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Prologue
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“Damn it!”

He ran, brushing limbs and branches from his face as he moved, the needles and leaves stabbing at his hands and wrists above his leather jacket and tugging at his long hair in its braid. In the dark they were mere shapes, fluttering shadows that blurred by as he moved, feet churning, his heavy boots stomping flat leaves and cones and bristles alike as he charged headlong through the night.

And behind him, the wind howled in the trees, and it sounded like screams of rage.

He’d tried to warn them, he reminded himself as he ran. He’d warned them not to do it, shown them the right way and urged them to follow it—but of course they wouldn’t listen. They never did. Why had he thought this time would be any different?

But this time was different.

This time their arrogance might prove fatal.

And now he was caught in the middle.

“I’m sorry!” he shouted over his shoulder, the wind taking his words and whipping them away into the dark. “I tried to stop them!” That was a lie, though. He had warned them, yes, but had he really done anything to stand in their way? Had he really put forth his best effort to prevent them from moving forward with this insanity?

Or had he let them sway him from his own better judgment, and cow him into keeping silent?

Deep in his heart, he knew the answer to those questions, and the shame of it made him weak.

But was that enough reason for him to be facing this himself?

He didn’t think so.

So he ran on, stumbling over sticks and roots, reeling as branches struck out at him, and crying as the wind continued to howl behind him and alongside him.

And then the tenor of the wind changed.

Its howls shifted, shortened, rose in pitch, became thin, reedy whistles. 

And the whistles surged forward, circling him, ringing him in.

Surrounding him.

“I’m sorry!” he called out again, the words little more than a sob. “I’m so sorry! Please!”

He raised his hands high even as he dropped to his knees.

One of the flickering shadows detached itself from the darkness and raced forward, trailing his descent. Long and slender and lightning-swift, it took him just under the chin, and he felt his life leave him all in a rush, not gently tugged free but roughly shoved aside, slammed from his body by the same lethal impact that took his last breath and made his vision go dark.

He toppled to the ground, blood bubbling up in his throat and choking him, the rich scent of the earth filling his nostrils as his head hit the thin grass and the loose soil beneath, and he spasmed, unable to control his body’s last urges—

—and all around him, the whistles continued through the trees, and they sounded like laughter.
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Chapter One
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“Remind me again what we’re doing all the way up here?” R.C. muttered as he turned off Interstate 90 and onto the narrow two-lane. The sign by the road read “Flathead Indian Reservation” but there wasn’t a gate or even a fence, and the land they were now driving through looked much like what they’d seen for the past hour since landing at Missoula International. Western Montana wasn’t known for its variety. Or its densely populated areas.

“Just taking in the scenery,” his partner Nick answered, waving one hand at the sights in question. “Which includes mountains, rivers, a lake or two, possibly some valleys—oh yeah, and a few dead bodies.”

“Ah, now you make it sound interesting.” R.C. grinned at her, one big hand wrapped loosely around the steering wheel and the other resting casually on the lip of the door just below the window, and she laughed and grinned back. 

“You’re a terrible vacation buddy, you know,” she pointed out, still laughing as their rental barreled down the road, raising dust all around them in a thick cloud.

“Maybe, but I’m a good partner,” he countered. That quieted them both for a second, and he cursed himself in his head for not thinking before he spoke. Would he ever learn?

Probably not.

“Where’re we heading, exactly?” he asked instead, and Nick looked just as grateful as she pulled the map from her purse and checked where it had been marked.

“Pablo,” she answered finally. “That’s the home of the tribal headquarters, as well as the BIA local office, the Flathead Tribal Police Department, and the Salish Kootenai College. And it’s only seven miles south of Polson, which is the largest community out here, at a whopping eighty-five hundred residents. Polson’s also the county seat for Lake County, and home to the Kwataqnuk resort and casino.”

“Thank you, Miss Tour Guide,” he told her. “But no gambling while on duty, remember?” For a second he worried that he’d strayed too close to dangerous topics again, but she smiled and he relaxed a little. 

“Look at that!” she said a few minutes later, as the road crested a small rise and they spotted a wave of dark shapes moving through a valley below. “Aren’t they amazing?”

R.C. glanced over briefly, and had to agree. Even from this distance the massive, woolly-coated bison were impressive creatures, and the surge of their herd running full out across the plain shook the road beneath their wheels and filled the air with the pounding of their hooves. He’d never seen anything so majestic, or so powerful, at least not in person. It was truly awe-inspiring.

He wondered if the rest of this trip would prove to be as pleasant, or as easily spotted.

It took them another three hours to pull into Pablo. They’d passed five or six other communities along the way, none of them more than a few dozen homes and buildings clustered around the main road and perhaps one cross street, and the few people they’d seen had barely bothered to glance their way. But then R.C. supposed they were used to visitors. The reservation made a lot of its money off the casino, so there were always people heading to and from Polson, plus students going to the small community college in Pablo. And then there were the tourists here to see the Kerr Dam, or the Flathead Lake State Park, or seeking the St. Ignatius Mission, or looking to walk through the National Bison Range.

And then there were people like them.

“Special Agent Reed Hayes, FBI,” R.C. announced after he’d parked in front of the two-story adobe council building and he had Nick had climbed the front steps and stepped into the dark, cool inner lobby. “This is my partner, Danika Frome.” He showed the woman behind the front desk his badge and ID, and beside him Nick did the same. “We’d like to speak to the tribal council.”

“Just a minute,” she told them, and then turned away, whispering into the mic at her throat. She was short, dark, and heavy-set, though not nearly as dark as R.C. himself—he was way beyond Native American in coloring, just as Nick was nowhere near. He knew they made a striking pair, him tall and broad-shouldered and still fit even with the gray starting to show in his short dark hair, and her average height and slender but still curvy, with her blonde-brown hair cropped close and her pale skin and big blue eyes. Even in the fitted suit, Nick didn’t look like any FBI agent he’d ever imagined before joining the Bureau.

But the times, they’d certainly changed.

“Special Agent Hayes? Special Agent Frome?” The man who approached them was young, maybe thirty, with the typically glossy black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and his face was round and very friendly. He wore jeans and a denim shirt, though his leather belt had a hand-tooled silver buckle, a braided rope-tie with a carved turquoise eagle hung around his neck, and moccasins adorned his feet. Tribal casual, R.C. guessed. “I’m Detective Jonathan Couture, with the Flathead Tribal Police Department. I was assigned to the murders. Right this way.”

R.C. shook hands with him, as did Nick, and then they followed him through the doors at the far end of the lobby, and up the broad staircase to the second floor. Along the way R.C. set his phone to “voice recorder” mode, and spotted Nick doing the same. It was the quickest and easiest way to take notes on the situation—they’d download those to their laptops later, run them through the dictation software to translate the audio files into text, and then clean them up to use as the basis for their status reports. He did carry a small notepad and a pen in his jacket, of course, but that was more for doodling or jotting down reminders to himself than for any real note-taking.

He was glad to see that the local cops were already on the case. The FBI took charge of any situation it was in, and some local authorities didn’t appreciate being ordered around. He tried to keep things on as friendly a basis as possible—he’d always believed it was better to have willing partners than grudging assistants—and the detective’s friendly attitude suggested that wouldn’t be a problem here, plus obviously he would be the man to ask for details about the situation.

Detective Couture led them down the hall to a wide room that took up the entire middle of the floor, the sides of which were filled with tiered wooden seats facing a long table. It was like a courtroom—or a council room.

Ten men sat at that table, most of them older if their gray-streaked hair was an indication, and all of them Native American. The reservation actually had many non-Native residents—in fact, only eight towns here were predominantly Flathead Indian, or Bitterroot Salish as the largest tribe was called—but the tribe still controlled the reservation as a whole, and non-Natives couldn’t be members of the tribal council.

“Welcome, agents Hayes and Frome,” one of the men announced. He didn’t look like the oldest member present—that honor was reserved for the elderly gentleman to the far right, whose braids were almost snow-white and hung down his chest probably to his waist—but his face was deeply lined and his braids were adorned with feathers and beads. He was wearing jeans and a denim shirt as well, though his shirt had embroidery woven into it at the collars and cuffs and down the front panels, and his bolo tie had a silver and lapis image of a leaping trout. “I am Willy Silverstream, chairman of the tribal council. Your superiors notified us that you were coming. We appreciate the FBI’s help in this matter.” That was a good sign, as well—the federal government didn’t have the best track record of treating Native Americans fairly, especially with regards to the reservations, and many Native Americans still resented them, but it sounded as if the council leader really was happy to have them here.

“Glad to be of service,” R.C. answered, giving the old man a polite nod. He wasn’t sure he could refer to him as “Willy” and still keep a straight face, and hoped it wouldn’t come to that. “Why don’t you tell us exactly what’s been going on here, and we’ll see what we can do to help?”

“Of course.” Willy frowned and placed both hands flat on the table—they were lined and wrinkled, but still looked strong, the fingers thick and blunt and marked with tiny scars here and there that showed white against his weathered skin. “Men have been dying, out in the woods.”

“What men?” Nick asked. “How long ago, and how often? And where in the woods?”

The old man’s gaze flicked to her for half a second, and R.C. wondered if they were going to have a problem, but if the tribal elder didn’t like speaking to a woman he didn’t let it show in his face or his tone. “Three men so far,” he answered instead, “starting a week ago. The first one, Elk in the Trees, was hunting. The second, Peter Colman, was a student at the community college, studying animal husbandry, and had been given an assignment to study the local wildlife—easy enough to do around here. The third, Roger Tanner, was a fisherman.”

“All of them had lived here on the reservation their whole lives,” another of the council members offered. “None of them had any enemies beyond the usual rivalries and minor arguments. Elk in the Trees was a widower with grown children, Peter Colman was engaged, and Roger Tanner was married with one small child and another on the way.”

“Any connection between them, beyond being here on the reservation?” R.C. directed that question to Detective Couture, and wasn’t surprised when the local cop shook his head. Of course they would have investigated that.

“How did they die?” R.C. didn’t miss the pause after his question, or the way neither Willy nor this other council member would look him in the eye. He knew Nick hadn’t missed it either.

It was the detective who finally answered. “They were each shot through the throat. With an arrow.”

R.C. studied him, but the younger man wasn’t smiling or laughing. “An arrow? Each of them? Through the throat?” He scratched at his jaw. “So we’re looking for William Tell here?”

“That was a crossbow,” the oldest elder corrected, though there was a trace of humor in his raspy voice that R.C. saw was mirrored in his sharp blue eyes. “Better to say you are looking for Robin Hood. But a Salish version.”

“Fair enough.” R.C. considered the matter seriously. “Do you have anybody who could make a shot like that, repeatedly? I’m assuming it wasn’t at close range or these guys would have run, or fought back, or something?” He knew from his time on the firing range that hitting a target as small as the human throat wasn’t easy, especially if you needed that first bullet—or arrow—to be a kill shot. That took real skill.

“That would make sense, yes,” Willy agreed, finding his voice again. “But we don’t know for certain. There were no witnesses with any of the deaths. Each time the man in question was alone in the woods, and his body was found the next day.”

“So each of these attacks occurred at night?” Good of Nick to pick up on that.

“We think so, yes.”

“Where did they happen?” was R.C.’s next question.

“Along the edge of the Hog Heaven range,” Detective Couture replied. There was a large map of the reservation tacked to the far wall above the massive stone fireplace that took up the space between two wide windows, and he stepped over to it and gestured toward an area near the northwest corner. Polson and Pablo itself were a bit south of the northeast corner, which was dominated by the lake.

“All three of them?” R.C. moved closer to study the map, Nick half a step behind him. “How big is the reservation, in all?”

“Almost two thousand square miles,” Willy answered proudly. “We are one of the largest reservations in North America.”

“And yet all three deaths occurred in one area,” Nick pointed out. She caught R.C.’s eye. “I think we’d better take a closer look at this mountain range.”

He nodded. “Can we get a guide to show us the way, and the original locations of the bodies?” He made a mental note to ask about autopsy reports as well. Assuming any had been performed.

Willy nodded, but before he could speak Detective Couture stepped forward. “I can show you,” he offered, with a glance at the council members, who silently nodded permission after a second. “I know the area well, and I know where each of them were found.”

“Perfect.” Something else had caught his attention, and R.C. figured he’d better mention it now before they really got into anything. “Where’s the BIA in all this?” The FBI was tasked with investigating major crimes on Indian land, but the BIA, or Bureau of Indian Affairs, was responsible for maintaining law and order on the reservations otherwise, including police matters. He’d expected to find a BIA officer here waiting for them, and didn’t want to step on any toes, especially if that could foul the investigation later.

A few of the elders made harrumphing noises, but they seemed as much amused as annoyed. “That would be Martin Proudfoot and Isaiah Fisher,” Willy explained after a moment. “They’re the only two manning the local BIA office—the rest are up at the regional office in Portland. But Martin broke his leg a few days back, bike accident, and he’s stuck in traction for a bit. And Isaiah’s wife’s expecting—their first, and there’s some complications, so he’s sticking to her side over at St. Luke’s.” He removed a folded-up paper from a pocket in his vest, smoothed it out, and slid it across the table. “Isaiah dropped this off, though, says they were duly notified of your presence and cooperate fully, so you’re in the clear.” He was definitely holding back a grin, and though his lips only twitched his eyes crinkled and the lines around his mouth deepened so much they looked like furrows.

Nonetheless, the news was good. As long as the BIA knew they were here and didn’t have a problem with it, R.C. wasn’t too worried. He’d copy any reports to their regional office, of course, just to keep them in the loop, but honestly this way was probably better. Now he didn’t have to worry about some paper-pusher dogging his steps along the way.

He turned back to Willy and the others. “We’ll let you know what we find, of course. Hopefully we can resolve this quickly, and before anyone else gets hurt.”

Willy nodded. “That is our hope as well. Thank you.”

There were nods all around, and then Detective Couture led them back out into the hall. “The council’s booked you into the Hawthorne House, a really nice bed-and-breakfast over in Polson,” he explained as they headed down the stairs and outside. “Did you want to rest for a bit, or head straight out?”

“We should probably check in and drop off our bags,” R.C. decided. “But I’d like to get going right after that. How long will it take to get over there?”

“A few hours,” the detective answered. “I’ll get my Jeep and meet you over at the hotel in a few minutes.”

“Sounds great.” R.C. shook hands with him and watched the young Native walk off, then turned to his partner. “What do you think?”

“He seems like a straight-up guy,” she answered as they unlocked their car and got in. “And this could be as simple as one crazy guy staking out an area and shooting any ‘trespassers.’” Her tone said she wasn’t convinced, however, as did the sigh she released right after that.

“But?” he urged as he backed out and drove to the bed-and-breakfast.

She gave him a tired smile in reply. “But when is it ever that easy?”
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Chapter Two
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“I still don’t see why they couldn’t have booked us there instead,” Nick groused for the tenth time as they walked. She’d been complaining about the accommodations off and on since they’d checked in, and R.C. knew she was only half-kidding. The Hawthorne House where they were staying seemed decent enough—big airy rooms, clean whitewashed walls, hardwood floors, high ceiling beams, nice big beds.

But Nick was stuck on the fact that there was a resort only a few blocks away. And that they weren’t staying there.

“We’re just government grunts,” he reminded her yet again. “We’re lucky the council is putting us up at all.” Most of the time they had to arrange their own accommodations, and pay for them, too. The Bureau would reimburse them, of course. Eventually. After a mountain of paperwork and what seemed like an eternity. This time, they didn’t have to deal with any of that. The council was covering their room and board, which was a lot more generous than most local agencies that had asked for their help.

But that still wasn’t swaying Nick any.

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” she grumbled. “It’s not like we’re asking to gamble. But a massage sure would be nice.”

R.C. almost offered to give her one, then stopped and cursed himself for that impulse. Then cursed again for stopping what would have been a completely reasonable and harmless remark, but now would seem either forced or salacious. Damn it! Would this ever get any easier?

“It’s just up ahead,” Detective Couture called back. He was obviously at home in the woods and had quickly moved in front of them, though perhaps that was just to get out of range of Nick’s complaints. “Where we found Elk in the Trees.”

“Did you find him?” R.C. asked, pushing away questions of his partner’s comfort level and focusing on the investigation again.

“No, it was a young family, the Singing Doves,” their guide replied. He slowed to let them catch up a little so he didn’t have to shout. R.C. had already learned that Detective Couture was very helpful but also very soft-spoken—nice when sharing a car ride but not good when trying to be heard while climbing a mountain. 

Not that they were really climbing a mountain, of course. The Hog Heaven Range might contain some genuine mountains, but they were only in the foothills here. There were some decent peaks and valleys, to be sure, but R.C. had gotten used to Denver these past two years. Compared to the heights around that city, these were barely speed bumps.

The land did have a rugged beauty, however. They were well beyond any towns or villages out here, and as far as the eye could see there was nothing but thick grass and tall trees, broken here and there by a jumble of rocks or a narrow, swiftly flowing stream or a small, dark lake.

There were birds aplenty, their calls and cries and wing-beats echoing all around. R.C. had spotted a few deer as well, and Nick swore she’d seen wolves peering at her from behind a fallen tree. Detective Couture had assured her that wolves would never attack three armed men—he’d brought a hunting rifle along, grabbing it from the Jeep’s back window probably out of reflex, and R.C. had decided not to raise a fuss about it. They were the guests here, after all.

“They were out on a nature walk,” the detective was explaining, and it took R.C. a second to rein in his thoughts and return to the subject. “Their little girl, Sophie, ran ahead to pick some wildflowers, and then screamed. Her parents came running, and that’s when they found him.” The three of them topped a low crest, and Couture surveyed the area from beneath one hand, then pointed. “Right over there.”

R.C. followed him across the small valley, scanning the area for signs of trouble or ambush. Old habits died hard. He’d been in the Army a long time, mostly Military Intelligence but you still had to serve a stint of active duty and he’d never forgotten those skills, or lost those reflexes. Which was a good thing—he was fairly sure he would have died on the job several times otherwise.

But the area seemed clear, aside from a lone falcon and a few small deer, plus the ubiquitous birds. The spot in question was right at the edge of a small clearing, the first trees of the renewed forest springing up just beyond, and R.C. crouched down to study the area better.

Much of the ground had been trampled here, unfortunately. Probably one of the local officers and whoever had collected the body, plus anyone out to help and whoever took the Singing Dove family home, and then anyone who’d heard about the incident and wanted to see for themselves.

Christ.

“Yo, check this out.” Nick hadn’t stopped with them, and now she was calling from just inside the tree line, some fifty feet beyond. R.C. joined her, and found her kneeling in the loose underbrush.

“What’ve you got?” he asked.

“This.” She indicated a spot just to her side. “I figured the space right around the body would get too much foot traffic but if we were lucky the killer might have struck from back in the trees, where nobody thought to look and thus destroy the evidence.” Her smug expression finally gave way to a grin. “Guess I was right.”

R.C. studied the spot she’d gestured down at, and stiffened when he realized he was looking at a shape depressed into the leaves and moss and pine needles that coated the forest floor.

A shape that looked an awful lot like a footprint.

Fishing out his phone, R.C. snapped a photo of the print. Then he ran the image through a special FBI app, one that stripped out everything but the outline and a few pertinent physical characteristics.

A few second later his “Message Waiting” icon blinked on. He checked the phone’s logs and found the image there, waiting. 

But when he’d called it up, all he could do was stare.

“That can’t be right,” he muttered. He glanced down at the actual print, then back at the display, which did appear to match.

But it didn’t make any sense.

“What’s up? Let me see!” Nick demanded, practically ripping the phone from his hand.

“Here.” R.C. showed her the image. After a second she shook her head as well. 

“What the hell did that?” she wondered aloud. R.C. didn’t answer. He was still trying to process what he’d seen. Even if it didn’t make sense.

Just like a certain incident many years ago.

But he tried very hard not think of that anymore.

Especially at times like this.

The print was a footprint, all right. The program had rendered it out, clear as day. It was a left foot, and bare, with long, thin toes spread wide—

—and a total width of no more than two inches, but a total length of close to eighteen. Which made it half again as long as one of his own feet—and only half as wide. No way a man had a foot like that. A monkey, maybe, or some kind of lizard, though whatever had cast that print had five toes and a heel, and the general shape was a lot more like a man’s than it was any sort of animal R.C. had ever seen. Still, he freely admitted he wasn’t exactly a wilderness expert.

Fortunately, they were with someone who was.

“Detective!” Their guide had been studying the body’s final resting spot, still, and glanced up at the call. A minute later he was crouching beside them.

“What’s up?” R.C. pointed to the print, and held up the phone as well, but the young local shook his head. “I don’t know—I haven’t ever seen anything like that. I’d say it was a man’s, but horribly stretched.”

“Is it a prank?” Nick asked. “There is a college near here—could this have been some kind of game or hazing ritual gone horribly wrong?”

“Maybe, but only one of the victims was a college student,” R.C. pointed out. “And it was the middle one. Besides, the college is in Pablo, near the tribal headquarters, right? Long way to go for a prank.” He spread his hand over the footprint for a second, then rose and took a single long stride past it and into the woods. He didn’t spot any marks on the ground there but the print had been far longer than his own feet so he took half another stride—and saw a second print beside a tree’s roots. It matched the first one except that this was clearly a right foot.

Another step and a half brought him to a third print, this one a left again.

“We’ve got a trail,” he called back over his shoulder. But each print had been a little shallower, and though he did find a fourth it was barely visible as an impression in the leaves. There wasn’t a fifth.

So much for the trail.

Still, they had proof that someone had been here. Someone with a stride significantly longer than R.C.’s own.

Which would suggest the stranger was significantly taller as well. Almost half again as tall. And R.C. was a few inches over six feet.

That would make their quarry one of the tallest men alive.

Unbidden, R.C.’s thoughts flashed back again, back to his military days—and to the incident that had all but ended them. It had been in Uppsala, a small city up in Sweden. He and the rest of his MI team had been called in to search for a missing scientist, and for the CIA agent who’d vanished while looking for him. They’d expected to find the scientist had gone rogue, or that bike gangs had invaded the area and struck them both down, or even that someone had targeted the scientist and then taken out the agent when he’d gotten too close.

What they’d found had been something else altogether.

The official report had claimed that a homeless man had ambushed and killed both men along the riverbank, and had then attacked R.C. and his team when they’d approached his hiding place under an old bridge. He’d killed their team leader and one of the others in their first encounter, and had taken out two of the remaining three the second time they’d met.

Only R.C. had survived. He’d fatally wounded the homeless man, but the crazed fiend had dove into the river, and his body was never recovered.

But that wasn’t exactly what had happened.

Most of the report had been accurate enough. Except it hadn’t been a homeless man, and he hadn’t escaped into the river. It had been—even now R.C. didn’t like to admit it, even to himself. But the footprints here forced him to remember it properly, and to acknowledge the truth.

It had been a troll.

Monstrously tall, with massive jaws and hands and insanely long arms, it had crushed Polo’s skull with a single blow and thrown Lobo a dozen feet, shattering his spine in the process. Similar blows during their rematch had laid out both Drew and Colt. Only a phosphorous grenade had saved him from the same fate—he’d lobbed it right at the unholy creature, which had swallowed the thing whole.

And then turned to stone when the light washed over it from the inside out.

R.C. had never told anyone what had really happened, not even Nancy, who had still been only his girlfriend at the time. He’d sold the homeless-man story as best he could instead, but there’d been too many holes in it and as a result he’d been benched from active missions afterward, flagged as a possible psych case. He’d stuck it out in MI for a few more years after that, hoping to find his way back to full duty, but had eventually given up and cashed out. After he’d returned to the states he’d applied to the FBI, and they’d been delighted to get someone with his training and field experience. The past two years had been good, with interesting cases and even some dangerous ones but nothing that defied explanation.

Nothing until now.

Nick joined him by the fourth print, and R.C. glanced up to meet her eyes. He saw there the same confusion he was feeling, and a conviction that there must be a rational explanation behind this.

As he rose to his feet and brushed leaves and pine needle from his legs and hands, he wondered if his eyes still said the same.
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Chapter Three
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“That’s some weird shit right there.”

The sudden pronouncement made R.C. start a bit, and for half a second as he reached for his gun he wondered who had snuck up on him. Then his brain reconnected and he let his hand brush his arm instead, as if that’s what he had intended all along, as he glanced over at Detective Couture. The Salish officer had moved away from the site where the body had been found and had crept up on them and the vanishing tracks so silently he could have been a ghost himself.

“That about covers it,” Nick agreed, laughing, and the sound made R.C. smile. His dainty-looking partner had a wickedly earthy sense of humor, as he knew all too well.

“What did you find there?” R.C. asked, gesturing back behind them.

Couture answered with a shrug. “Not much,” he elaborated after a second. “Elk in the Trees probably died there, judging by the dried blood I found on the grass he flattened when he fell. The Singing Doves didn’t move him at all, and there’s no sign of him crawling anywhere, no tracks or disturbance around the spot except for his old footprints and then theirs a day or two later.”

R.C. frowned and rubbed between his eyes. “What happened to the body? We didn’t get any autopsy reports.”

Their guide looked down at his feet, then away. “Ah—I don’t know that there were any. We’re a small community. There’s only two hospitals on the reservation, and the closer one is a good four hours from here. Besides, he was already dead, and it was pretty obvious what’d killed him.”

“Right, no autopsy. Any chance we can exhume the body?” Nick could be a sweet girl, but right now she was all business.

Not that it helped. “No body left, I’m afraid.” The detective offered them an apologetic smile. “We don’t go in for burial much around here, and Elk in the Trees was old-school.”

R.C. could guess what that meant. “You cremated him.”

“Yep. Traditional funeral pyre, dancing around the fire, drum circle, the works.”

“Any chance you at least kept the murder weapon?” R.C. asked.

“I don’t know, sorry,” their new friend admitted. “But I don’t see why they’d have left that in, so yeah, it should be around somewhere.”

“We’ll want to see that first thing when we get back,” Nick warned him, and Jonathan nodded. “In the meantime—” she glanced around, at the tall trees surrounding them, and the looming shadows the setting sun was casting across the rocky plain. “I have no idea.”

“These tracks are facing where Elk in the Trees fell,” R.C. pointed out. “Which means whoever made them—”

“—came from deeper in the woods, that way.” And just like that, she was back in focus. “Right. Let’s check it out. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“I’ll scout ahead,” Detective Couture offered. He gave them both a quick grin. “Wouldn’t do to have two visiting FBI agents fall into a creek or get eaten by a bear or anything.” And before they could frame snappy replies he’d slipped past them and vanished between the trees, his moccasins not making a sound even on the carpet of brittle leaves.

“We should drag him back to Denver, or better yet D.C. or New York or LA, and see how he likes it,” Nick grumbled as she took off after him, and R.C. had no choice but to follow her. Still, he was happy to see her complaining again. With Nick, it was when she stopped griping that you had to worry.

“Nobody likes being a fish out of water,” he agreed, his longer legs allowing him to catch up to her easily—a fact her glare showed hadn’t gone unnoticed.

“You at least had some training for this, Mr. Military,” she reminded him, though there wasn’t much edge to the retort. “I didn’t.” He knew that she’d joined the Bureau right out of college, where she’d majored in forensics and criminal justice. She was right, he had been trained in a wide variety of terrains, and he’d even walked his share of woods and forests when he’d been stationed in Germany, but that had been a few years ago and it had never been his strong suit. 

“My training didn’t include how to hike in a suit,” he pointed out, which at least got a giggle out of her. Though neither of them had thought to pack jeans and flannel shirts, they did have sturdy outdoor gear in their bags—which they’d left at the hotel, rather than waste time changing. Thanks to that decision, however, they were trudging through the woods still wearing their standard dark suits. At least he was wearing low-cut boots—he felt more comfortable in them than in most shoes, a holdover from his military days, and had discovered he could get away with them when not in strictly formal settings. Nick was suffering along in loafers.

“Well, by all means, take it off if it’s bothering you,” she told him playfully, her teasing comment followed almost immediately by swearing as a branch caught on her jacket cuff and tugged her arm half out of her sleeve.

“You first,” he replied automatically—and then wished he hadn’t when he saw her eyes go wide and the color rise to her cheeks. She didn’t say a word as she pulled the fabric free and readjusted the fit, then walked on.

Damn it! How long was it going to be like this, R.C. wondered as he gave her a few steps before moving to catch up. Partners shouldn’t be this uncomfortable around each other, this wary of saying the wrong thing, this tense.

Then again, partners also shouldn’t sleep together.

It had only been the one time. They’d been tasked with taking down a group of drug runners who peddled to the snow bunny set up in Aspen. It had taken them a week to pin down the group’s location, and then they’d converged, along with two other agents and a team of ten local cops.

Which would have been fine—if one of the drug-runners’ playmates hadn’t spotted them and screamed.

And if the nine drug-runners hadn’t all been heavily armed.

What should have been a quick sting had turned into a massive firefight. One of the agents had been killed right off, as had two of the cops. Two others had been hit and taken out of the fight, and another two had been pinned down too far away to lend any aid. R.C. had gotten off a lucky shot and taken out one of the dealers. That left eight of them, all armed with submachine guns—against three FBI agents and four cops, armed with assault shotguns and pistols.

Not very good odds.

Nick and R.C. had been trapped behind one corner of the private lodge the drug-runners had rented out, with two of the dealers opening fire on them. It was only a matter of time, they both knew, before those men started to advance, cutting off any chance of retreat and chewing away at the wood and shingles of their cover. 

So they’d run.

But not far. They’d fled around the corner, and then dove through a shattered plate glass window and into a palatial living room—

—right into a pile of the drug-runners.

Nick had shot one in the head before they’d even realized they weren’t alone anymore, and R.C. followed up with a heart-shot to another. By the time the other dealers understood what was happening, they’d managed to roll across the room and behind the massive oak bar.

When the dealers had turned to focus on them, the remaining cops and the other FBI agent had taken the opportunity and moved in, mowing them down from behind.

It had been a close call, and afterwards Nick was shaking. She’d never been in a real gun battle before—she’d fired her weapon before, even wounded suspects in the line of duty, but this had been kill-or-be-killed, guns blazing, shooting to kill, expecting to die any second. It was a lot to handle.

R.C. had taken her back to her hotel room and comforted her, helped her clean up the cuts and scrapes she’d gotten from glass shards and wood splinters and everything else.

Somehow comforting had turned to kissing, which had turned to sex. Not lovemaking—this was raw and powerful and demanding, the body’s need to confirm that it was still alive, the system’s need to work out all of that adrenaline and passion.

The next morning, they had both been embarrassed, and unsure what to say. They understood what had happened and why, but that didn’t change the fact that they were partners and friends.

And that R.C. was married.

He’d never even considered lying about it. He and Nancy had been together for nine years, and married for five. They were more than husband and wife, more than mates; they were true partners, two halves of a whole. They didn’t keep secrets from each other.

So, after the debriefing, he’d gone home and told Nancy exactly what had happened.

And she had forgiven him.

“Oh, I’m pissed,” she assured him afterward. “Don’t think I’m not. But I understand why it happened. And I know it was just a result of what you’d both been through.” She’d patted his cheek then. “And I know that you know that if you ever do anything like that again, I’ll cut your balls off and feed them to the neighbor’s pit bull.”

He had never loved her more.

The funny thing was, though Nancy had gotten past it, Nick hadn’t. Their relationship had been strained ever since, like that one unthinking, primal act was still hanging over them, tainting every move they made, every word they said, every gesture.

It was maddening that he couldn’t joke with her the way he used to. Couldn’t hip-check her or elbow her like he had before. Couldn’t even look at her half the time without her going red and flustered—like she had just now.

R.C. wondered if it was ever going to get better.

He hoped so.

He missed his partner.

Maybe if they talked it out a bit. “Listen,” he started. “I—”

A sudden burst of sound from up ahead cut him off. It was loud and harsh, a series of explosives noises, and in an instant R.C. had forgotten about his relationship woes—he was down in a crouch, pistol in his hand, other hand planted against its butt, eyes narrowed as he tried to peer through the dusk and the underbrush to see what had caused that sudden barrage of noise. Two steps ahead of him, Nick had flattened herself against a tree, her gun also drawn, and she caught his eye and gestured up ahead of them. He nodded.  Then he eased himself forward, trying to keep as quiet as possible as he crept toward the source of the noise.

The cacophony had continued unabated, and as R.C. got closer he realized it was a man speaking but in a language he didn’t recognize. The voice sounded familiar, however, and after a second or two of listening R.C. straightened.

Detective Couture?

The trees seemed to thin up ahead, and he barreled past the remaining trunks, bursting into a decent-sized clearing. The open space wasn’t natural, however—even in the fading light he saw wide flat disks floating above the ground like luminescent lily pads atop a dark pond, and after a moment he realized they were tree stumps. Off to one side were long pale tubes he guessed were severed trunks, and the air was thick with the smell of sap and of sawdust and burning wood.

The local detective was standing between him and the stumps, shaking his fists and shouting, and R.C. finally understood. The mild-mannered young cop was swearing. In his native tongue.

“I take it this isn’t right?” R.C. asked finally, as Nick emerged from the woods behind him and visibly relaxed to discover their guide was the one causing all the ruckus.

“No, it isn’t right!” Couture snapped, then paused and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he continued a few seconds later, his tone much calmer. “I didn’t mean to take it out on you. But no, this isn’t right. The tribe fells and sells some timber, yes, but only in very carefully designated locations. Certainly not here—this is a protected area! Whoever is doing this is not only trespassing but destroying government property!”

“And they’re still around,” Nick pointed out quietly. Both men turned to look at her, and she shrugged, a half-smile on her lips. Any earlier discomfort had vanished. “Smell the air,” she instructed. “That burning smell? They were cutting recently. See that light rig over there?” The object in question looked like a metal and plastic sawhorse with several large industrial lights clamped to it so they could swivel at different angles. “There’s still a little glow about the bulbs. They weren’t shut off all that long ago.” R.C. saw that she was right—the bulbs were visible even in the rapidly falling darkness, as faint pools of semi-illumination in the dark outdoors.

“Besides,” Nick added, “this equipment’s expensive. They aren’t about to just leave it laying around.”

“The little lady’s got it right,” an unfamiliar voice called from out of the shadows. Those same inky patches shifted and roiled, and then one of them detached, moving forward into the light until they could see it was a big, burly man who’d spoken. He was wearing jeans and an open work shirt over a T-shirt of indeterminate color, though his beard was obviously black as coal even out of the shadows.

But his skin was clearly pale as a peach, and just as pink.

This was no Salish.

“That there’s our equipment,” the man continued, coming to a halt a dozen or so paces away. “We’d like it back now.” Around him the shadows shifted and fell apart and then there were a half-dozen other men with him, all of them dressed in work clothes and all of them looking big, mean, tired, and irritable. One hell of a combination.

R.C. wasn’t in the mood to back down, however. “Who is ‘our’?” he demanded. “Who do you work for?”

The leader glanced him up and down, and apparently wasn’t impressed by the suit because he sneered. “Who the hell are you? You don’t belong here.”

“No?” R.C. reached into his jacket pocket with one hand and pulled out his wallet. “This says otherwise.” He flipped it open and held it up so all of them could see the badge gleaming even in the dim starlight. “So does this.” And he waggled his gun at them.

The badge had caused a low murmur to spread through the men. The gun got an even stronger reaction, as they all backed off a step. Behind him, Nick grinned and raised her own gun, making it clear they weren’t facing just R.C. alone. Then Detective Couture displayed his own badge. “Flathead Tribal Police Department,” he announced. “Back off or I’ll arrest you all!”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
4 ‘A
) o
%

INGURSION ,
An 0.C.LT. Novel





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg
Ano. G LT Nnvel

- [





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg
c@rlmue
RECESS





