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      A killer haunts Prophet and this time it’s personal

      The discovery of a body at the Thompson Cabins sets off a chain of events that hits too close to home for Sheriff Gabriel Thompson. When his brother Sam becomes a prime suspect in the murder investigation, Gabriel is forced to keep secrets from Tiber and call in outside help as he fights to prove Sam’s innocence. It’s a nightmare that becomes all consuming.

      Tiber Russo, animal whisperer, is dealing with problems of his own. A stalker threatens him and his entire menagerie of pets. With Gabriel wrapped up in the new case, Tiber tries to solve the mystery on his own. Who in the sleepy town of Prophet wants to do him harm? But when the threats turn lethal, Tiber finds himself in over his head.

      Tiber and Gabriel have solved two murders together and started a deep relationship. But this time the forces ranged against them are personal, and the target is on them and the backs of everyone they love. With each of them isolated trying to protect the other, their strength is diminished. Even with the love they share, can they make it out of this alive?

    

  


  
    
      To Lola. who taught me how to talk to animals

      ~Eli Easton

      

      Always for my family

      ~RJ Scott
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      Gabriel

      I woke, startled, my heart racing, shivering with cold from where I’d shoved the covers away. Lost in panic, I rolled over to search for Tiber, my fingers grazing his sleep-mussed hair. His steady breathing should’ve been comforting, but I’d woken filled with a sense of dread.

      From the familiar shadows in the room, I guessed it wasn’t much past dawn as, yet again, I’d been forced out of sleep by a nightmare, pulled deeper into memories that never made sense. The familiar, insistent nudge of a cold, wet nose at my hand was a reminder of why I wasn’t still asleep. I leaned over to look down at the side of the bed. Duke was there, whining low in his throat, his tail wagging dust bunnies along the floor as he stared up at me. I’d been gripped in a nightmare, and our yellow Lab, Duke, had pulled me out before the pain and memories became too much for me to control.

      Before I hurt Tiber.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I whispered, scratching behind his velvety ears.

      He licked my hand before padding to the bedroom door and curling up in the bed we kept there. I lay back on my pillow, closed my eyes, torn between wanting to remember what I’d been dreaming about, and wanting to find some kind of dreamless sleep. Tiber shifted next to me, rolled my way, and I opened my eyes to get my fill of the gorgeous man who’d invited me into his life. I gently tugged him closer, and he murmured and tucked his face into my neck, the spill of his dark hair across my shoulder. His deep, rhythmic breathing almost lulled me back to sleep. Almost.

      I’d never felt the kind of love I had for Tiber with anyone. He was the other half of my heart, whether we talked, we sat in silence, played with the pack, or watched movies, I was at complete peace with him, and I could hold him like this forever.

      When sleep evaded me, and my bladder insisted I get up, I lost any hope of more rest, climbed out of bed, careful not to wake Tiber, and went into the bathroom. The splash of cold water on my face worked wonders, but the shower helped chase away some of the final shadows, and I almost felt ready to face the day. Wrapped in a towel, I headed back into the bedroom, but Tiber’s side of the bed was empty. I found him in the kitchen, rubbing his eyes sleepily, staring at the coffee pot.

      “Morning,” he mumbled, leaning in to plant a soft kiss on my lips. “You okay?” he asked.

      I hesitated before sighing. There was no point in hiding what happened in my sleep when Tiber understood nightmares.

      “Either Duke or my nightmares woke me up, but I’m sure it was Duke.”

      Tiber ran his fingers through Duke’s fur. “Good boy,” he murmured. “Get dressed; coffee will be waiting.”

      I hugged him from behind, inhaling the scent of him, all warm and sleepy. “I could be late if you wanted,” I suggested with a leer and a nibble to his shoulder.

      “I have a client call in exactly thirty minutes.” Tiber eased himself away, and I swear I pouted, because he snorted a laugh. “If the town could see you now.” He reached up and straightened my damp hair, then skimmed my cheeks before resting a finger briefly on my lower lip and smiling. “Big bad sheriff, all damp, naked, and pouty.”

      I couldn’t help kissing his smile, because jeez, he was my Tiber, and he was everything.

      As I dressed, he began recounting his schedule and talking to the animals when he let them out, but my concentration went back to trying to pierce the fog to recall that elusive dream. It was frustrating, knowing why I had the nightmares, but never getting to the point where I could resolve the things that caused them. As it was, the resolution was back in the city with the feeling of something lurking out of reach.

      The scent of freshly-brewed coffee began to waft from the kitchen—Tiber had a way of grounding me, always knowing what I needed even before I did. “…I said I’d fit him in at ten, and he seemed good with that,” he finished, pouring two cups of caffeine, and sliding one toward me along with a plate of toast.

      “Huh?”

      “My new client, at ten.”

      I groaned. “Sorry, I was listening.” I nibbled at the toast and jelly, and Tiber shook his head, although he was still smiling. Thank goodness, I hadn’t let the nightmares take me so far away that he would give up on me. “New client, you fitted him in.”

      “Yeah, so wish me luck.”

      Patch took that moment to jump onto the counter, but Tiber shooed the calico down, and got an armful of purring and fur for his troubles. Something inside made me want to stay right here with him, with the dogs and the cats, and Renfield, and maybe, we could even invite Frank the tortoise in from the yard. Then, we could cuddle on the sofa, and I wouldn’t have to move an inch.

      I didn’t do any of that. Instead, I hustled out of the door, ready for the day, and then, headed straight back to steal one more kiss. Just to keep me going.

      “Can you pick up milk on the way home?” Tiber asked as he broke away with another smile, then leaned down to organize bowls of food for the various pack members.

      “Sure.”

      I waved, he grinned, and I left.

      And, at last, the effects of the nightmare had slipped away.

      We lived fifteen minutes from the sheriff’s office, but I had the new Beach Boys album that Tiber had gotten me for Christmas to keep me company. I was singing along with “California Girls” as I turned out from Tiber’s lane to the main road when my radio crackled.

      “Sheriff Thompson?” Devin sounded stressed already, but given he’d lost his focus over the case of a missing file only yesterday, I wondered if he was carrying that over.

      “Go ahead.”

      “There’s been an incident at Thompson Cabins.”

      A cold prickle of dread ran down my spine and my chest tightened. “What?”

      I pressed my foot to the pedal for more speed, swerving to avoid potholes, and considering the best way to get there as fast as I could, as if I could beat time and get there to stop whatever was wrong. Was it the kids? What about my brother? What about his wife, Lori?

      “There’s a body, a tourist called it in.”

      “Is it my…” I couldn’t think. “My family.”

      “Shit, no, sorry, sir, I meant, it’s not your family.” He went quiet.

      I flicked my turn signal to get off the road to town and take a back road to the cabins. “I’ll be there in two, lock down the scene.”

      When I arrived, I landed in chaos. I sought out Sam, who was by the stables, his hands under his arms and Lori standing by him, holding onto him. I couldn’t see the twins, but this was a crime scene, and my brother wouldn’t do anything that stupid. Right?

      “You both okay?” I asked him, and he nodded as I gripped his arm. “The kids?”

      Sam blanched, wordless, and it was Lori who answered.

      “I dropped them at daycare, found the body when I came back.”

      “You found the deceased?” I asked her.

      She shook her head, and pointed at a woman who was being comforted by a grim-looking Devin.

      “Stay here,” I told my brother and his wife. “Right here.”

      Next up was the woman and the crime scene, and fuck, how had this happened in Prophet again?

      “Sir.” Devin nodded.

      “Ma’am.” I stopped in front of the tourist, in a heavy coat, the hood pulled up, her hair wet under there—probably from the rain I’d woken up to—and her blue eyes red with tears.

      “There’s a… there’s…” She gestured behind the stables, to an area cordoned off with tape.

      “She was booked in for the early ride,” Sam said from right by me.

      I sent him a glance of disapproval. “Jeez, Sam, you need to stay back,” I said.

      He winced. My relationship with my brother was mending slow and steady, and maybe I could have couched the order in pretty words, but this was a crime scene, and after a moment he stepped back.

      Devin held the crying woman awkwardly and patted her back, inclining his head toward whatever was behind there, and I steeled myself for whatever it was. When I’d left the city, I thought I’d left murder behind, yet in a short year, I’d been faced with two murders, and now… maybe three. Maybe there was a reason for this body to be there, an old person who’d died of natural causes, or maybe it was an animal, and the tourist and others had exaggerated what they saw.

      “What have we got?” I asked Devin, but he couldn’t ease himself away from the tourist.

      He was grim. “One male, multiple wounds. I didn’t look at them too closely.”

      I nodded, processing the information. “Witnesses?”

      He inclined his head toward the tourist, then at Sam and Lori. Great. That didn’t help much given the tourist claimed she’d found a body, and Sam and Lori lived here.

      Okay then.

      I stepped around the corner, lifted the tape, and then, stopped in my tracks.

      This wasn’t the lifeless ritually displayed body of Mike Bressett, or the goriness of Billy Odette’s corpse, this was a silent sprawling death. If it wasn’t for the blood, the man on his back, his legs and arms sprawled, would look as though he were asleep. Blood soaked his white shirt, smart pants, a tie hung loose around his neck, and he was still wearing both shoes. His eyes were closed and one of his hands was curled into a fist, the other open, and there was no need to check for vitals because this was death at its most real. The overhang of the stables had protected the body from the rain, and by his foot there was a soft leather man bag, the strap snapped.

      Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I radioed in. “Dispatch, this is Sheriff Thompson.”

      “Go ahead, Sheriff.” Hen’s voice was professional, but I could hear the question in her tone.

      Shit. Shit.

      “Dispatch.” I took a deep breath. “We have a homicide at Thompson Cabins. Get forensics here.”
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      Tiber

      “You said in your application that Bruno is having anxiety issues?” I peered at the man and dog on my computer screen, a polite, non-judgmental expression on my face. Or my best attempt at one anyway.

      I was getting weird vibes from this new client, and I’d only been on the Zoom call for sixty seconds.

      “Anxiety. Yeah, that’s it.” The man awkwardly patted the head of the dog seated on the couch next to him. With the other hand, he slipped a treat that was in his palm. It was done sneakily, as if I wasn’t supposed to notice.

      Was the guy—Jim Smith, according to his application—thinking I’d judge him for spoiling the dog? Or was he worried the dog wouldn’t stay seated on the couch if he didn’t bribe him?

      The dog, Bruno, was a large boxer with the breed’s typical brown coat and white muzzle. He sat upright and stiff, his alert gaze off-camera as if looking at someone or something else. I made a note.

      “Tell me about the anxiety,” I said. “What in Bruno’s behavior makes you think he’s anxious?” Though he seemed pretty anxious to me right then.

      Jim Smith gave me a half-smile. “Before we get into that, tell me about yourself, Tiber. I’d like to know who I’m dealing with.”

      I hesitated. “You can find my bio on my website.”

      “I know that. But I wanna hear it from you.” He gave me what presumably passed in his mirror as an encouraging smile. It had the legitimacy of a three-dollar bill.

      I was puzzled about Jim Smith. He was not my usual caller. My pet consulting clients were often, though not exclusively, women. If they were men, they tended to be older; Jim Smith appeared to be in his late-twenties, close to my age. They included people who were worried about their pets, obsessed with their pets, and people who were at the absolute end of their rope. Some of my clients were desperate—their dog hated their new love interest or was about to be tossed by their landlord. Some simply wanted to communicate with their furry friends. But, whatever their issue, they were always people who loved their pets. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t have sought me out or willing to pay my consulting fees.

      Jim Smith didn’t strike me that way. His pale skin was flushed, as if he’d been exerting himself or was angry. His face was plain, his physique too thin, his blue eyes dull, and he was dressed in a black turtleneck, black slacks, and—perhaps a personal quirk—even black gloves. But it wasn’t his sartorial choices that made my skin crawl. I got the vibe he was someone with a hair-trigger temper.

      “That’s fine,” I said easily. “I have a Master’s in Animal Behavior from the University of Washington. It’s a field that combines zoology and psychology. I’ve been working with private clients for four years, and I have reviews and references on my website if you’d care to take a look.”

      “I know all that,” Jim said. “I can read. I want to know about you as a person. What are your hobbies and interests? Are you married? In a relationship?” He raised his eyebrows and half-smiled again.

      “Mr. Smith, you’re paying for my time. I think we should focus on Bruno.” Sweat gathered under my arms, tickling my skin, and I felt lightheaded. I hated it. I hated that it was so easy for me to get thrown off on a call. Or by any human interaction, really.

      Unlike animals, humans often had hidden agendas, ulterior motives. I was shit at dealing with those.

      “But how can I trust your advice if I don’t know anything about you?” Jim pushed, his tone impatient. “I don’t think that’s too much to ask. I’m not asking anything you wouldn’t put on Facebook.”

      “I’m not on Facebook,” I shot back. It was the social in social media that tripped me up. But this call was going off the rails. I tried to change the subject. “Is there someone there with you? Bruno is very distracted.”

      “No, he’s not.” Jim grabbed Bruno’s black and metal-studded collar and yanked, trying to get the dog’s attention.

      My fists curled on my lap. That was abusive. But Bruno didn’t even glance at Jim. He started to get down off the couch, but someone off camera must have given him a command to stay put, because he lowered his haunches back down with great reluctance, his eyes worried and locked on that off-camera person, his body rigid.

      Everything in his posture said he didn’t want to be there. Everything about him screamed…

      “That’s not your dog,” I said with surprise.

      Jim huffed out a gasp. “What? Of course, he is.” But his skin flushed pinker.

      “He doesn’t even like you.” It wasn’t the most diplomatic thing to say, but it was true.

      “He’s my fucking dog, all right?” Jim gritted out. “This is just… he’s anxious. As I said! We’ll get to that. But first, I need to know more about you, Tiber Russo, than a fucking sanitized two-paragraph résumé on a website. Are you into sports? Vegetarian? You look like one.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t give out personal details. Let’s focus on Bruno or⁠—”

      “Do you like scary movies?” His smile turned nasty. “Do you suck dick? Do you fucking scream in bed?”

      I gasped and slammed the lid of my laptop shut. That wasn’t good enough. I could still see his leering face, imagined he was watching me. But I didn’t want to open the lid to close the Zoom app because he might be there, waiting. I jumped up and paced in my office for a few turns, trying to figure out what to do. There was no phone line to unplug. But I went to my wireless router and turned it off. That would for sure kill anything using the internet.

      He was gone. I shuddered, wrapped my arms around myself, and tried to slow my breathing.

      Jesus, it was my worst nightmare. I always got stressed about having to face a new client. But it usually turned out fine. Normally, my consulting calls went well. If nothing else, I could connect with the animal on screen. But Jim Smith had been seriously creepy.

      I tried to calm down. I told myself he was just some whack job. It wasn’t personal. Maybe he got off on disturbing people on Zoom calls. Maybe he was laughing his ass off right now.

      My address wasn’t on the web, and I didn’t have to take another call with him. It was fine. It was all fine.

      I went into the Venmo app on my phone and refunded his payment. In the notes portion I typed consultation cancelled. Sent. It was the smallest revenge and cold comfort. But it was all I had.

      I texted Gabriel, needing to feel his reassuring presence. But he didn’t answer. Maybe he was busy doing sheriff stuff. I felt a pang of unanswered need, and turned to option two, which was the door to my office. I opened it and the pack surged in. I sat on the floor to receive their wet kisses and exuberant affection.

      Leo, Gracie, Ferdinand, and Duke—the dogs all knew when I was upset or on the verge of a panic attack. They crowded around me, trying to lick the megrims out of me. I had to laugh. “Okay. Okay.”

      Duke barked.

      “Yes, I know I promised you a walk after my call. Guess we can go.”

      Leo grumbled.

      “It’s not lunchtime yet, buddy. When we get back.”

      I got up and gathered the leashes, having to hunt because Fudge, the cat, thought it was great fun to drag them off. While I was in the front room, I checked out the window to see if I needed my raincoat. It was raining pretty good. About a six on the Pacific Northwest one-to-hell scale. I was just turning away when my gaze snagged on a figure.

      Someone in a hooded rain slicker stood near the tree in my front yard.

      I turned back, heart tripping, gaze searching.

      There was no one there. A thrill of dread ran down my spine. There had been someone. Or…? There was no one by the tree now, and no similarly shaped object I might have mistaken for a person. Nothing but wet green foliage in that direction.

      And the trunk of the tree was thick enough to hide behind. I clutched the leashes and stared. Waited. I’d only gotten a flash of the person, but it was seared on my retinas. Dark olive green raincoat, the kind that was heavy and thick, hood up, and the silhouette of the figure tall with wide shoulders. I’d guess it had been a man, a grown one. It had been there—unless my imagination was crazy inventive.

      Nothing moved.

      Duke brushed against my leg. Are we going or what?

      The dogs would have barked if someone was out there, wouldn’t they? Maybe not if the person was across the yard and quiet. The rain would cover sounds—and scents.

      I was freaking myself out. It was that call with Jim Smith, that was all. I was on edge. There was no one in my yard. Still.

      “Okay, guys, change of plans!” I said. “Lunch now, and maybe a walk later if the rain lets up. Come on. Kitchen.” I hustled them out of the front room, ignoring the sense of being watched.

      If the pack knew I was bluffing about why it was I didn’t want to go outside, they were kind enough not to mention it.
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      Gabriel

      I approached the body carefully, then crouched low, examining the deceased. The air was damp from the rain as I scanned the scene, trying to absorb every detail, every hint that could give me a clue. The position of the body, the spread of the limbs, the expression etched into the face—everything was a potential piece of the puzzle. I could almost hear the panicked breaths, the desperate struggles. Were there any last words from the victim? Something maybe Sam and his wife, or the kids, could have heard? A plea, maybe a shout for help? Did this happen last night, or more recently? I closed my eyes, attempting to transport myself to an exact moment in time, feeling the terror, the surprise, the final realization that he was going to die.

      Each piece of evidence told a story. There were wounds to his chest, blood; the torn fabric at the bottom of the victim’s shirt spoke of a struggle. The slight discoloration around the wrists suggested that maybe he’d been restrained or had tried to defend himself. Small indentations in the ground hinted at a scuffle. He hadn’t been killed and dumped—with this much blood, the murder had happened here.

      My mind raced, constructing scenarios. Was this a random act or something premeditated? Was the victim familiar with his attacker? Every detail was a whisper, a nudge toward understanding. As I tried to piece together the last moments of the victim’s life, my phone vibrated, interrupting my thoughts and I glanced at a text from Tiber asking me to call when I had a minute. I hesitated, torn between replying and dealing with the scene before me. In the end, there was no choice to be made, and I had to ignore it, hoping Tiber was all right, and knowing I’d call him back as soon as I could.

      Devin approached; his expression serious. “Gabe, do you want me to interview the witness here or back at the office?”

      It was obvious she was in shock. “We can have a chat here, and also book a time for her to come in if we need more.” I tapped my chest where my camera was, as a reminder for Devin not to block it as he asked questions.

      He nodded. “She just came here for some horse riding.” He sounded bleak.

      Then, it was my turn to nod. I stood and brushed off my pants, turning a slow three-sixty, then pulling the tape loose and winding it around trees some twenty feet out so the scene covered a larger radius. Devin had followed the rules, but instinct told me there was more to this than met the eye, and we could never be too careful. If someone had thrown a weapon into the undergrowth, it might have traveled some way, or if there was another body…

      I couldn’t even imagine that. I was still reeling that there’d been another violent death in Prophet.

      With nothing else I could do until forensics arrived, I took some final scene photos and went back out to Devin, who’d taken the witness to sit at a small table and was talking to her in a low and compassionate tone. I’d ask any questions he missed when I checked the footage, but he was showing competence, which had developed on in leaps and bounds in the last year. I spotted Sam and Lori hovering near one of the cabins, one of the group of cabins plus stables that the Thompson brothers —, Sam, me, and our little brother Ezra—owned equally. The weight of it all fell on Sam. I dumped money into it, tried to help where I could, which was too little, too infrequently, and stayed out of Sam’s way. Ezra just never stayed in the country for one reason or another, be it college or some random backpacking trip.

      Lori was distressed and bewildered, and, as I approached, Sam stiffened, then ran a hand through his hair in a gesture all too familiar when he was overwhelmed. “Gabe, the fuck?” he said. “Why would someone dump a body right here? Jesus, the kids were in bed just there!” He waved toward the family home, no more than sixty feet away, with windows facing the scene, although most of it was blocked by the barns.

      I laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “I don’t know, Sam. Do you recognize the victim?”

      He blanched. “I haven’t looked properly. Jesus, is this another Billy situation? With the throat torn out and…” He stopped talking, swallowed as if he was going to be sick.

      “Can I ask both of you to take a look?”

      Sam gripped his wife. “You can’t make Lori⁠—”

      “For god’s sake Sam, I’m a nurse; I’ve seen these things before.” She gestured for us to walk, and we went to the corner, just outside the perimeter, but it was difficult to get a good look from here, and it was against all kinds of protocol for Sam and Lori to go inside the tape.

      “I can’t make him out,” Sam said after a while. “Why would a guy dressed like that be out here? He’s not staying in the cabins; I checked everyone, and he’s not exactly dressed for a trail ride.” He scrubbed his eyes, and peered through the misting rain, which created a thin barrier between us and the body. I scrolled to a photo I’d taken, and held it up to them both, enlarging the face, and thankful the vic looked so serene, as if he’d fallen asleep, albeit with his face streaked with dark mud and slightly turned from the camera.

      “I swear…” Sam deflated, “there’s something about him, okay, but I don’t know.”

      “I don’t recognize him,” Lori added.

      “Okay, let’s step back and away.” I corralled them to where Devin and the witness stood, catching half an answer where the woman explained she’d arrived from Forks an hour ago. I wasn’t an expert, but the vic had been dead longer than that, so if her story checked out, then she wasn’t going to be any help.

      There was a small group of townspeople who’d decided a walk out to the cabins and stables was what they should be doing this morning. I could disperse them, but what was the point of that?

      “We’ll take care of everything,” I reassured Sam and Lori.

      “What if I hadn’t been here?” Sam asked. “Lori and the kids were here alone until late last night because I was in Forks—what if they’d been the ones to find the body, or what if…” He went pale, and my instinct as Sam’s big brother—to hug him and reassure him—collided with my duty as a sheriff to get him away from the scene. “Can we get maybe some coffee out here or something?”

      Lori stepped away, realized Sam wasn’t following, then turned back to collect him and tug him to the house, and I was relieved to see him go. The thought of this happening so close to my family, to the niece and nephew I was only just learning to love, and to a brother I was working hard to reconcile with, shook me.

      Life is too short.

      Shouldn’t I have learned this lesson already?

      I moved to the tourist. She was talking in a soft tone, between sniffles, to Devin, and when I grew closer, I could see her hand on Devin’s arm.

      I introduced myself. “Sheriff Thompson.”

      “Margot Farrier. Mrs. Margot Farrier,” she replied, and we shook hands.

      “Could you briefly walk me through what you saw?”

      “Again?” she asked and leaned into Devin.

      Given the stiff way Devin held himself, it was obvious he wasn’t sure how to handle a witness who needed physical comfort. “I’ve already told Devin.”

      Devin winced at the familiarity, probably imagining I’d criticize him for giving her his name, but he’d done the right thing to form a connection with the witness.

      “Someone else to hear your story would be good,” I said, to encourage her.

      “I arrived just after nine this morning and parked over there.” She pointed at her Toyota, the only car in the parking area. No sign of another car that could belong to the victim. “I’m early, way too early actually, so I’d stopped off at this cute little shop in town, Grounds for Joy? Then, I decided to sit in the car and eat my bagel, and finish my coffee, and then, went looking for a garbage can.” She inhaled and pressed her free hand to her chest. “I went around the corner, and he was there. Just. There.” She pressed her lips thin. “Dead.”

      “And you didn’t see any other cars? Or people in the general area?”

      “No, apart from the owner. I think his name is Sam. He was over by that truck, uhm, cleaning the inside of the truck, and he heard me scream.” I glanced at the Thompson Cabins truck, an ’86 Dodge Ram with a towing hitch—the truck our dad drove, which Sam had never replaced, kind of scruffy, but solid as a rock. Sam had always loved that truck as a kid and spent a huge amount of time on her—every moment he had to spare—but judging from the scuffs and dents, he hadn’t had much of a chance lately.

      Okay, so Sam had been outside with the truck. I filed that away. Maybe he’d seen something he didn’t even realize he’d seen. Hell, I’d take any hint I could right now.

      “Did you touch anything at all?”

      She shook her head. “God no. I just backed off. I mean, it’s still there, right?”

      I nodded, and she slumped against Devin who, to his credit, kept her upright. We exchanged glances.

      He inclined his head.

      “Ma’am, can we call someone for you?”

      She blinked at me, and it was Devin who answered instead as he checked his watch. “Her husband is on his way, ten minutes out now.”

      “Would you like us to call the paramedics?” I asked.

      She shook her head, tears collecting in her eyes. “I just want my husband.”

      True to the timing, a tall, slim dark-haired man drove up, crossed to his wife, and gathered her into a hug. There wasn’t much more to ask her. She’d already thrust her phone under my nose, and her husband backed up that she’d been at home with him and their children last night, and in fact, there was proof in the form of time-stamped photos they’d taken of the four of them playing Monopoly. Add to that a receipt from Grounds for Joy, our small town coffee shop, and my instincts said she was an innocent bystander unlucky enough to find the victim.

      Sam and Lori arrived back with coffee, which I didn’t even want, although I took one to underline that the job I’d sent them to do was important. Devin crossed to the gathering onlookers, his tone low, disgruntled answers; I even heard the word wolf mentioned several times.

      It was as if no one listened in this town.

      Around eleven a.m., a Clallum County coroner’s van parked up, and the official team—one coroner in charge and two techs—stepped out, ready to scour the crime scene. Leading them was a sharp-eyed woman I recognized, the head of the forensic team, Amelia.

      “Morning, Sheriff, where do you want us?” she asked with enthusiasm, opening the back of the van. She put on the white coveralls the forensic team wore and took out what she needed, including the pop-up shelter to protect them from rain. I pointed to the body, then one flick and the large tent popped up as one of the techs opened out a folding table. She peered around the corner and nodded.

      “Morning, Amelia,” I answered, and hovered by her as she went through the formalities of what she was seeing and how she was handling it. She spoke into a recorder, and her observations matched mine; although, she also noticed one of his shoelaces was undone. What that meant I didn’t know, but it seemed an important point for her.

      Once they’d had their turn with the scene, they cleared the man bag for evidence and passed it to me. Donning gloves, and with evidence baggies to hand, I searched the contents—paperwork in folders and a roll of antacids. No sign of a phone or laptop. Only, as I rummaged through its pocket, a driver’s license caught my eye.

      “John Melchet, twenty-six, a bank employee from Forks.” I announced.

      Behind me Sam gasped. I rounded on my brother, and his mouth had fallen open.

      After a moment, he collected himself. “I know John Melchet. He was the loan officer at my bank.” He paused, confused. “What was he doing here in Prophet?”

      “He was your loan officer?”

      “Sure. Mine and others. Hard-nosed fuc—man, but fair.” He shrugged at that last thing, and I noted that Lori hugged him in support. “I was due to see him later this week.”

      About a loan? I wanted to ask, but it wasn’t the right moment. If Sam was hurting for money, I had money, courtesy of all of my years undercover and salary mounting up in the bank.

      The coroner, having completed her preliminary examination, joined us, stripping off her gloves and the rest of her gear, and giving Sam a pointed look. He and Lori wandered away to give us privacy, and she spoke. “Okay, so your victim has multiple stab wounds to the chest and stomach. Cause of death seems open and shut, a couple of the stab wounds would have punctured his heart. Bruising on the wrists, suggesting he was bound at some point. I’d guess zip ties, but I’ll need to run tests to be sure. I’d suggest time of death was approximately eight to twelve hours ago, but I’ll know more when I get him back to the office. Surprisingly, no animal disturbances on the body.”

      “Thank you, Amelia.” I shook her hand, and she gripped it hard.

      “One murder is an accident, two makes the place weird, now you have three. It’s like, since you moved here, everything’s gotten serious.” She was joking, but I felt that as if it were an accusation. Whatever. It wasn’t because of me people were dying, it was just that the darker side of city life was creeping into the mountain wilderness. It was inevitable that even Prophet would be swallowed up one day.

      After the forensics team left with the body, Devin and I did a thorough search of the area, and it was Devin who found the gleaming silver-handled butcher knife covered in blood discarded among fallen leaves. He bagged it immediately, but he and I both knew this was most likely the murder weapon. We left the cordon in place, and Devin took on the duty of keeping an eye on the scene. I headed back to the SUV. I had to get the knife into the forensic chain of evidence, and I placed it with care on the seat.

      We needed to check for the loan officer’s car, but Prophet wasn’t that big and a stranger’s car would stick out like a sore thumb.

      I flicked through the folders from the man bag, loan applications, most of them with addresses in Forks, but my heart stopped at the final one, the single address in Prophet. A balloon payment due soon. Interest payments missed. A default notice for Samuel Thompson.

      My brother’s name was on the paperwork.
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      By the time I got a return text from Gabriel saying he’d be home for dinner, I’d convinced myself I hadn’t seen anyone in the yard. Lunch, and then a long walk down to the lake with the whole gang, had cleared my head—even if I had been on the look out for a lurker in the vicinity. I’d seen no one, and the dogs’ antics on the quiet lakeshore had banished the last tendrils of unease from the day’s events.

      I’d been freaked out by the weird client session, and that was all.

      February in Prophet was usually wet and chilly, but snow came to visit now and then, and it was always a treat. As the dogs romped on the pebbled lakeshore, the temperatures dropped, and the wind across the water made me hunch my shoulders and tug on a wool beanie I carried in my coat pocket. But the extra cold was worth it when the rain turned into fat, fluffy snowflakes. The scene turned magical with the gray lake, the dense green evergreens crowded around, and white coins dancing in the air.

      The dogs thought so too. Leo, my little fifteen-pound mutt, chased his tail, while Duke snatched snowflakes out of the air. Ferdinand, the basset hound who preferred the term “senior” to “elderly”, wanted to sniff every snowflake that landed on the ground to see if it might have a trace of food. And Gracie, the wolfhound from an abusive background, sat and stared up into the sky with wonder.

      This little beach—I thought of it as our beach—was always deserted. As far as I knew, the only access to it was the game trail that led past my house, which deer, elk, and other wildlife used to get to the water. The town of Prophet was out of sight around a woody curve in the lake shore, and no boats bothered to stop here, nor were any out on a day like today.

      It was so private, I dared to express my gratitude for the snow, and maybe release the day’s dread too. I started to move, simple steps left and right at first, then the dance I’d learned for the powwows at the rez in Arizona. It made Grandmother happy when I participated in the powwows, even though some of the other kids on the rez thought they were hokey.
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