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      Helen Gingrass took her dying patient’s hand in hers. Stuart Ramsey was about the same age as her son, which made his imminent demise from stage four cancer difficult to bear.

      “I need the chaplain.” Stuart’s voice was raspy. He stared up at her with eyes that weren’t quite focused. “I need to confess my sins.”

      “The chaplain is on his way.” Helen offered a reassuring smile. As a nurse for forty years, she’d heard a few confessions in her time. Mostly about infidelity.

      “He needs to hurry.” Stuart’s eyes slid closed, then popped open again. “I don’t have much time. I can’t die with this crime on my conscience.”

      Crime? Helen frowned. That was a first. “He’s with another patient. He’ll be here as soon as he can get away.”

      “I need to confess!” Stuart’s voice held urgency. His fingers tightened on hers, and he let out a hacking cough. “I sabotaged a plane six years ago. I caused the deaths of three people. Only I didn’t know there would be three people.”

      She was having trouble following his confession. “You didn’t intend to kill anyone, right?”

      He grimaced. “I was paid to kill the pilot. That’s all. I took care of the plane, I used to be a mechanic, and I took care of the plane.” He swallowed hard. “But I didn’t know there would be two other people on board.” His breathing grew agitated. “I didn’t know!”

      “Easy, Stuart, try to relax.” Helen did her best to reassure him, despite the shocking statement he’d just made. He’d purposefully sabotaged a plane to kill the pilot! She needed to call the police. Maybe even the FBI.

      “I didn’t know the pilot had a son. Dominic Lakeland. I ruined so many lives.” He lifted his tortured gaze to hers. “I need . . . God to forgive me . . .” His voice trailed off. Then he let out another wet cough as his eyes closed. Helen frowned. She wasn’t a chaplain, so she wasn’t sure that simply confessing his sins was good enough.

      “Do you regret what you did? Do you repent your sins?” She wished the chaplain would hurry up and get there. Despite working hospice for the past few years, she wasn’t accustomed to taking deathbed confessions of this magnitude. And she had no idea how to guide this man spiritually. In her mind, murder was a pretty big sin.

      “Yes. I needed the money . . . but I know that’s not an excuse.” He abruptly pulled away to rummage in the pocket of his hoodie. In hospice, patients could wear whatever made them comfortable. He pulled out something that was small and round. “Take this.” He pushed it into her hand. “I don’t have any family, and it’s all I have left. Take it.”

      “Oh, I can’t.” Nurses weren’t allowed to take money or gifts from their patients. That was against their code of ethics.

      “Please, take it. Worth . . .” His voice trailed off as his breath rattled in his throat. His eyes closed.

      Then he stopped breathing altogether. His hand went limp, and his head lolled to the side.

      Helen pulled free, staring down at the coin he’d given her. It didn’t look real; it certainly wasn’t any currency she recognized. It was gold in color and had the picture of a man’s face on the front. Rearranging her bifocals on her nose, she could make out the words South Africa along the side. Was this a South African rand? Maybe Stuart had meant to say it was worthless. If it was worthless, it wouldn’t be against the rules to take it.

      Still, Helen felt uneasy as she pocketed the coin. She’d have to take it somewhere to be appraised. If it was worth money, she could take the funds and donate them to the hospice center. Satisfied with that approach, she stepped back from the bedside and made a note of the time of death.

      With that task finished, she decided to call the police. And this Dominic Lakeland whose father was killed. Stuart had confessed to a crime.

      Everyone, especially the man’s son, needed to know the truth.
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      Dominic Lakeland slowed his speed as he caught sight of the Redwood Motel, the place Kendra Sullivan had suggested he stay while in Greybull. The recent news he’d learned about his father’s plane crash had circled around in his brain during the long drive from Billings, Montana. What should have been a two-hour ride had turned out to be three and a half, thanks to the recent snowfall. Not only had it caused traffic to slow to a crawl, but he’d had to get out and help a stranded mother of two who’d gotten herself stuck in a high snowbank along the side of the road.

      Dom wanted nothing more than to get out and stretch his legs. Even driving his large Ford truck, his six-foot-seven-inch frame had made him feel like a pretzel behind the wheel.

      Now that he was in Wyoming, though, he was anxious to meet Kendra face-to-face. She’d reached out two months ago asking him if he knew anything about the plane crash that had killed his father, who was the pilot, and her parents, the passengers. At the time, he’d only known as much as she did. When Kendra had mentioned her sister’s cadaver dog, Denali, had found skeletal remains from his father, he’d been intrigued. He and Kendra had been communicating mostly through email and text messages, along with one computer video call when she’d encouraged him to drive down so they could discuss what might have happened. Kendra had never believed the plane crash six years ago was an accident.

      Turns out, Kendra was right. When the hospice nurse had called a week ago to let him know her patient had confessed to murdering his father, he’d been stunned. She’d called the police, too, and the very next day, the Billings police had contacted him about the news. He’d asked what the plan was moving forward, but the cops had simply shrugged. The guy had confessed, and that was that. Case closed.

      It wasn’t case closed for him and Kendra, though. He burned with the need to know why his dad had been killed. He and Kendra had arranged to dig further into Stuart Ramsey to find out more. He’d agreed to drive down to Greybull, but now that he was seeing the Redwood Motel in person, he had second thoughts about the plan.

      It was too late to turn back now. Glancing at the clock, he slowed and pulled into the parking lot of the motel. Then he headed around toward the back of the property. It was going on five o’clock in the afternoon—probably too late for them to get together that evening, but they could meet for breakfast. He put the gearshift into park and sent Kendra a quick text, letting her know he’d made it to the motel. Then he killed the engine.

      As he slid out from behind the wheel of his Ford truck, he caught a hint of movement from the corner of his eye. He turned to get a better look just as the sound of gunfire split the night.

      What in the world? He ducked and pressed himself against the metal frame of the truck, fighting to stay calm. Fear washed over him as he crab-walked around the front of the vehicle, trying to figure out where the shooter was located. It wasn’t easy to see in the dark, despite his new contact lenses. Vanity had him trading his glasses for contacts, even though he wasn’t quite used to wearing them. Stupid of him to want to look better for Kendra.

      Another crack of gunfire had him lowering his head even farther. His heart slammed against his sternum as adrenaline raced through his bloodstream. It didn’t make any sense that someone would be gunning for him. His life was boring. Predictable. He didn’t even live in Wyoming. Who was out there? A crazy hunter? Someone else? Had he interrupted some other crime in progress?

      Maybe this was related to his father’s murder? How, he wasn’t sure. Even the cops had considered it case closed. He swallowed hard, realizing that staying put wasn’t an option. Not if the gunman intended to keep shooting. Unless the guy had already taken off? Dom eased up to peer around the edge of his truck.

      Another crack of gunfire rang out. He ducked again, blinking to clear his vision. At twenty-eight years old, he’d never once been targeted by gunfire. Would someone inside the motel call the police? Did Greybull have a police department, or would he have to wait for a sheriff’s deputy to arrive?

      Another bullet pinged off the hood of his truck, far too close to his head. He was really starting to get ticked off. Where was this guy? And why was he shooting at him?

      Since he couldn’t see where the shooter was hiding, Dom decided to make a run for it. He darted into the woods, keeping his head down. The foliage provided decent cover, especially the large pine trees. He was grateful for that until he glanced back over his shoulder and realized he was leaving boot prints in the snow.

      Not good. This was not good! Picking up the pace, he ran through the trees. After several yards, he made a wide circle to double back. There had to be a way to get a look at this guy who’d fired so many shots at his truck. Maybe this was a case of mistaken identity?

      No, that didn’t make sense. The shooter should have noticed his Montana license plates. He swallowed hard, realizing this must have been related to his father’s murder. Why anyone would come after him six years after the fact, he had no idea. Especially since Stuart Ramsey confessed to the crime.

      Maybe he and Kendra were right not to consider the case closed.

      Taking a quick break, he crouched behind an evergreen, straining to listen. After hearing so many gunshots, the ensuing silence was eerie. He drew in a deep breath to calm his racing heart. Had the shooter given up and left? Or had the guy headed into the woods to find him?

      What if there was more than one of them? A band of fear tightened around his chest. He was about to pull out his phone to dial 911 when he heard a rustling sound.

      An animal? Or human? Probably the latter. Giving up the idea of making a call, which would have given away his location, he eased farther into the woods. He glanced over his shoulder, wincing when he again saw his tracks.

      They were so obvious a blind man could have followed them.

      It couldn’t be helped. Continuing in a half circle, he gauged where the road was located. Maybe a half mile? If he could reach the road, he knew the hard-packed snow that had been flattened by numerous tire tracks would help cover his footprints. He could take the road for a while before heading back into the woods. When he was safe, he could call 911.

      Dom continued moving swiftly through the forest. Pausing near a large oak tree, he thought he saw movement. With a frown, he ducked and scanned the woods. For long moments, he didn’t move, barely breathing as he watched and listened.

      There! A dark shadow stepped out from behind a tree. Dom could see the guy held a handgun. Swallowing hard, he stayed put, hoping the guy would turn away.

      He didn’t. Instead, another crack of gunfire reverberated through the woods.

      Enough already! Dom spun and ran, doing a zigzag pattern from one tree to the next. His long legs worked to his advantage now, and while he’d never run for pleasure, he didn’t let that slow him down.

      Where were the local cops? Hadn’t anyone from the motel called them?

      Dom continued in the general direction of the road. After what seemed like eons, he caught a glimpse of the plowed street through a break in the trees. He slowed his pace, fearing there could be a second man out there waiting for him to emerge. Hunkering down beside a tree, he waited. Headlights indicated a car was moving down the street from the west. He waited until it had passed, then rushed out to the road.

      Seeing nobody lurking nearby, he broke into a jog, running west, away from the hotel. Glancing over his shoulder, he was relieved to see his footprints weren’t readily visible on the hard-packed snow. With renewed energy, he picked up his speed, putting even more distance between himself and the shooter.

      After traveling about a mile or so, he noticed another pair of headlights illuminating the sky behind him. The sharp curve in the road made it impossible for him to see what sort of car was approaching. Fearing the gunman had figured out his ploy, he abruptly leaped over the snowbank to get off the road, quickly diving back into the safety of the woods.

      Dom kept moving, determined to stay well ahead of the gunman. When he came across a fallen log, he jumped over that, the way he’d hurdled the snowbank. Only this time, he landed at an awkward angle. His right foot slipped, and he lost his balance. Falling, the back of his head struck the fallen tree trunk.

      Then there was nothing but darkness.
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      Kendra Sullivan frowned as she drove into the town of Greybull for the second time in less than a week. Dominic Lakeland still hadn’t responded to her text message. Was he ignoring her on purpose? That would be strange since he was the one who’d texted her to say he’d arrived at the Redwood Motel.

      “What do you think, Smoky?” She eyed her Alaskan malamute in the rearview mirror. “Maybe he brought his girlfriend along and is distracted by spending time alone with her.”

      Smoky gave a halfhearted wag of her curved tail. Kendra grimaced and turned her attention to the road. She didn’t care if Dominic brought his girlfriend along for the ride or not. She was anxious to talk to him. The news of Stuart Ramsey’s confession filled her with a renewed sense of purpose. For years, she’d suspected foul play related to the deaths of her parents. Now they knew the truth. But they still didn’t know why. What possible motive could there have been to kill Dominic’s father? Hopefully, she and Dominic could piece the puzzle together before Christmas.

      She hadn’t told her eight older siblings the recent revelation about the murder or her plan to meet Dominic. For one thing, they treated her as if she was still a kid, not a twenty-five-year-old woman. And for another, they’d take over the investigation. Maybe she was being silly, but since they hadn’t taken her seriously six years ago, she was determined to uncover the truth herself.

      She slowed her speed. If she remembered right, the motel was a mile past the sharp curve.

      A pickup truck barreled around the hairpin curve, going much faster than the posted speed limit. Thankfully, she was hugging the right side of the street and wasn’t hit. Kendra followed the dark truck with her gaze, then sighed and shook her head. Some people just didn’t care about how their reckless driving impacted others.

      Moments later, she saw the sign for the Redwood Motel. She slowed to pull into the parking lot, then frowned when she saw a large silver truck parked off to the back of the lot. It wasn’t just the truck that drew her gaze, but the bullet hole in the rear window.

      Glancing around, she didn’t see any police nearby. She wasn’t sure whether the bullet hole was made recently or whether the owner of the truck hadn’t bothered to have it fixed.

      That’s when she noticed the Montana plates. Wait, this was Dominic’s truck? She pulled up beside the vehicle, shifted into park, and killed the engine. She released the back hatch for Smoky and pushed out from behind the wheel.

      “Dominic? It’s Kendra. Are you out here?”

      At the sound of her voice, Smoky ran over to her side. Kendra noticed there were several overlapping footprints in the snow around her feet.

      “Dominic?” She scanned the area, then noticed Smoky had trotted away from her. She turned to call her K9 when the dog buried her snout in the snow, sniffing intently. Then she sat and let out a sharp bark.

      Her alert! Although Kendra hadn’t told her to search, the dog had found something of interest.

      “What is it, girl?” Kendra hurried over. “What did you find?”

      Spying the glint of brass, she bent and picked the shell casing up with her gloved hands. The Sullivan K9s mostly tracked people, but they were cross-trained to find gunpowder, gun oil, and shell casings. Like this. Glancing again at the damaged truck, she wondered if the gunfire had been recent. And if so, the shell casing was evidence that would need to get to the state crime lab.

      Spinning away from the truck, she dropped the shell casing into her pocket and hurried into the motel. Smoky loped at her side. A teenager sat behind the desk with AirPods in his ears, watching a movie on his phone. He didn’t so much as glance up when she came inside, and she had to wave her hand in front of his screen to get his attention.

      He frowned and plucked an earbud from his ear. “Yeah?”

      “Did you hear gunfire?”

      “No.” He gave her an annoyed look. “Why?”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes. “I’m here to see Dominic Lakeland. Is he here?”

      “Nobody has checked in for the past couple of hours.” The clerk glanced down at his phone, then back up at her. “Anything else?”

      It was all she could do not to snatch the phone from his hands. “Will you please see if Dominic Lakeland has checked in at all today?”

      Heaving a sigh, he turned and tapped keys on the computer. “Nope.”

      “Thanks.” She turned away, her thoughts racing. Where was Dominic? The truck with the Montana plates had to be his. “Come, Smoky.”

      Back outside, she approached the truck. It was empty except for an overnight case on the floor of the back seat. Seeing another bullet graze grooved into the truck’s hood, she grew more concerned. Then she noticed the footprints heading into the woods.

      Rather than following the footprints, she went back to her SUV and opened the back hatch. Filling a collapsible bowl with water, she set it down for Smoky. While the dog drank, she shouldered her backpack. When Smoky finished with the water, she tucked the collapsible bowl in the pack, then slammed the hatch shut.

      “Here, Smoky.” She crossed to the truck and wrenched open the driver’s side door. “This is Dominic.” She patted the driver’s seat. “Dominic. Are you ready to search? Huh, girl? Search Dominic!”

      Smoky loved playing the search game. Her K9 pressed her nose into the seat cushion, then sniffed along the floorboard where the gas and brake pedals were located. Shoes and socks were always good scent sources. Then Smoky lifted her snout to the air. Whirling away from the truck, her K9 bounded toward the woods, her curly tail wagging from side to side.

      Kendra slammed the truck door shut and quickened her pace to keep up. Smoky bounded along the deep footprints in the snow, using her nose to follow Dominic’s path. At some point, another pair of tracks crossed his, making Kendra glad she’d taken the time to provide Smoky with a scent source. The last thing she wanted to do was follow the wrong set of footprints.

      Her K9 continued following Dominic’s scent. The prints seemed to make a wide circle, leading back to the road. When they finally reached it, Smoky turned right and headed west, still following a scent trail only the dog could find.

      “Search Dominic,” she called encouragingly. The malamute was at home in the wintery weather. Her K9’s thick fluffy coat kept her warm. “Search!”

      Smoky trotted down the road. They walked for over a mile or so when her K9 slowed to a stop, sniffing intently at the north side of the street. Then Smoky sat and let out a sharp bark.

      “Good girl!” Kendra didn’t pull the stuffed hippo from her backpack. “Good girl, Smoky. Search! Search Dominic!”

      The dog stared at her for a moment, as if disappointed not to be rewarded, then jumped up to continue. Rather than continuing down the road, the dog turned to head into the woods.

      Once again, Kendra saw familiar boot prints in the snow. She tried to imagine why Dominic had come this way. Had the gunman pursued him through the woods? And if so, why had that person taken shots at him in the first place?

      Was this related to their parents’ murder? She couldn’t see a connection, but then again, it seemed like a strange coincidence that the recent danger wasn’t related to the past.

      Troubled, she continued following Smoky through the woods. Had Dominic been followed all the way from Billings? Could Dominic be involved in something else? She had not met him in person, although their last conversation had been a face-to-face video call. Dominic was a couple of years older than she was and had short blond hair. He was tall and thin, mentioning wryly that his nickname as a kid had been “beanpole.”

      He seemed nice enough. But now that she was tracking him through the woods, she found herself wondering if she’d made a mistake coming here. Her oldest brother, Chase, would be angry to know she’d set off to meet with a man she didn’t know. Especially the son of a man who’d been murdered, taking their parents down with him.

      Smoky sniffed at the base of a tree, then continued moving deeper into the forest. Kendra glanced at her compass, making a mental note of the coordinates. She’d need to make sure she could find her way out of there when she’d located Dominic.

      Had he gotten lost? It was easy to get turned around in the forest, especially at night. Not that the hour was that late, only 5:45 in the evening.

      Smoky put on a burst of speed, running toward a fallen tree. Her K9 gracefully leaped over the dead tree, landing nimbly on the other side. She lost sight of the dog but heard the sharp bark of her alert.

      “What is it, girl? What did you find?” Kendra hurried forward, breathing heavily.

      “You’re a pretty dog,” a low, husky voice said.

      She slowed her pace, approaching with caution. She had a handgun in her backpack; they always were armed on SAR missions, mostly due to the threat of wildlife. But there were times when human threats were a problem too. She should have taken the time to slip the .38 into her coat pocket. Taking a few steps closer, she frowned when she saw a man sitting on the ground, his back up against the downed tree.

      “Dominic? Dominic Lakeland?” She climbed over the horizontal tree trunk, eyeing him warily. Peering through the darkness, he appeared to be the same man she’d chatted with via the computer. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “Other than being a klutz, yeah. I’m fine.” He put a hand to his head, then pushed himself upward. Moving slowly, he turned to face her. “Hey, Kendra. Nice to meet you in person, although I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances. Oh, I meant to tell you this before, my friends call me Dom.”

      “What happened?” She shrugged out of the backpack and found the stuffed hippo. She tossed it into the air for Smoky, who leaped joyously up to grab it. Her dog loved that goofy hippo, and the K9 proceeded to prance around with the toy in her mouth.

      “I slipped and hit my head on the tree trunk.” He looked embarrassed as he palpated the back of his head. “I don’t think the skin is broken. Thankfully, I have a hard head. I was sitting here getting ready to head back to the motel when your dog leaped down beside me. I recognized Smoky from our screen meeting.”

      “I meant what happened that you’re way out here?” Kendra tipped her head to the side, regarding him thoughtfully. Seeing him on the computer screen hadn’t prepared her for just how tall he was. Easily six and a half feet, maybe more. Taller than any of her six older brothers, which was saying something. “I went to the motel and found your bullet-ridden truck. I checked with the kid behind the desk, he was watching some movie on his phone with earbuds in, but he said you hadn’t checked in. I sent Smoky out to follow your scent trail. You’re fortunate she was able to find you.”

      “I know you mentioned your K9s are trained in search and rescue, but seeing her in action is amazing.” He grimaced. “Sorry to cause trouble. When the bullets started flying, I headed into the woods. When the gunman followed, I decided to double back to the road to avoid leaving footprints in the snow. I feared that was making it too easy for him to find me.”

      “Okay, but why is someone shooting at you in the first place?” She gave him a stern look. “What’s going on?”

      “How should I know?” He frowned. “I was heading into the motel when I saw movement. Suddenly gunfire rings out, forcing me to duck and run for cover. I’m not a criminal, if that’s what you’re asking. I assume this is related to our parents in some way.”

      Kendra hesitated, wondering how much she should trust him. Just because they’d texted and emailed and even met on a computer call didn’t mean she knew Dom on a personal level. Granted, she was the one who’d reached out to him the moment she’d realized his father, Gary Lakeland, was the pilot of the charter plane her parents were in when it crashed six years ago.

      Then he’d called her with the news of Stuart Ramsey’s confession. From there, they’d agreed to this meeting.

      “If you’re in some kind of trouble, Dom, you may as well tell me. I have family members in law enforcement, and I’m sure they could work something out to help you.”

      “Me? I didn’t do anything other than drive down here to talk to you.” Annoyance flashed in his eyes. “You’re the one who suggested I stay at the Redwood Motel, remember? You’re the one who wanted to meet in person to dig into why Stuart Ramsey had been paid to kill my father.”

      She sighed. He was right. She had been the one to recommend Greybull, the Redwood Motel, and meeting in person to dig into the six-year-old crime. Her last SAR mission involving a lost woman had been in Greybull just a few days earlier, so it seemed appropriate to meet there. “Were you followed from Billings?”

      “Not that I noticed.” He sighed. “I helped a young mother with two small kids get her SUV out of a snowbank about ten miles outside of Billings. I think I’d have noticed if someone had pulled over and waited for me to hit the road again to follow me here.”

      A nice gesture on his part. Helping a young mother of two kids made her feel a little better about him. Yet the gunfire at the motel was unnerving. So much so that she knew they couldn’t stay there moving forward.

      With a sigh, she turned to Smoky. “Here, girl. Hand.”

      Her K9 trotted forward and dropped the stuffed hippo into the palm of her hand.

      “Good girl.” She tucked it away, then turned to Dominic. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “I’m in agreement with that plan.” He brushed the snow from his clothes, then carefully stepped over the fallen log. She did the same, giving Smoky the hand signal to come. He glanced at her as they retraced their steps. “Thanks for coming out to find me.”

      “That’s what we do.” She waved a gloved hand at their surroundings. “I’ve done searches like this dozens of times over the past few years.”

      Dom hunched his shoulders. “I feel like an idiot that you had to find me. I don’t suppose you saw anyone hanging around the motel? Anyone who might be the shooter?”

      She thought about the dark truck that had careened around the hairpin curve in the road, nearly striking her SUV. Was the man driving the truck the same gunman who’d tracked Dominic through the woods?

      And if so, why? Why would anyone want Dominic dead six years after his father’s murder?
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      As if having to be rescued by Kendra and her K9, Smoky, wasn’t bad enough, Dom hated knowing he’d dragged her squarely into danger. Not that he could have anticipated anyone shooting at him. It wasn’t as if he knew anything more than he had before.

      Except for what the nurse, Helen, had told him about Stuart Ramsey’s confession.

      Yet now that they were back at the motel, seeing the bullet holes in his truck, it was impossible to ignore the fact that someone wanted him dead.

      Stopping behind his truck, he turned to face Kendra. “We need to call the police, then I’ll drive back to Billings while you head back to your family’s ranch.”

      She frowned. “I’m okay with calling the police, but you can’t head back to Billings. The shooter might find you there.”

      “That’s my problem, not yours.” Kendra was prettier in person with her dark hair and sparkling blue eyes. Not that it should matter one way or the other. She was the innocent victim in this. Just like her parents had been killed simply because they’d been in his father’s plane. “I’ll handle it.”

      She scowled. “That’s ridiculous. This guy knows what you’re driving. Get into my SUV. I’ll take you to a new hotel. Somewhere you won’t be found.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait here for the cops to arrive?”

      “No. Call them on the way. This guy might come back.”

      He hesitated, wishing there was another option. Greybull was a much smaller town than Billings. He doubted they had rideshare services, so maybe getting a ride from Kendra wasn’t the worst idea. “Okay, but after you drop me off, you need to head home. I don’t want you to get caught in the cross fire.”

      “We’ll talk to the police and go from there.” She used her key fob to unlock the SUV and to open the back hatch. “Up, Smoky.”

      The beautiful furry dog gracefully leaped into the back crate area. Kendra threw her backpack inside and lowered the hatch as he pulled his overnight case from his truck. He tossed it onto the floor of the back seat, then folded himself into the passenger seat. He moved the seat back to give himself as much leg room as possible.

      Kendra slid in beside him, started the car, and pulled out onto the road. “There are more hotel options in Cody.”

      “That’s fine.” He didn’t like leaving his truck behind, but he wasn’t even sure it would run. “Does Greybull have a police department, or will I get patched through to the county sheriff’s office?”

      “Greybull has a small police force.” She offered a lopsided smile. “Smaller than Cody’s, which isn’t very big either. They get a lot of help from the highway patrol.”

      “Whatever works.” He dialed 911 and waited for the dispatcher to answer.

      “911, what is your address?” a female voice asked.

      “Um, I’m not sure of the exact address, but I was involved in a shooting incident outside the Redwood Motel about an hour ago. A person fired at me three times until I ran into the woods to escape.”

      “What’s your name, sir?” she asked.

      Dom hesitated, then realized they could run his plate to identify him. “Dominic Lakeland. I live in Billings, Montana, and drove down to visit a friend. I planned to stay at the Redwood Motel.”

      “And you say there was a shooting? Is anyone hurt?”

      “Nobody is hurt as far as I know, but my truck is in the parking lot sporting a couple of bullet holes.” He remembered what Kendra said about the clerk wearing earbuds and watching a movie on his phone. No wonder the police hadn’t been called. “I think the gunman took off.”

      “And where are you now, sir?” the dispatcher asked.

      “Not at the motel.” He realized this call wouldn’t be of any help. By the time the officer responded, all he or she would see was a damaged truck. “I’ll give you my cell number. The responding officer can call me if he needs more information.”

      “I have your cell number up on my screen, sir,” the dispatcher said. “But I know the responding officer will want to speak with you in person.”

      “Sorry, that’s not happening.” He abruptly ended the call, tucking his phone back into his coat pocket. “I think that was a waste of time.”

      “The incident needs to be put on record.” Kendra shrugged. “I’ll call my brother-in-law Griff Flannery. He’s with the FBI.”

      He shot her a surprised look. “Seriously?”

      “Yep. Another brother-in-law, Doug Bridges, is with the DEA. My oldest sister, Maya, is a former cop too.” She arched a brow. “If you are involved in something criminal, my family will figure it out.”

      “I’m not a criminal!” The words came out harsher than he had intended. “I didn’t do anything to warrant being used for target practice.”

      “Okay, but you can’t blame me for asking.” She paused, then asked, “Tell me again what the hospice nurse said. How exactly did she hear Stuart Ramsey’s confession?”

      He blew out a breath, glad to move on to the real reason they were there together. “The nurse’s name is Helen Gingrass. Stuart Ramsey was her patient, and he’d wanted the chaplain to come so he could confess his sins. I guess the chaplain was tied up with another patient, so he ended up blurting everything out to her.”

      “What exactly did he say?” Kendra pressed.

      He thought back to the strange conversation. “Per Helen, Stuart Ramsey admitted to sabotaging a plane six years ago. He said he’d caused the deaths of three people. Only he didn’t know there would be three people aboard. When Helen asked if he had intended to kill them, he said he was paid to kill the pilot, not the others. And that he did it because he needed money. And that he wanted to confess so God would forgive him before he died.”

      “Wow. So basically my parents were collateral damage,” Kendra murmured.

      “Yeah.” He swallowed a pang of guilt. It wasn’t as if he had anything to do with Ramsey taking down the plane, but he still felt bad that she’d lost her parents because someone had wanted his father dead. “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t apologize. You’re an innocent victim in this too.”

      He was touched by her comment. “If I had known some gunman would target me, I would have stayed in Billings.”

      She turned to look at him. “Makes me wonder how he knew your location, especially if you weren’t followed.”

      As a computer nerd, he was keenly aware of how to track people electronically. Not that it was something he’d worried about until now. He dug his phone out of his pocket, then lowered his window and tossed it away.

      Kendra gaped at him. “I’m not sure that was necessary.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s the only way they could have known my location.” He grimaced and held out his hand. “We’d better ditch yours, too, since I used mine to call you several times.”

      A pained expression crossed her features, but she pulled out her phone and handed it over. That one, too, went out the window.

      “We’ll need to get new phones,” Kendra said, after a long moment of silence. “My family will go nuts if I don’t let them know I’m okay.”

      “I understand.” He couldn’t imagine what it was like to have eight older siblings.

      “What about you?” Kendra asked. “Don’t you have a girlfriend or someone that you need to stay in touch with?”

      “Nope.” He thought about his former girlfriend, Shari Coffen. She’d broken things off a few months ago. Not that he’d missed her as much as he thought he would. “There’s nobody special.”

      Her brow furrowed. “That’s hard to believe.”

      He sighed. “My girlfriend dumped me for her personal trainer, who can bench-press twice his weight. Unlike me.”

      “She only cares about physical appearances?” Kendra waved a dismissive hand. “If that’s the case, you’re better off without her.”

      He smiled for what felt like the first time since crossing the Montana/Wyoming state line. “I can’t disagree.”

      “Okay, when we get into Cody, we’ll stop to buy disposable phones, then grab a bite to eat before finding a place to stay.” She glanced at him. “Being a Monday, we shouldn’t have too much trouble finding a hotel room.”

      “That sounds good.” He relaxed a bit, relieved to have a plan. Yet he still wanted Kendra to head home after dropping him off at a hotel.

      He had no idea why he was in danger, but at that point, he needed to make sure Kendra didn’t become collateral damage.

      The way her parents had been.
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        * * *

      

      As Kendra drove toward Cody, she kept a wary eye on the rearview mirror to make sure they weren’t followed. When headlights came up behind her, she slowed down to the exact speed limit, moving over to encourage the driver to pass. So far, every vehicle had done exactly that.

      Nobody followed the speed limit in Wyoming. Highway patrol didn’t bother to pull anyone over unless they were going more than fifteen miles over the posted limit.

      “I have my computer in my overnight bag,” Dom said, breaking the silence. “I know how to reroute the ISP address to hide our location so we can dig into Stuart Ramsey without raising any red flags.”

      “You can do that?” She was impressed.

      “Yeah. I’m all about the geeky stuff.” He shifted in his seat, and she could tell by how his knees were wedged against the glove box that he wasn’t comfortable.

      “That’s a good skill to have. I would love to learn how to do that.”

      He shrugged, avoiding her gaze. “I can teach you someday.”

      Someday? She frowned but then slowed her speed when she saw they were heading into Cody. Her stomach was growling, and she needed to feed Smoky too. There was a general store with disposable phones across from the Hitching Post Café. And that, in turn, was a block down from the Elk Lodge.

      She turned into the store parking lot. “This is where we’ll get new phones. We’ll grab dinner across the street.”

      “Great.” He pushed out of the car with enthusiasm. She opened the rear hatch for Smoky, then went around to grab her backpack so she’d have her K9’s supplies. They could walk to the Post from here.

      The task didn’t take long, and less than ten minutes later, they were seated in a corner booth at the Hitching Post Café. Smoky crawled beneath the table to stretch out at Kendra’s feet. She would feed the dog once they’d placed their orders. Thankfully, the Sullivan K9s were well known, and nobody demanded that Smoky stay outside.

      A harried server brought menus and water glasses. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Coffee for me,” Dom said without looking up from the menu.

      “I’ll have the same.” Kendra suspected he planned to stay up late digging into Stuart Ramsey’s background to figure out why he’d sabotaged his father’s plane. And if so, she intended to stick close. She wanted answers as to why her parents had died so tragically just as much as he did.

      “Looks like they have a pot roast special.” Dom grinned. “I love a good pot roast.”

      “Me too.” It wasn’t as good as their housekeeper Anna’s, but it would hit the spot. She set her menu aside and rummaged in the backpack.

      “Your dog is so well behaved.” Dom leaned back to look under the table. “I barely know she’s around.”

      “All of our K9s are well trained. But yes, Smoky isn’t as vocal as some dogs.” She drew out the collapsible dishes and set them on the floor beside her. Then she poured the water out of her glass into one of them.

      “Are you ready to order?” Their server set two cups of coffee on the table.

      “We’ll both have the pot roast special.” Kendra handed her the menus. “Thanks.”

      When the woman left, Kendra filled Smoky’s bowl with food and set it on the floor beside the water dish. Smoky lifted her head and sniffed but didn’t jump up to eat.

      “Here, girl.” She gestured to the dish. “Come and get it.” With permission, Smoky crawled out and ate with enthusiasm.

      “Amazing,” Dom murmured.

      When the K9 was finished, Kendra tucked the dishes and food away. “The Elk Lodge has a suite.” She sipped her coffee, eyeing Dom over the rim. “I think that’s the best place for us to stay tonight.”

      “Us?” His eyes widened. “I told you to head home, Kendra. What if this gunman figures out where I’m staying?”

      “All the more reason I need to stick with you.” She glanced at Smoky beneath the table. “My K9 will alert us to danger. Besides, you don’t have a vehicle.”

      He frowned. “I don’t want you to be here.”

      She told herself there was no reason to be hurt by his comment. He wasn’t trying to avoid her on a personal level.

      At least, she didn’t think so.

      “I’m staying.” She leveled him with a direct look. “I want to know what’s going on, Dom. And if something happens to you, I’ll never know why my parents had to die.”

      He sighed and scrubbed his hands over his face. “They didn’t have to die. That’s the point. Learning more about why my dad was targeted won’t change that.”

      He was right, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t leaving. “We’ll figure out what’s going on, together.”

      “I never should have come here,” he said, half under his breath.

      “I’m glad you did.” Again, she tried not to be upset by his comment. Sure, she’d secretly thought him to be good looking, but that wasn’t why she’d reached out to him. Her goal had been to uncover the truth about that fateful night six years ago.

      Their pot roast dinners arrived a few minutes later. Kendra hesitated, then said, “I’d like to say grace.”

      Dom froze in the act of picking up his fork. Then he dropped his hands into his lap. “Okay.”

      “Dear Lord Jesus, we ask You to bless this food we are about to eat. We also ask You to keep Dominic safe in Your care. Amen.”

      There was a long pause, before Dom echoed, “Amen.”

      She smiled, glad he’d participated, then dug into her meal. Dom did the same. They ate in silence for several minutes. The pot roast was better than she remembered.

      Or maybe it was just that she was unusually hungry.

      “Do you always pray before meals?” Dom arched a brow. “Or was that for my benefit?”

      “Sullivans always pray before meals.” She tipped her head to the side, regarding him thoughtfully. “But if you want the truth, the prayer was mostly for your benefit. I am worried that gunman will try to find you. We need the Lord’s protection as much as we need to understand what’s going on, before the gunman strikes again.”

      He looked exasperated. “Like I said before, that’s my problem. Not yours.”

      She shook her head. “We don’t turn our backs on people in need. Besides, your life being is in danger is no joke.” A sudden thought struck. “Do you think the nurse’s phone call explaining about the confession is the reason why you’ve become a target?”

      “I considered that, but I’m not sure why it would. Again, I don’t know anything other than what she told me.” He scowled. “We can reach out to Helen again. I have her contact information, including her email. She caught me at work but then used my personal email to communicate after that. However, she told me that Stuart Ramsey didn’t identify the person who’d hired him. I guess the guy died before he had the chance.”

      “Yeah, but maybe the guy who did hire him isn’t aware of that.” She turned that possibility over in her mind. “Maybe he thinks Helen told you his name. Did Helen also report the confession to the police?”

      “She did, yes.” He sighed. “I think she called me first, though. Not sure why I was her priority, but she took the time to find me through my employer, Data Intelligence Services. I’m listed on their website as the manager, and I guess my contact information popped up when she searched on my name. She wanted me to know my father was murdered.”

      Murdered. Not an accident, but murder. For six years, Kendra had believed the crash was intentional, and now she knew for sure. Her parents hadn’t been the target, but they’d been ruthlessly killed all the same.

      “If Helen found you that easily, then there’s no reason the man who hired Stuart Ramsey couldn’t do the same.” She frowned again. “So why now? Why come after you all these years later?”

      “I don’t know.” His brow furrowed. “Has to be because of the confession, right?”

      “We’ll figure it out.” She forced a reassuring smile on her face. “Your computer skills should make this a piece of cake.”

      He didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue either. When their server brought their bill, Dom grabbed it. “Dinner is on me. And I really think you need to head back to the ranch.”

      She was tired of repeating herself, so she ignored him. She wasn’t leaving, no matter what. But she would have to call her brother Chase. She didn’t want him to worry.

      She slid out of the booth, then snagged her pack. Smoky crawled out from beneath the table, stretched, and then stood at her side, looking up expectantly.

      “I know, you probably need to get busy, huh?” She bent to stroke Smoky’s fluffy fur. “Soon.”

      Smoky’s high curvy tail wagged back and forth in response.

      Dominic left cash on the table, then followed her and Smoky outside. She paused near a snow-covered area and waved a hand. “Get busy.”

      Her K9 didn’t need to be told twice. The Alaskan malamute trotted over to do her thing. Pulling a baggie out of her backpack, Kendra cleaned up after the dog, then tossed the waste in the trash.

      “Good girl.” She turned toward Dominic. “Are you ready? We left my SUV across the street.”

      “Yeah.” He scowled. “I really wish you’d go home.”

      “Give it a rest, Dom. I’m a grown woman who can make my own decisions, thanks very much.” Swallowing her annoyance, she gave Smoky the hand signal to come.

      The dog trotted beside her as they crossed the café parking lot, then waited for a break in the traffic. She took a moment to appreciate how the main street of Cody was fully decorated for Christmas. Tiny twinkling blue lights shimmered along the rooftops of buildings and wreaths with large red bows hung from each streetlight. The holiday was still three weeks away, but Kendra knew that normally she’d only spend time in downtown Cody if she was shopping for Christmas gifts for her growing family.

      Instead, she was digging into a six-year-old murder.

      They crossed the street and approached her vehicle. They were only a few feet away when Smoky began to growl. Kendra paused, glancing around in concern. Smoky was even-tempered, she rarely growled at strangers.
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