking evidence?

      There was nothing. No obvious blade, or object that hit the victim, or visible clues. What I wouldn’t give for wild animal marks, but the way the body was laid out, the carved symbol and the drama of the position… none of that had been done by an animal, unless said animal was very lucky and had swiped a perfect cross into a man’s chest. All we had was rain-washed stones, muddy earth with hundreds of prints spread around, and a dog we couldn’t catch. The location itself was evidence—the land here was in dispute so was this some kind of message from the Makah to retrieve land that had been stolen from them?

      Or was it personal? Rowan said he knew little to nothing about his new colleague, Mike, just that he’d moved over from Montana and was due to start work only a few days from now. Rowan hadn’t known where he was living, but there again, if it was in Prophet and he didn’t have a rental, or hadn’t bought a place, then it was likely he’d be at the Lake Prophet Hotel, a two-star B&B catering to tourists who trekked out this far to find us. Maybe Abby would know more. After all, she was the local lead ranger and had recruited Mike.

      “Abby asked you to stop and fill her in,” Devin said, and exchanged glances with a very pale Rowan.

      I nodded—as head ranger she could have insight into Mike, but also, he was due to work for her, and I should keep her up to date as much as I could. 

      Thankfully, the town was small enough for people to know Mike in a basic way, enough for us to track movements, maybe. Unless, of course, he was staying elsewhere and had just chosen to hike out here on his mini-vacation before taking on his new role. 

      So many variables. 

      The forensic technicians with the coroner were taking photos of everything, working the scene, but I could see from their expressions they weren’t finding much in the way of anything at all. 

      I was used to a scene that told us nothing, but in a very different way. Down in LA we could find a weapon, or prints, but the world of crime was vast, and sometimes there was too much evidence with most of it contradicting itself in twists and turns of who owned what gun and who passed said gun onto the next criminal. Add in the drugs and the crazies and sometimes a scene was nothing more than overwhelming chaos.

      “Devin?”

      “Sir?” He glanced at me and stepped closer, avoiding the flapping end of tape stirring in the wind that came with the start of more rain. And rivulets of water washed soil from the site as the rain grew heavier, and with it, any evidence that may have once been there. 

      Was there any point in standing here staring at a deteriorating scene? 

      Someone needs to catch the dog.

      One of us, Devin, or I, should go up into town, start talking to people, lay the groundwork for the investigation and I was torn. If I left Devin here, all wet behind the ears, would he let someone contaminate everything and destroy that perfect piece of evidence we’d yet to find? Would he sit there without realizing that the integrity of the scene had to be preserved, and that if I left, then he’d be in charge of all the people working in the location? How would we control the crowds? I glanced around me. There were no crowds. Of course, there wasn’t—this wasn’t the streets, this wasn’t a city, this was a remote corner of a national park in the forest in the middle of freaking nowhere, and the integrity of the scene wasn’t in danger. Right? 

      I have to trust you sometime, kid. My old training partner’s voice was a whisper in my ear— Lincoln McGinnis had been my introduction to undercover work in LA, and my rude awakening after spending so long in my bedroom dreaming of being a big city cop. In hindsight, I’m sure I’d been channeling Batman, but no one would ever know that but me and my twelve-year-old self. I’d found the city a chaotic, soul-destroying place—add in the horrific undercover work and I ran from the city way sooner than even I expected. 

      Devin, however, had dreamed of small town cop work, and had come straight from his degree in criminology. I had to trust my gut that he was good and that the scene would be secure.

      I gestured for him to follow me a few steps away and it spoke volumes that, despite following me; he didn’t once take his eyes off the standing stones.

      “Procedure at the scene of a murder?” I prompted.

      He blinked, then appeared to pull himself together, stared back at the scene and straightened his spine. “Scene dimensions, focal point, security, tape perimeter.” He swallowed and glanced back at me to check I was listening. “Plan, communicate, type of crime, document scene, primary and secondary survey, record and preserve evidence. Supervise on scene technicians.” He paused between each one—this wasn’t some list he’d learned by rote. He’d considered each one with care as he worked the scene and connected each part to what he saw in front of him. 

      “Okay then. Stay with the techs. I’ll leave the ranger here—Rowan—but this is your scene, and your responsibility, until the agents from ISB arrive, okay?” 

      More swallowing, but there was determination in the kid’s expression. “Sir.”

      “You control who attends the scene, you log every freaking movement, no exception. If a bird sneezes, I want to know about it.” He relaxed a little at my joke. “I’m going into town to track down anything regarding the victim.”

      “Yes, sir.” I walked away, but he called me back. “Sir, what about the dog?”

      The disapproving canine had disappeared into the undergrowth again, but every so often there was barking and it would appear for a moment. So far the dog had proved to be a master at evading capture, but I’d already spoken to Animal Control, and they weren’t much help. They were based in Forks and beyond the river with the crapped out bridge. They suggested we catch him ourselves, or call wild animal control, but when they saw a photo of the dog and realized it was a Labrador, they gave us a list of tactics that all involved food. As yet, our watchful guardian had taken none of the offerings to move close enough for us to capture him, but if we kept at it, maybe it would relent.

      “Your priority is the scene, Officer Randall. We’ll get Ranger Rowan here to monitor the dog. The dog can’t be a distraction from your work at the scene. Understood?”

      “Got it, sir.”

      “Contact me the moment that the techs apprise you of anything, or if ISB turns up, or if there is any situation you feel is out of your control.” I kept my voice steady, not so much warning him as directing what he should do. “I want you to know that there is no issue for which you can’t call me for backup if anything looks, I dunno, hinky.” 

      He half-smiled then. “‘Hinky’.”

      “Yep. Official sheriff term.” I touched his shoulder to take his eyes off the scene for a moment. “Okay?”

      “Sir,” he acknowledged and immediately his gaze focused back on what was happening. Rowan was a little harder to pin down, but he did agreed to stay to assist Devin. He’d told me he knew little about his soon-to-be colleague and that was all I was getting from him as a source. Maybe his boss knew more; I’d had a few meetings with Abby, head ranger in Prophet for well over ten years. She’d seen weird stuff in her time that caused trouble, from Big Foot hunters towing trailers into Makah sacred grounds, to new age travelers parking their vans and searching for enlightenment while naked, right down to the simple things like hikers who didn’t follow the rules. 

      I added Abby to my mental list of people to talk to, and I knew she’d be up by the gate and I’d have to pass her, so that pushed her to the top. As I climbed into my Sheriff’s Department SUV, the rain was as heavy as it had been last night, the spot where I left my vehicle was even more of a mess of mud, and every chance we had of gathering any evidence here was also sliding away one trickling stream of water at a time. 

      I reached the gate, and the old logging road was becoming impassable for anything but a 4x4. 

      Abby was here—Chief Ranger at the local station—and she was in a confrontation with a tall guy. The man was wearing fatigues, a backpack in one of his hands, the other holding a rock as he gesticulated down the track. He balanced precariously on a crutch, and I could see a walking boot on his left foot, covered in mud. He leaned toward her and even though she stood her ground; he looked angry and had a damn rock in his hand. I killed the engine and sprinted the short distance to reach her, mud sucking at my boots. 

      “I have one!” the man shouted in her face, as I stepped up and put a hand between them. 

      “Please step back, sir.” I stayed respectful and assessed the situation as best I could.

      The man’s eyes were wild, the hand holding the rock in constant motion, but next to me, Abby didn’t appear worried, and if pushed I bet she’d tell me she’d dealt with rock-wielding angry men before, and that I should stay out of this. Her hood had fallen back, exposing her head to the elements and her close-cropped bright red hair—the one flash of brightness in the stormy day—was already soaked. 

      “Gabriel,” she murmured, and wiped across her face. 

      “Everything okay here?”

      “Yep.”

      “I have to get down there,” the man announced, and leaned on his crutch before he turned his attention to me, his gaze focusing on my chest and then up to my face. “Sheriff, I have proof.”

      “So much of it,” Abby deadpanned, which gave me the feeling maybe this mad-eyed man had nothing at all? Was he high? His pupils seemed okay in his wide eyes, but that meant nothing at all with the new drugs that hit the street every damn week.

      “Drop the rock, sir,” I demanded.

      “It’s evidence!”

      “Why don’t we take this to my office⁠—”

      “No!” the man yelled in my face, which was one way to earn a quick trip to the station in handcuffs.

      “Sir, please calm down and give me the rock.”

      My first instinct was to get him away and to attempt rational communication because he was losing his shit, and I was right in the middle of him and Abby. 

      He thrust the rock at my chest, heavy and flat, and I caught it to stop the damn thing smashing into me, as he limped back. 

      “Look!” he exclaimed. “Proof!”

      I glanced down at the rock, which on closer inspection was a plaster cast of something that wasn’t readily identifiable. 

      “Ask him what it is,” Abby prompted. 

      “Sir—”

      He didn’t wait for me to ask. “See the dermal ridges? The whorls on the feet that are just like fingerprints? This footprint isn’t from a man or a known beast. Do you know what you’re holding?”

      I turned the cast over in my hand, a jagged edge catching my finger and a pinprick of blood welled, but I couldn’t work out what I had here, and what it had to do with proof and the case of the body at the stones.

      “A footprint!” the man exclaimed and jabbed at me. “I found this last night, took the print, and made a duplicate, so don’t think that you can take this and pretend I didn’t see things.”

      Did I have a potential witness? “What did you see?” 

      “Nothing, he saw nothing,” Abby said. “He’s just your typical Bigfoot hunter⁠—”

      “Sasquatch, wendigo, skookum, anything but Bigfoot,” he snapped. “It’s an insult when their feet are perfectly in proportion with the body, so why people call him or her Bigfoot, is a mystery to me. What you have there, sheriff, is evidence of a forgotten twig of the hominid evolutionary tree and you’re stopping me from getting down there to see what else you found. Why are you blocking me from entering a public space?”

      I exchanged glances with Abby, who rolled her eyes. Bigfoot. I sighed inwardly. The Olympic National Park had some of the most remote areas in the United States and was a hotbed for so-called Bigfoot sightings. Prophet had a seasonal influx of tourists looking for the mythical creature, and the grocery store stocked an entire line of Bigfoot memorabilia, which was harmless, but I knew the park rangers had to deal with a lot of problems around obsessed people searching for a Sasquatch the same as Roswell did with UFOs. The town embraced the baffling, and the wild, and it was an economy that sat alongside our tourist income, and it hurt no one. Usually.

      He grew even more animated. “Was it a Sasquatch attack? They move in a militaristic operation, you know, always staying out of sight, but I’ve always believed they would attack if discovered. Not that it stopped me. I know I’m right, and I’ll be the first person to document their existence.” He paused, and I was relieved that he was stopping, but no, he had a lot more to say. “I’m not like the others who believe Bigfoot is an alien, or telekinetic, a shapeshifter, or even exists in a parallel dimension. I’m not like them, okay! I just want to know, were there more footprints down there? A dead body? Something else?”

      My gaze narrowed on him. Referring to “something else” was way too wide, and the fact he included the words dead and body got my back up.

      I passed back the mold and held a hand out to stop him from crowding me in his excitement and exasperation, as he almost fell over his crutch, which was sinking in the mud.

      “Start from the beginning.”

      He huffed with added drama. “Oh my God, why do we have to do this? It’s wasting time. My name is Hillesden, Grover Hillesden.” He inserted a dramatic pause, as if the name itself was important, then offered me his hand, the crutch close to slipping. We shook with respect, but I had a ton of questions.

      “Mr. Hillesden, we should take this back to the office and⁠—”

      “No. Because while we do that, the government will remove any and all evidence of my find and that is something else you’ll take away from me.” He pointed to his jacket, and the body cam unit on his left side. “You can’t take my rights as an American citizen⁠—”

      “Okay, Mr. Hillesden, you have two choices. You follow me to my office to make a statement, or I take you back myself. Which will it be?”

      “I know my rights!” he yelled and turned so fast he was a blur. He fell over his crutch and stumbled. He slid on his ass, and went headfirst into the nearest tree, his footprint cast flying from his hand, his crutch landing a few feet away, his open backpack slamming into the ground beside him, notebooks and a second plaster cast dropping out. I was at his side in an instant, but the damn fool had knocked himself unconscious. I felt for a pulse, thankful he’d fallen into a recovery position without me having to move him.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, then connected to Hen. “Dispatch, we have a medical situation at Logger’s Gate. Can you get Doc Winston down here?”

      “Copy.”

      That meant I had to wait, and irritation at that made being damp from the rain worse. I picked up the notebooks and the casts and shoved them into the backpack, only they wouldn’t fit, and I cursed and shoved and then gave up.

      “Let me,” Abby murmured, and peered into the pack, suddenly going still. “Gabriel?” she said, and her tone was calm, but from her expression she was far from feeling that way.

      “What?” She tilted the bag to me, and I leaned over to look inside, the glint of metal at the bottom. “A gun and a hunting knife.”

      “Dispatch to Sheriff. Doc Winston is fifteen out,” Hen advised, interrupting my processing of what was in the backpack.

      “Copy,” I answered by rote, and then spoke to Abby. “These are important. I’ll bag and hold onto them.” 

      We were out of the rain here, sheltered but every so often a leaf would grow too heavy and release collected water to splash down on us. We bagged the firearm, which turned out to be an unloaded flare gun, and the serrated knife, and took photos.

      “What do you know about this Bigfoot guy?” I asked as we waited for the doctor.

      “Not much. He’s been hanging around town, found him berating One-Eyed Jack in the store about his Bigfoot merchandise, calling him a sellout. Let’s just say that I assisted Mr. Hillesden from the shop, and he gave me this long spiel about missing links, or ‘organisms not recognized by science’. He’s a cryptozoologist, which I guess is a step up from the typical hiker up here thinking they’ll get a peek at Bigfoot. He’s harmless, maybe a little obsessed, broke his ankle last time he was up here four or five weeks ago, hence the crutch, but I’ve seen people like him before up here.” She gestured at the flare gun and knife in the evidence bag. “Is the knife important? I mean, how did Mike die?”

      I shrugged because I had no fucking clue how he’d died. “I don’t know.”

      My gut told me the gun and knife weren’t evidence of anything, but I would send the knife to get it checked out. Grover Hillesden might seem like nothing more than a man obsessed, but the fact he’d been around here last night to get what he said was a footprint, and the knife in his pack that may or may not have carved an X in our victim’s chest, added up to something else altogether. 

      “Can I ask, off the record, what happened to Mike down there, sheriff?” she asked quietly, and it occurred to me I hadn’t even extended my condolences to her about a man she’d likely helped to hire. “All Rowan said was that he was dead.”

      “Yeah, Rowan ID’d him, but how he died, and what he was doing by the stones, I don’t know. We’ll have to wait for the coroner’s report.”
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