

  

    

      

    

  




		

			

Moonlight Obsession


			Montana wilderness guide and survivalist Wyatt Foreman lives in harmony with nature. Until bodies start showing up in her forest.


			Forest ranger Mari Whitaker transfers to Montana for a fresh start and ends up neck deep in a serial murder case, one where all the bodies show odd signs of animal attacks.


			Wyatt’s and Mari’s worlds collide as they race against time in search of the killer before anyone else loses their life. They’re drawn to each other with a passion as intense as their desire for justice, but it’ll take all the moonlight, love, and silver bullets they have to stop a preternatural slayer.


			








	



				

					

				










Dedication


			For Zoey. My SAR partner, my travel buddy, my heart dog.


In memory of all our exciting adventures in Montana.













			

Beware of false prophets,


which come to you in sheep’s clothing,


but inwardly they are


ravening wolves.


			—Matthew 7:15


			The Holy Bible


			King James Version


			












    

            Prologue






			Great Slave Lake, Northwest Territories


			Ten years ago


			 


			Wolves were fascinating, from a distance. He slung the rifle over his shoulder before he pulled his kayak high onto the shore, tying it securely to a tree. For a couple of minutes, he stood in the sand to watch and listen. Gentle waves lapped against the shore, his kayak bobbing up and down, and a light wind moved the branches of the trees. The massive wolf with a silver face had followed the shoreline for at least a mile as he’d paddled north. As he’d pulled the oars through the water, the muscles in his shoulders kept telling him to turn toward land. He couldn’t. Interesting at first, the wolf became worrisome as civilization faded behind him. Regardless of how slow or fast he moved through the water, the wolf had kept pace. A powerful predator stalking his prey.


			At least until he gave in to his screaming muscles and headed to the shore. When he finally navigated to the beach, the wolf had turned and run into the trees. Not as though afraid of him. More like bored. Worked for him. Happy enough to see it go its merry way, considering this trip had been a long time coming. A nosy wolf didn’t need to ruin it for him. 


			Plenty of room for his small camp and the animals that called this remote area home without infringing on each other’s personal space. If not, well, he could deal with that too. He patted the rifle he’d slung over his shoulder and stood taller. Overhead, the sun dropped toward the west. He had to set his camp up. Pain in the butt to do it in darkness, although at least a full moon would rise tonight, and that would help if he got behind. 


			Rather than trek into the woods, he found a nice spot on the edge of the forest. The trees provided a good wind break should the weather turn, while still allowing him a beautiful view of the lake. Now at the end of tourist season, he’d hoped to enjoy this stretch of beach along Great Slave Lake all by himself. Blessed peace and quiet and he intended to savor every minute of it.


			Within an hour he had the tent up, his ground pad topped with his sleeping bag, and a fire built. Flames danced and sparks popped into the air. Beautiful and serene. Better yet, no sign of the wolf. Of course, it wouldn’t be wise to underestimate it. Pack animals by nature, more wolves would likely be somewhere in the trees. He’d keep his rifle close and his ears open. Live and let live was a motto he tried to embrace. Then again, if threatened, he’d protect himself, and if that meant killing a majestic animal, so be it. Better than becoming dinner for the pack.


			The sky grew deep and dark, stars glittering and the moon golden as he held a stick with a hot dog on the end over the fire. At home, he ate only the fresh foods he raised in his garden. Organic and pure, they kept his body healthy and his mind sharp. Out here, he indulged in his guilty pleasures. First up, fire-roasted hot dogs. 


			After wrapping the wiener in a slice of white bread, he took a big bite and closed his eyes. It tasted like childhood back home and the wonderful times out camping with his dad. Pops had taught him about the no-rules, no-girls, no guilt trips. Not that he believed for a moment his mother had been unaware of their hot dog, candy, and soda-filled adventures. She always just sent them on their way with a stay-safe-and-have-a-good-time blessing.


			Slowly, he opened his eyes and looked around. Not because the mystery pork treat didn’t make him super happy. No. It struck him as he sat and enjoyed his very unhealthy dinner that the night had grown silent. No sounds at all. Not the whoosh of lake water lapping the shoreline, not the hoot of an owl, not the rustle of a rabbit or squirrel running through the forest. Silence, deep and disturbing.


			He set aside his food and stood. Eerily quiet, as if he remained the only living thing in the world. He leaned down and pulled a headlamp out of his pack. The strap was snug around his head, and he clicked the button to turn the light on. It cut through the darkness like a surgeon’s scalpel. The rifle once more over his shoulder, he walked to the tree line. 


			“All right, show yourself.” Now he moved the rifle stock to his shoulder and pointed the barrel toward the trees. “Come on. I know you’re there.” Only an apex predator could cause a forest to go silent.


			The rustle of the underbrush made his finger move to the trigger. That a boy. Come on out. He slowed his breathing, narrowed his eyes, and kept the barrel pointed in the direction of the sounds. The wolf stepped out, his eyes glowing red in the beam of his headlamp. The same silver face he’d seen running along the riverbank earlier. “There you are. What do you want?” He smiled, imagining what the wolf might say if he could talk. 


			“I don’t want to hurt you, so how about you go hunt a rabbit or something tasty besides me. You’re not going to want my delicious hot dogs.” The wolf listened, his ears up, his body tense. Almost as though he listened and understood.


			It took a step closer, tension in its body, hair standing up at the scruff of its neck. 


			“Go find somewhere else to be. I’m here.” He stood tall, his shoulders back, and the beam on his headlamp remained on the wolf’s eyes. Made himself appear as large as possible. For a second, he thought it had worked. Only for a second. The wolf charged. He screamed.


			












    

            Chapter One






			Ravalli County, MT


			Present Day


			 


			Wyatt Foreman stood back and studied her latest project. The raised beds came together as she’d envisioned. These were the perfect height and would give her a break from leaning over to tend the massive gardens that provided her with food throughout the year. Not that she’d eliminated the in-ground version. This season, she’d have a multi-level operation. A well-thought-out experiment that, depending on how it went, might be expanded upon next year. 


			“That looks nice.” Her nearest neighbor, Royal Fremont, walked through the garden gate. “I may have to copy this setup.” His long black hair streaked with silver was pulled back in a ponytail, and he wore blue jeans and a University of Montana T-shirt. To the best of her recollection, Royal never went there. Tall and confident, he smiled at her as if they were a couple of good friends hanging out on a lovely afternoon. Except they weren’t.


			She forced a return smile, and it almost hurt. Maybe more a grimace than a smile. Less than a year ago, he’d moved back to Hamilton and, in that time, had made a bit of a pest of himself. No, more than a bit. He’d made a big pest of himself. While true enough they’d both grown up here, they’d not really been friends, given he’d been two grades ahead of her in school. The only reason she remembered him at all had to do with his name. Royal was the kind of name a person remembered. Especially if one acted like they believed they were royal.


			“We’ll see how it goes. Nothing like working the land itself.” She wasn’t making idle conversation about her dedication to nature. Pleased as she might be with her newest experiment in growing food, her parents would pale if they could see the raised gardens. They were, or had been, purists in the most basic sense. When they said they worked the land, they meant it literally. On their knees and without gloves. Dirt under their fingernails that refused to be washed away. These days, people called her parents’ style of living earthing, and while it was important, she took a broader view and taught her classes that way. No reason the old and the new ways couldn’t co-exist. 


			“Knowing your green thumb, my money is on it all going super good.” His smile lit up his face. She’d give him credit for growing into his looks. He wasn’t the Royal she recalled from their teenage years, the skinny guy who led the debate team to more than one state championship. 


			Wyatt narrowed her eyes at his words. Flattery would get him nowhere, and besides, how would he know what she could do? Well, maybe that wasn’t fair. Around here, her classes in self-sufficiency and women-specific survival classes were well-known and quite popular. Actually, that wasn’t totally correct. Her reputation went well beyond the borders of Montana. Routinely tapped to teach classes all over the country, she’d traveled coast-to-coast and border-to-border. Wyatt loved sharing her lifetime of knowledge and equally loved the enthusiasm of her students. 


			“Is there something I can help you with?” Maybe if she nudged him, he would get to the point and then be on his way. Something about him rubbed her wrong these days, though she couldn’t pinpoint why. Perhaps he’d always been that way, and that’s why he’d never been on the inside of her friends circle during their formative years. Today, she didn’t have time for him and whatever was on his hidden agenda, as she had a lot more work to do. A custom-recurve-bow commission was due to be delivered in a few days and still needed its finishing touches. No bow left her workshop if it wasn’t perfect. She built hers with the same attention to detail that she employed in teaching her classes. Her grandmother’s famous bit of wisdom: if something was worth doing, it was worth doing right.


			“There is.” His smile grew. Now why was it she had the feeling he believed it made him more handsome? It probably worked on other women. Might be wise to tell him he was barking up the wrong tree, and if she thought it would help, she would. Singularly undeterred by any of her previous rebuffs, he wouldn’t listen. Everything he’d done to date made it clear Royal would turn out to be that neighbor. Not fair either. She’d lived in this same house her entire life, and that meant, in essence, he was the intruder here regardless of being born in the nearby town. There were plenty of other homes in the area he could have purchased. Didn’t have to be the place closest to hers. Damn the Andersons for retiring and moving to Phoenix. Montana winters weren’t that bad. 


			“And that would be?” She hoped her expression remained neutral. As much as he bugged her, he was her neighbor, and a feud wasn’t a good plan.


			“Wondering if you might have some monkshood plants I could talk you out of.” He stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets and continued to smile as though he hadn’t just asked her to give him a poisonous plant.


			She narrowed her eyes as she studied his face. “That would be a no. Monkshood, or wolfsbane, is dangerous, even fatal, and I prefer to cultivate healing plants. I don’t do death, and I don’t recommend you planting any, even if the flowers they produce are beautiful. Sometimes deadly hides behind beautiful.” 


			His smile didn’t waver at her rebuff. “My idea is that they’ll create a beautiful fence around my place without having to spoil the view with traditional fencings. Animals won’t cross the barrier.” His explanation had some merit. True enough that wildlife would steer clear. Not enough justification for her to help him. Not that she had any of the requested plants on her property now, or ever.


			She shook her head. “To be blunt, bad idea, and besides, I don’t grow Monkshood plants anywhere on my property. My advice to you is to stick with a regular fence if you want to keep animals out.”


			Now he pressed his lips together and shook his head. A shadow crossed his face. “Naw. That doesn’t work for me. I’ll figure something out.”


			He didn’t sound like he’d let it go, and neither would she. “Stay away from monkshood. The risk is too high.” Animals typically steered clear of the plant, but not always. He’d feel bad if he unintentionally poisoned someone’s pet. Wouldn’t he? As she studied his face, she wondered.


			He spun and walked away. “Maybe.” 


			She gazed out at her goats, chickens, and horses. “Bastard,” she muttered when he was gone. Her animals rarely got out of the fenced pastures and off her property, but it did happen to anyone who had livestock, and now she had to worry about whether they’d make it home alive. That plant could kill in an hour if they were to ingest it. She left the garden beds to walk her fence lines just to make sure.
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        * * *


      


			Mari Walker pulled up to the modest house with the natural-cedar siding and full front porch. Knowing it was always iffy to buy a property sight-unseen, she’d sent out a whole lot of prayers that the pictures on the Internet did it justice. So far, so good. The five acres that came with the house gave it the privacy she’d been looking for. A new start in a big way. Suited her current mood and mindset. 


			A woman with short, curly, brown hair waved at her from the driveway as she stood next to a late-model blue Ford pickup. She recognized the realtor from the half-dozen video calls needed to make the home purchase happen long-distance. “Welcome, Mari. Welcome.” She held out her hand, a set of keys dangling from her fingers. Blue jeans and cowboy boots suited her. Personality and looks combined with a people-savvy instinct made for a top-notch realtor.


			“Hey.” She smiled as she walked toward her new home. “Can’t wait to see it.” Truth too. The outside of the place worked for her, and she had a hunch the inside would too. Sometimes, things did pan out. Sometimes they didn’t, which is why she stood here now. 


			An hour later, seemingly content that Mari would be fine, her oh-so-perky realtor backed her big truck out of the driveway and drove away. Mari sighed as she stood in the empty living room. Her furniture wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow, and that was fine, given she was too tired from the drive to want to set anything up. At least ten times during the last hour she’d been invited to stay the night with the realtor she’d liked the first time they spoke, and she liked her even more now that they’d met in person. She’d still turned down the gracious invitation. 


			Mari’s work took her to some very remote places, and she’d spent her fair share of nights sleeping under the stars on hard ground. She’d be fine here inside her nifty new home even without furniture. The hardwood floors wouldn’t be soft beneath her sleeping bag. They also wouldn’t have rocks poking into her back. She would be fine until her bed showed up tomorrow.


			Didn’t much surprise her when her cell phone rang. “Yes. I’m here.” No need to say hello. Her family were a caring bunch that gave her space at the same time. She loved that about them. Just as she loved that Jasmine had been her ride-or-die since the fourth grade.


			“I still don’t like it.” Jasmine’s words contained the same tone of disapproval they’d carried since the moment Mari told her best friend that she was leaving Oregon. “You should have stayed here and fought it out. You let the bastards win.”


			“Nope on both counts.” So far, it had been impossible to convince Jas that moving several states away was a solid plan. 


			“Oh, please. Leaving like this only validates that SOB’s actions. You deserved that job. It should have been yours, not that manipulating blonde’s. Be nice to think the days of getting ahead based on big boobs and fake eyelashes were over. They sure proved they weren’t.” 


			Mari closed her eyes and sighed. Jas wasn’t wrong. Mari had been massively more qualified for the chief’s position, yet she’d been passed over as though she’d been nothing more than a first-year ranger. Oh, the powers-that-be had all the right words for their actions and didn’t like it when she’d called it BS. Hadn’t changed anything, and she’d opted not to stick around, even when promised that he’d get her promoted if she were just patient. The chief ranger in charge of hiring said blonde had the nerve to tell her to just get over it. As her brother would have said, fuck that. Besides, with the current cuts across the entire agency, if she’d stayed, she’d have been more likely to get axed than eventually promoted.


			“Water under the bridge, Jas. Besides, I actually got the chief job in this district, and cherry on top, it’s pretty nice here. The house is as good as it looked online. Better, actually. I’m pleased so far. Tomorrow, I meet with the ranger I’ll be replacing, and he’s going to give me the grand tour. This move is a good thing.” She hoped. 


			“It’s running away.” Jas wasn’t one to pull punches. “You folded like a load of laundry, and that’s not like you. Makes me want to slap you up alongside the head.” 


			“Granted, but you know, sometimes running away can be the start of a grand new beginning, and we both know slapping me is the last thing you’d ever do.” She could picture her anti-violence buddy sitting at her table with her feet up on a chair, sipping herbal tea. No caffeine in her body, wrong as Mari believed that to be. What was the point of either tea or coffee without the kick?


			“I’m missing you already.” Her voice had turned somber. “Who I am I going to whine to when another guy breaks my heart?”


			“I’m not that far away. Whining over a video call is perfectly acceptable.”


			“Hours and hours away. Not the same. I need to whine in person.”


			She smiled. Jas did have a point. It was fun to commiserate in the same room. “It’s driving distance. All you’ll have to do is get in your sporty little car and drive your butt over to Montana. I’ll have furniture set up by the time you get there. And, to be clear, if you’d stop picking dicks for boyfriends, you wouldn’t keep getting your heart broken.”


			Jasmine laughed, the sound light and full of mirth. “All right. You win, but I’m going to wait until you have both furniture and food. I’ll work on the quality-control part of my boyfriend selection.”


			“Perfect. I’ll make sure your room is set up post haste, just in case.” It would be wonderful to have her here for a few nights.


			“Call me after your tour and let me know if you still think it’s the right move.”


			“You got it.”


			“Mari?”


			“Yeah?”


			“I miss you already, and I love you, girlfriend. Please take care of yourself.”


			Tears stung her eyes and her smile slid away. “Will do and back atcha.” The tears fell as she put her phone back into her pocket. Leaving her lifelong home hadn’t been an easy or quick decision. She’d waited a full year after the snub to make certain she didn’t react out of anger. As she stared out the window, the sun beginning to set, she told herself again, she’d made the right decision. 
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        * * *


      


			“I don’t know why I’m not enough for you.” Inez had her back to him, not pausing in her preparation of the top sirloin he’d brought home.


			Royal closed his eyes and silently prayed for patience. At first, Inez had seemed perfect for the family he wanted to create. Lately, his opinion of her fitness had begun to change. Physically, she was perfect. Lean, athletic, and attractive. Her neediness is what got on his nerves. How did he miss that before? Perhaps her beauty and enthusiasm had blinded him. He didn’t like to think himself that shallow, but it kind of stared him in the face. 


			“You are a lovely person.” He didn’t add that a lovely person didn’t equate to an acceptable pack member. That last part remained to be seen. Whining didn’t work for him. Never had, and plenty of students had tried it on him. 


			Inez slapped the knife against the steak as if trying to beat it into submission. “You’re sniffing after her like she’s in heat. It’s not attractive.” 


			“Inez.” He drew her name out. Stay calm, he told himself. A good leader kept emotions under control.


			She put the knife down and turned to look at him. Really pretty, and that’s what had drawn him to her in the first place. Bright too, and he’d always been attracted to intelligence. Might have been a better idea if he’d spent more time getting to know her better before taking that irreversible step. Attractive and smart didn’t equate to someone being easy to live with. He took a couple of slow breaths. Only himself to blame. He created the problem, and he’d solve it somehow.


			A contrite expression crossed her face. “I’m sorry, but geez, Royal. It’s hard to be stuck here all the time. I don’t know anybody in this hick town, and yeah, the forests are sweet, but it doesn’t make up for the dullness the rest of the time.”


			“It’s important to be here.” Vancouver had been his home for decades so it wasn’t like he didn’t understand her feelings of loneliness. Born and raised here in Montana, he’d nonetheless loved Canada, and Vancouver in particular, with all the beauty and the bounty it provided. Things change over time, and the plain reality of that truth couldn’t be ignored. The draw here had been equally exciting, and, in any event, the decision had been his to make. 


			“I know, I know. You’ve told me a hundred times.” Anger crept back into her voice.


			“And I’ll repeat it a hundred more.” He stared into her eyes.


			She blew out a long, noisy breath, something close to a child-stomping tantrum diminishing her beauty. “I miss Canada.” Her eyes closed as she leaned back against the countertop, all emotion seeming to drain out of her.


			His nerves still trilled. The peace of home he’d hoped for had taken wing. Might have to arrange for her return if she kept this up. Problem for her was that it wouldn’t be quite the return she hoped for. On the other side of the border only exile awaited her. “I do too but it’s nice here, and we couldn’t stay up North. You know why.” Wanted to be here was the part he didn’t add.


			Royal had plain and simple missed Montana in the many years he’d been in Canada. He appreciated all that he’d done during the years away, the people he’d met from the world over, and the lives he’d changed, whether through an early law practice or his years of teaching. His life had changed too in that time, and there came a day when leaving what he’d built was no longer an option. It became a matter of survival. 


			Inez nodded, frowning. “I do know. It’s just that some days it gets to me, and especially when I feel you moving away from me. You’re everything to me, and I don’t like her. She’s not one of us.” The petulant child had returned. 


			Not yet. He had plans on that front. Plans he hadn’t shared with Inez. If he told her, he’d have to listen to even more whining. Not interested in her complaints. The decisions were in his hands and always had been. In the early years, she’d been great and pleasant to be around. Funny even. Since they’d come here, she’d changed, and it wasn’t for the better. 


			“Can we at least go out tonight?” Hope rang clear in her voice, and he didn’t blame her. Night runs were unlike anything else. The beauty of the forest and the clear air were intoxicating, the warmth of the moon as it called for the change, thrilling.


			He couldn’t give her what she wanted. “No. Not tonight.” There’d been a close call a couple nights ago, and he didn’t want to risk it again. Smarter to let the incident fade from anyone’s thoughts before they went out again. The right thing meant staying close to home for the time being. 


			“I think it’ll be okay. Nothing happened.” Said incident had been orchestrated by Inez, and it would be a nice change if she took responsibility for her actions.


			“Almost nothing happened.” If he hadn’t stopped her, she’d have torn apart a large hare right in front of a couple of night hikers.


			“Almost nothing,” she repeated and frowned. He wasn’t sure if it was because she felt bad about what happened or was upset that she’d been denied the spoils of her hunt. 


			Either way, he didn’t care. The conversation bored him. Inez bored him. “I know what I’m doing, so how about you concentrate on dinner and let me deal with everything else.” This impromptu meeting had reached its end. 


			For maybe ten seconds she stared into his eyes, and then she sighed and turned back around to her meal preparations. “You’re the alpha.” She stabbed the knife into the sirloin. 


			“I am.” He left her at the counter and walked outside. A light breeze blew. Nice this time of year. Not hot enough for fire season. The winter chill long gone. Yes, he missed Canada, as did Inez. He had loved it there. Appreciated the welcome the Canadians gave him. The respect he got from his students. The gift he’d never seen coming. 


			Now, as he gazed out at the Bitterroot Mountains, it hit him how much he’d missed the beauty here. Life began for him on this land and had shaped him in many ways. He hoped that when his time came, it would end for him on this land as well. If all went to plan, with his chosen mate at his side and not for a very long time. 


			It wasn’t the same place he’d said good-bye to all those years go. Things had changed in the years since then. The town had grown. A lot more people, though still a drop in the bucket compared to Vancouver. The culture had changed a little too. Hamilton’s great mix of urban and country hit just the right note and was part of what drew him back. Little did he realize when he first returned that he’d glimpse his soul mate on the first day. The only word for it: destiny.


			He tilted his head to the sky. In a matter of days, the Harvest Moon would shine, and all would be right with his world. He glanced down at his watch, did a quick calculation in his head, and smiled. “Soon, my love. Soon, we will be together forever.” 


			












    

            Chapter Two








			“Really, Daisy? Really!” Wyatt stared down at the broken fence and frowned. She turned to point a finger at the five-year-old Angora goat, her black coat speckled with grass and twigs. Daisy always knew how to entertain herself. “This isn’t what I wanted to do today.” Seemingly unimpressed by Wyatt’s scolding, Daisy wandered off into the field.


			Mending a fence wasn’t anywhere on her to-do list for the day. The commissioned bow finished, she still had to get it boxed and shipped to the Arkansas buyer. Instead of heading back to the house to finish that task, she stared at the fence, mentally making a note of the supplies she’d need to grab for the repair. It could have been worse. Daisy and the rest of the herd could have made a break for it. Instead, she’d found Daisy snacking away on the front lawn, while the remainder of the herd remained out in the pasture blissfully unaware of the avenue for escape. No Daisy-assisted walkabout for the goats. Small blessings and all that. With a sigh, she headed to the equipment shed. The bow would have to wait. 


			Her cell phone rang seconds after she’d completed the repair. “Hey,” she said after glancing at the display. 


			“What’s up out in nature land?” Tracy Harris owned the most popular café in town and made the best espresso for miles around. They’d been friends since kindergarten, the kind of friend who saw her at her best and her worst. The kind of friend who would help her bury a body and bring the wine. 


			“Daisy.” Didn’t need to elaborate. 


			“Oh, sister. Sounds like you could use a big old latte.”


			“I would love you forever.” She smiled and put a hand to her chest. 


			“You already do.” Tracy laughed. “I need some eggs, so how about I bring you that coffee and you hand over a dozen or three?”


			“Deal. Feels like a fair trade, don’t you think?”


			“It sure does. See you in thirty.”


			While it wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the hand delivery of her favorite coffee drink, she also knew Tracy well enough to realize it wasn’t about eggs. The odds were on local gossip her friend couldn’t wait to share. Kind of like with hairdressers, people loved to come into the café and talk to Tracy. And talk. And talk. If it happened within thirty miles of Ravalli County, Tracy would be one of the first to know. Wyatt fell on the other end of that spectrum. She stayed miles out of the gossip pool. Not to say she didn’t find a lot of what Tracy shared with her through the years amusing, because, yeah, she did. It was only that she preferred to stay out here with her animals, building her bows and sustaining herself through her own efforts. Town and the people who lived there didn’t hold a whole lot of appeal. At least some of them. High school and young adulthood had been tough, and those things had a way of sticking with a person. Her person, to be specific. 


			In some ways that wasn’t being fair to her community. Times had changed, and most of the good folks had changed too. What happened in the past would likely never happen now. She had to learn to forgive, and maybe when she wasn’t so busy, she’d get on that. Or maybe not. Wyatt liked to think she chose the high road, except sometimes it was harder than it sounded. 


			Enough. She didn’t have the time or the effort to go down that tired old track. By the time Tracy arrived with her perfect latte, super-sized, she had the tools and extra fence hardware put away and ready for the next time Daisy got it in her head to orchestrate an escape. She glanced toward the pasture where Daisy grazed with the rest of her pals. If her coat didn’t result in the most wonderful angora yarn possible, they might need to have a talk about an alternative living arrangement. Probably not, given that no matter how many times Daisy created a problem, Wyatt cleaned it up. Something about that goat’s attitude made her smile. Well, smile after she fixed fences and troughs and gates. At least she was usually a solo act and didn’t often entice the rest of the herd into joining her shenanigans. After her conversation with Royal yesterday about monkshood, she planned to keep an even closer eye on the ever-creative Daisy.


			“Looks good as new,” Tracy said as she leaned against the fence and gazed out into the pasture. “And the goats seem happy.”


			“Daisy is always happiest when she creates havoc. The girl is a little left of center.” Wyatt sipped the latte and sighed. 


			Tracy’s bright-blue eyes looked into hers. “True enough but you love her.”


			Now she laughed. “I do indeed. So,” she said as she turned and walked toward the house. “What’s new in the big city?” She wasn’t referring to Missoula.


			Tracy snickered as she followed Wyatt. “Oh yes. Hamilton is hopping these days. A new mercantile shop opened up, and you’re going to want to swing in. They have some sweet items, and I’m betting they’d love to stock your yarn. Maybe even a bow or two if you have any that aren’t already spoken for.”


			“Maybe.” She already supplied yarn to a specialty shop in Missoula and another one in Bozeman. “I don’t know if I’ll have enough to do a third shop, and I’ve got orders for three more bows. It’ll take me the rest of the year to fill all those.” As much as she found spinning the yarn relaxing and almost meditative, her real love lay with teaching survival classes and crafting custom bows. Something very satisfying about both those endeavors.


			“I get it. Just something to keep in mind.” 


			In the kitchen, Wyatt picked up four egg cartons, holding eighteen eggs each, and set them on the island. “Here you go. This should keep you for a little while.”


			Tracy clapped. “Yay. I’m down to my last two eggs and was near to panic. Then I thought, wait. I know who to call. My buddy, the problem solver.”


			Wyatt leaned against the counter and looked at Tracy. It was no wonder her café remained profitable. Not only did she make the best coffee for a couple hundred miles and have an uncanny business savvy, but she was beautiful to boot. Long black hair that still didn’t sport even a single gray hair and eyes so blue they were like the morning sky. Top that off with a genuinely sweet personality, and success came as it should.


			Wyatt patted her own long, dark hair, which did sport more than a few well-earned grays. She wore them with pride. A life lived with both joy and sorrow. “Go ahead and tell me while I drink the nectar of the gods.” She sipped the latte again. Just as good as the first sip.


			Tracy’s smile lit up her face, and she winked at Wyatt. “I knew you’d want to know.”


			“Do I have a choice?” When Tracy got on something, it became her single focus. She had something she wanted to tell Wyatt. Bad.


			“Hell, no. I mean, if I can’t share with you, who can I share with?”


			“Maybe every single person who walks into the café.”


			Tracy made a poofing sound. “Now you’re just being mean. I was going with the BFFs-since-kindergarten thing, but you took it somewhere dark.”


			“Okay, okay, you win. Tell me.” Actually, her curiosity ramped up.


			“Here’s the thing. Your buddy, Royal…”


			She held up a hand. “Not my buddy.” Bad enough he was making a pest of himself at her house. Now other people were connecting them. Enough already, and he hadn’t even been back here that long.


			Tracy let out a tiny laugh. “He sure wants to be yours. Anywho, the thing is, the prodigal son didn’t return to the fold alone.”


			Okay. Interest now piqued big-time. That she hadn’t known. “He’s been over here umpteen times through the years, at least while his parents were alive. Always alone, or that’s what I heard anyway. I guess I assumed he’d come back now by himself, although I haven’t quite figured out why he’d want to return to live here at all. The way I heard it, he’s some big-shot law professor. Why come back? We don’t have a law school, and is there really enough business to sustain a law practice?”


			Tracy shrugged. “Maybe the big city got too big for him and his pals. As much as I like our neighbors to the north, I wouldn’t want to live in Vancouver. Way too large and noisy for my liking.”


			Wyatt circled back around to one word in Tracy’s spiel. “Pals?”


			Tracy blew out a noisy breath. Or was it an exasperated breath? “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. He’s not over there at his little ranch alone.” Tracy pointed to the window that looked in the direction of Royal’s place.


			Wyatt’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the window, thinking about what was beyond her line of sight. Wasn’t good old Royal just full of secrets? She brought her gaze back to Tracy’s face. “Tell me the rest.”


			“I don’t know if there is more. All I know so far is there’s a woman and a man with him. The guy is super hot too. If I didn’t already have my sights set elsewhere, I’d sure be interested in tall and handsome. Maybe a little something for you too.” She winked.


			Tracy wasn’t referring to Royal or the other man. They’d been friends long enough to know pretty much everything about each other. “What about the woman?” 


			Excitement flowed back into Tracy’s voice. “I saw her in the car. Looked pretty, but I only got a glimpse when Royal and his buddy came in for coffee. Found out when I was down at the feed store that the three of them are living at Royal’s place. Nice and cozy, don’t you think?”


			“Did he say who they were?” Royal could have other family that she hadn’t known about. To the best of her recollection, he’d been an only child. Didn’t mean there wasn’t extended family out there. Or perhaps good friends that wanted to make a change too. All sorts of possibilities. 


			One particular question kept running through her mind. Why, in all the visits he’d made to her house since returning or during those casual moments of crossing paths, Royal had never once mentioned he didn’t return alone.
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        * * *


      


			Mari parked her black Chevy Trailblazer next to the line of forest-service pickups. The small SUV was the first car she’d ever purchased new, and she loved it. All the bells and whistles, along with all-wheel drive for the snowy winters. Next to the trucks, it looked like a toy. Remarks would be made. She didn’t care. 


			The tall, silver-haired man who stepped out of the main door didn’t require an introduction. Besides the name tag on his shirt, he’d been the deciding vote in her hire. She’d liked Oliver Allridge right from the start of the lengthy interview process. She came here as his replacement when his retirement went into effect the end of the week. 


			“About time you got here, Fremont.” Hands on his hips, he looked like the office guard dog. 


			“I didn’t get in until late yesterday afternoon.” She’d emailed him that information, which made her wonder if he didn’t read it, or he liked giving her grief. She suspected it to be the latter. What took the sting out of his words was the expression on his face and the twinkle in his eye. No malice, only warmth. A friendly guard dog.


			“You’re in Montana now, Ranger. Speed limit is 80.”


			She laughed. “Going to take some getting used to. Not that I’m saying I won’t in time.”


			“My money says you’ll be used to it inside of a week.”


			“Sucker’s bet. I like it already.”


			Now he laughed, one of those deep laughs that made everyone else join in, and waved her inside. “Let’s get the paperwork done and then get out there. You’re going to love our corner of the world, and I’m betting you won’t even miss all that rain you’re used to.” 


			“The sooner, the better.” One of the reasons she loved her work? She didn’t get stuck behind a desk. Not to say she didn’t have tasks that required her to be inside, but the fact that the majority of Mari’s work occurred in nature made those times bearable. She wasn’t wired for four walls, a desk, and chair. Endless meetings and team-building exercises.


			She smiled at Oliver when she walked by and into the office lobby, her eyes nearly level with his. Suspected her height might have been one of the reasons he’d liked her over other candidates. A plus in this scenario, a minus in a promotion that should have been hers. One saw it as a positive, one as a detriment. 


			“What?” She knew the question even though it hadn’t passed his lips. No, she wasn’t in uniform, as she’d dropped hers at the tailor’s shop to get the patches changed for her new duty station. No uniform aside, she’d shown up for her first official day in field-appropriate clothing. She still had her forest-service cap so she was also fully identifiable. “My uniforms will be ready tomorrow with the new patches.”


			He shook his head. “Not that.” His frown wasn’t angry, more disapproving.


			“Then what’s wrong?” Mari wasn’t following.


			“We do things a little different here for good reasons.”


			“Meaning?”


			“Meaning, we carry.” He tapped the Glock 22 in a holster clipped to his belt. “All the time.”


			Her hand went to her gun-free waist. “Oh.” It had become more and more common for rangers to carry because of the increasing danger they faced out in the state and national parks. She’d resisted, and in the areas she’d worked thus far in her career, it hadn’t been an issue. “I didn’t need to carry often at my old duty station, and I checked my gun back in when I left.” Not that she had a problem with guns. Unless she needed to, or was required to, she’d rather not. 


			“You know how to use one?” His frown deepened as though he suddenly questioned his choice in her as his replacement.


			The shadow of disappointment in his face made her heart sink. Her honest answer might help. “Of course.” Just because she chose not to carry didn’t mean she wasn’t fully trained. 


			The frown lessened and an eyebrow went up. Maybe she’d imagined the disappointed look. “You any good?”


			She could brag, decided to go subtle. Sometimes men didn’t like to find out she could outshoot them eight days a week. “I’m very good.” Not an exaggeration. Dad had been a champion, and she’d followed in his footsteps. She’d aced the range tests at the mandatory federal law-enforcement training back East. A couple of the hotshots in her class were probably still pissed about that. 


			His smile returned, and he gave her an approving nod. “Good to hear. We’ll get a service weapon checked out to you. Most of our guns are Glock 22s. That work?”


			“Yes.” She knew the gun well and liked it. If she had to carry, it might as well be a Glock.


			“I’ll also introduce you to the boys over at Fire Ridge Guns. They have an excellent selection and will treat you right if you need anything for home. They can hook you up at the range too. Clear out the cobwebs, you know.”


			“Sounds good.” While she’d maintained her firearms certification, she hadn’t been on the range in a while. Probably were a few cobwebs. 


			Things here really were going to be different, and it wasn’t only about the need to carry. The real question wasn’t about those differences but rather if they would treat her as an equal. She hadn’t stood for the crappy treatment in Oregon, and she sure as heck wouldn’t stand for it here either. 
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        * * *


      


			Royal sat at the table drinking coffee as sunshine streamed through the kitchen window. The suit he wore might be a little much, but it also screamed competence, and that’s what he needed to portray to ensure that the good residents of Hamilton viewed him as a successful lawyer, which they would. True enough, he hadn’t practiced in over a decade. Also true enough that no one needed to know that. It would be like riding a bike and would all come back to him once he got in the saddle. He had been an excellent law school professor, and he’d been an equally excellent practicing attorney. 


			At the bang of the back door, he swung his gaze from the rays of sunshine to the kitchen doorway. Two seconds later, Inez walked through, a bit of grass in her hair, her shirt untucked from the waistband of her dirt-streaked jeans. The moment her eyes met his, she stopped. “I thought you’d be gone.”


			He shifted his gaze from her messy clothes to her face, blood on her lips, eyes almost glowing. “Clearly.” His jaw tightened.


			“Look…” She took a step back and put out her hands as though protecting herself. 


			He leaned over and slapped his hands on the table. “No! You look. I told you not to hunt.”


			Her face darkened, she dropped her hands and squared her shoulders. Trying to look as big and bold as possible. Failing. “I needed to.”


			Hard to keep from yelling. He managed a level, “You need to obey me.”


			“Or what?” She brought her chin up, and she might have appeared confident if her body didn’t tremble, her hands plucking the hem of her shirt.


			He stood up, knowing full well that his towering height intimidated, and that was even before. Combined now with his enhancement, he could be menacing when he took a mind to. He’d heard the rumors at the university that centered around not bothering him if he were in a dark mood. The other professors who looped him in called them rumors. He saw them more as truths. “Or things around here will change. Permanently.”


			Anger entered her voice, a go-to tactic for Inez. “You’re threatening me? After all I’ve done for you? After leaving my home for you? That’s messed up.”


			He kept his tone level. Sometimes the calm could convey something far more powerful and frightening than explosive displays of anger. “I’m not threatening. I’m promising. I will not have you screw things up.”


			Like a flash in a pan, her bravado faded. “It was just a stupid mountain goat.”


			“Where?” Wondering where she might have made a mess, his mind raced. One thing in their favor were the nearby wolf packs that could take the blame if the remains were discovered. Deflect whenever possible.


			“Out there.” She waved in the air as though swatting away a fly. 


			“WHERE?” He couldn’t read her mind, and he sure as hell got nothing from her hand-waving. Thousands of acres encompassed the out there.


			Inez dropped her head. “The wilderness area.”


			Great. The Bob Marshal Wilderness Complex. About as public as she could have gone. A remote area, it still had enough people visiting it that someone could come across the remains of the goat. “You clean it up?” Please, for once just tell me you cleaned up your own damn mess.


			She didn’t bring her head up, shifting from foot to foot, still plucking at her shirt. A bit of grass floated to the floor.


			He looked down at his suit and sighed. “I take it that’s a no.”


			Inez shrugged. “Wasn’t in the right form.”


			The calm fled. “Jesus Christ, Inez. You can’t do that.” How in the world would he get that goat out of there before somebody reported it, and knowing how she did things, it would definitely be reported.


			“Nobody will give a goat a second thought. Nature running its course and all that good crap.”


			“You hope. Now, get showered and promise me this is the last time you chase and kill an animal.” She turned to go, sliding her feet rather than picking them up. “I said promise me,” he said sharply. 


			Inez paused and looked over her shoulder at him, darkness in her eyes. For a few seconds, she stared at him. Then she shivered. “I promise.”


			Royal breathed in deeply, sorting through damage-control options. Beautiful, quick, and talented on one side, Inez was impulsive, hot-headed, and unreliable on the other. Hundreds of miles north of Ravalli County, those qualities had been entertaining. Here, they threatened them all, and that wasn’t acceptable.


			“What did she do now?” Claude strolled into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and pulled out a bottle of juice. He downed the whole thing in a single drink. His torso bare and glistening with sweat, his shirt was tucked into his cargo pants and hanging down over his backside. 


			“Hunting. Again.”


			Claude wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “She’s pretty feral, but, dude, you knew that from day uno.” He tossed the empty bottle into the trash. The guy could put away more calories than three people and still look ready to walk a runway in Milan. 


			Thing about Claude, despite his model-good-looks and easy talk, a darkness rippled beneath. Not quite feral like Inez. Something different that he’d never been able to pin down. Energizing to anyone in his immediate orbit. “She’s going to be all right. And besides, she’s one of us.”


			Claude laughed. “Yeah, right, one of us. You have high hopes, don’t you?”


			“If I hadn’t been full of high hopes for you, think you’d be holding either that diploma or passing bar results?” Royal raised an eyebrow as he stared at him.


			“That’s different.” He sounded a bit like the spoiled child he’d undoubtedly been once upon a time.


			“Different scenarios, same optimism and chances for redemption.” He might have been thinking of sending Inez away, but Claude didn’t need to know that. 


			“I still say she’d be a risk.” Wasn’t going to give it up. Claude wouldn’t ever admit he was wrong about anything. He’d go down fighting. Actually, the trait wasn’t a bad one for a litigator. Particularly one who leaned toward defense work.


			Right at the moment, they had other things to concentrate on. “I’ll deal with Inez, and trust me, she’ll come around. “You.” Royal pointed his index finger toward the middle of Claude’s chest. “Just focus on what we came here to accomplish.”


			Claude pulled his shirt from the waistband of his pants and ran it over his face. He slung it over his shoulder and looked at Royal. Cool, calm, and unconcerned. “Sure, right. Destiny and all that shit.”


			Royal took a deep breath and then blew it out slowly. “Yes. Destiny.”


			












    

            Chapter Three








			Wyatt parked her truck at the Bob Marshall Wilderness Area and got out. Only a couple other vehicles today, including a forest service truck. Probably Ollie. His love for hiking the trails here rivaled Wyatt’s, and it wasn’t unusual to run into each other. She’d miss him after he relocated, and while he might not be on the job any longer, he’d remain a wilderness guy because that was who he was. Made her wonder if he’d settle in somewhere besides Montana. Time would tell if Arizona would remain his new home, with its brown mountains and scorching weather. Secretly, she hoped he decided it wasn’t for him and came back. Losing friends didn’t sit well with her.


			She grabbed her small day pack from the backseat and slipped the straps over her shoulders. Soon enough, she’d make this trek with six women who’d signed up for her ladies survival basics series. The first class always started with an orientation to the local wilderness areas. Bob Marshall was her favorite and thus her initial stop. It never failed to wow her students, who came from all over the country. Even though she’d grown up here, it never failed to impress her too. Truly a gem for her corner of Montana. Actually, a gem for the country, period. Not that she was biased or anything. Unlike Ollie, if she ever did retire, she planned to stay put.
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