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      The tranquility of Prophet is shattered when a local trail rider is killed and whispers of wolf packs and murder spread like wildfire.

      Three months after the murder of Mike Bressett, the sleepy town of Prophet faces another tragedy—the death of Billy Odette, a well-liked Makah man who ran trail rides for the tourists. When Billy is discovered to have been the victim of a vicious animal attack, dragged right off a popular trail, angry locals are quick to blame a wolf pack that’s recently moved into the area. But Sheriff Gabriel Thompson learns that the death isn’t as simple as it seems when decades-long animosities and secrets come to light.

      A figure from Tiber Russo’s past cast a shadow over his blossoming friendship with Gabriel and dashed any hope for a meaningful relationship. However, as Tiber confronts the demon on his doorstep he turns to Gabriel for help, and all the reasons he has to stay apart become nothing at all.

      While Tiber and a local wildlife painter fight to protect the wolves, Gabriel has to unravel a tangled web of deception, betrayal, and long-held grudges and as the mystery unfolds, he discovers Billy’s death is part of a larger plot that threatens his town and beyond, and when Tiber’s life is threatened, will Gabriel lose everything?

    

  


  
    
      To Lola. who taught me how to talk to animals

      ~Eli Easton

      

      Always for my family

      ~RJ Scott
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      Tiber

      Duke was a streak of lightning as he ran down the rocky shore of Lake Prophet after the ball. It’d been three months since the murder of the Labrador retriever’s owner, Mike Bressett, and since Duke and I had helped the sheriff find his killer. Duke was part of my pack now. And on most days, he was a happy dog. But there were times when he would retreat into a ball of yellow-furred sadness, and I could tell he was thinking about Mike.

      That was not today. He sent pebbles flying as he skidded to a stop near the ball, snatched it up in his mouth, and raced back towards me, eyes alight.

      Gracie, a wolfhound, loped the last few strides with Duke. As inseparable as they were, Duke’s energy was too much for her and for Leo, a fifteen-pound mutt who dug around the rocky shore hoping for crumbs left by picnickers, and for Ferdinand, a chunky basset hound who lay on his back, sunbathing, and sometimes even for me. I threw the ball again.

      Leo barked.

      I glanced over at him. “What did you find? Salami?”

      He barked again.

      “Well, there probably isn’t anymore, Leo. Someone must have dropped it.”

      His yip went higher.

      “Yes, they have it at the market. Maybe we’ll get some as a special treat. But processed meats are super bad for your health, you know.”

      Leo expressed his opinion with a growl and went back to sniffing around.

      It was one of those perfect afternoons you never wanted to end. It was October, and we were having a late summer in this normally wet and overcast part of Washington state. Lake Prophet shimmered blue-green in the golden sunlight, the evergreens and oaks and birch crowding the lakeshore were like a painter’s palette daubed with green and orange and yellow. Fluffy white clouds floated like ice cubes in a deep blue sky. Heaven.

      Something caught my peripheral vision, and I turned my head to see a crow land on a larger rock on the shore. Another joined it, and a third. All three stared at me.

      I eyed them warily. “I hope you’re here for the fish.”

      One of them cawed in response.

      My cell phone rang. I took it out of my pocket and glanced at it, not intending to answer. But it was a 360 area code—someone local. I accepted the call. “Hello?”

      “Hey, is this Tiber?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t recognize the man’s voice. For a second, my brain hiccupped, and I thought it was my ex, Jeff. A chill of dread passed over me. Please God, no.

      “It’s Sam, over at the riding stables.”

      “Oh. Hey! Sam.” My relief was immediate but short-lived. It wasn’t Jeff, because I wasn’t asleep, and this wasn’t a nightmare. But why would Sam be calling me?

      When I’d first moved to Prophet, I’d opened a customer account at the local trail rides stables up at the Thompson Cabins and I’d gone out a dozen times. It had been a big ticket item on the ‘pro’ list when I’d contemplated moving to Prophet, honestly. I’d gotten into horses on the rez in Arizona when I’d stayed with my Navajo grandma during the summers. It was one of the best things to do there, and popular with natives and tourists alike. The red rock landscape had that Old Western movie vibe and that was compounded on horseback. But since I’d taken in Duke, I hadn’t had the extra time or energy to go riding.

      As for Sam, who owned the Thompson Cabins and the adjacent stables, I didn’t know him well. but I knew he was Gabriel’s brother. Gabriel—the hot sheriff of Prophet. The hot, gay sheriff, and a man I’d put firmly in the friend zone. The thought something had happened to him made my blood run cold. “Is Gabriel okay?”

      “What? Oh. Yeah, Gabriel’s fine as far as I know. He’s over in Seattle for some law enforcement training today. I’m really sorry to bother you.” Sam sounded upset. “I just didn’t know who else to call who’s a strong rider. And Gabriel thinks the world of you.”

      I looked across at the three crows. Two had jumped off the rock and were now pecking at the ground but one was still eyeing me. Thanks for the heads up.

      “Sure. What do you need?”

      “It’s Billy.” I heard Sam take a shaky breath. “He took River out this morning about eight a.m., and he hasn’t come back yet.”

      I checked my watch. It was almost four. “That’s not good.”

      “No. I’m getting really worried. I thought I’d better do something about it before it gets dark. It’d be good to have someone along, just in case. And with Gabriel away and the fact that Deputy Devin doesn’t ride, I didn’t know who else to ask. But if you’re busy, I totally⁠—”

      “No problem. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Sam gave me directions to the trailhead where he wanted to search. I gathered the troops and headed back up the game trail through the woods to my house. The dogs seemed to sense my mood had shifted, and that we were in a hurry. They came along quietly and without their usual reluctance to leave the lake.

      I had time enough to worry as we hiked home. Billy Odette was the trail master for the Thompson stables. He was a Makah man in his forties—wiry, strong, and an excellent horseman. He’d grown up in nearby Neah Bay and knew the area well. There was no way he’d be out this long—for the horse’s sake, if not for his own.

      I couldn’t help but flash back to the murder we’d had in Prophet just three months ago. Prophet, to all appearances, was a sleepy little town. It was historically an artist’s community. We were separated from the busy towns and cities around Puget Sound—including Seattle—by the Olympic Mountains, one of the densest, wildest, and wettest mountain ranges in the United States. On this side of them, in the open land between the mountains and the western seaboard, the population was sparse. As my mom put it, I’d moved to the ass-end of nowhere.

      You’d think that would make Prophet a safe place to live. But lately, I’d begun to see the dark side of that isolation. People moved here who didn’t want to be found—me included. Maybe some of those people weren’t running from an abusive ex, or even themselves, but from the law. It drew people hoping to hide their sins in the deep, shadowed forests of the Olympics.

      People who came here to escape the rules were especially angry when the local law tried to enforce them. As Mike Bressett had learned.

      I prayed nothing like that had happened to Billy Odette.

      

      When I pulled in at the Clear Creek Falls trailhead, Sam was waiting with his pickup, a horse trailer, and two horses already out of the trailer and ready to ride. Another older red pickup with a small horse trailer was also parked there—probably Billy’s. The sight of it struck a note of fear in my soul. It seemed abandoned, bereft.

      “Hey, Tiber,” Sam said as I got out of the car. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Sure.”

      “This is Conway and Biscuit,” Sam introduced me to a chestnut gelding and yellow mare. “Biscuit can be a bit headstrong, but I thought you could handle her. She’s fast.”

      “No problem.”

      I understood why he’d brought her. The horses you could take out on trail rides were rescues—older and slow. And that was fine with me normally. But today we had a purpose.

      I took Biscuit’s reins and Sam mounted Conway. I could tell he was in a hurry by the tension in his voice and around his eyes, but I took a moment to feed Biscuit a bit of apple I’d brought with me, stroke her jaw then met and held her gaze. “We’re going to search for Billy and River. It’s important that we find them. I know you can help.”

      Sam no doubt thought I was as weird as rumor would have it, talking to animals. But he didn’t say anything as I gave Biscuit a final scratch. She wouldn’t understand my words, but she might pick up a sense that this was more than a routine outing, and that would be helpful.

      I hopped up into the saddle. “Did Billy tell you where he was going? There’re several trail branches up there.”

      Sam shook his head. “He just said he was gonna check out some trails near Clear Creek Falls. He thought it might be a good addition to our roster. I figured we could ride up to the falls and then check out the side trails if we have time.” He checked his watch. “We’ve got almost two hours before sunset.”

      “Let’s go.”

      It was a steady mile-and-a-half climb to the falls, and Sam led the way. We went as fast as safety allowed, which was pretty fast, maybe five or six miles per hour. I’d hiked this trail a few times, so I was familiar with it. But I’d never done it in the fall. The air was already crisp with the promise of a cold night, and the woods were dotted with color. We came across a section of yellow birch that had littered the trail with golden coins. Biscuit seemed to be delighted, her step growing livelier when she saw the leaves ahead, and then slowing as we moved through them. She danced sideways, as if she wanted to run, but I sat deeper in my saddle and relaxed my legs, stroking her neck to calm her, and we went on.

      I kept an eye out for any signs of disturbance on the trail but didn’t see anything amiss. We came upon fresh horse droppings and paused. I hopped down to examine them. They weren’t baked dry, but neither were they still warm.

      “Might be from this morning,” I said. “I haven’t seen a lot of horses on this trail.”

      Sam nodded. “Billy came this way then.”

      We went on.

      We passed several trail junctions. There were two main loops you could make that included this trail—one went up on a ridgeline and another to a small mountain lake. But we ignored the offshoots and continued on up to the falls.

      We reached the bridge. It stood over a deep ravine where Clear Creek ran cold and bitter over the long drop of Clear Creek Falls. It sounded like a locomotive passing below. The horses were breathing hard from the climb when we dismounted. Sam tied his horse to a nearby tree, so I did the same. We headed over to the bridge to look around.

      The bridge was a worry in and of itself. But seeing at it with fresh eyes, I knew they couldn’t have gone over the side. It had a wooden guardrail as high as my chest, and it showed no damage. Besides, an experienced horseman like Billy would have walked his horse across, taking care she didn’t get startled. There were no droppings on the bridge, either, but that didn’t mean anything.

      Back where the horses were tethered, Sam put his hands on his hips, his expression frustrated. “Crap. I knew it was unlikely to be this easy, but I’d hoped…”

      “Yeah.” I pushed my long hair back. “He likely did come this way. Maybe he was doing a loop.” I pointed across the bridge. “There’s a trail junction about a mile over that way. It takes you down to a lake and then you can⁠—”

      Biscuit’s high whinny got my attention. She was dancing on the tether, anxious. She sensed something, but she didn’t strike me as fearful, more anticipatory. I watched her closely.

      “What is it?” Sam asked.

      I held up a hand to quiet him.

      Biscuit tossed her head, straining towards the north where the trail reentered the woods, heading up to a ridgeline. She whinnied again and I heard it echoed, faintly.

      I walked as silently as I could to where the trail disappeared into the trees and looked down the path. I couldn’t see her, but I knew she was there.

      I clicked my tongue. “River. C’mere, girl. Come, River. It’s okay.” I dug out another slice of apple and offered it on my palm. It wasn’t a very impressive offering, and if River was hurt, she couldn’t come, or wouldn’t. But I waited and listened.

      Sam came up behind me, but he didn’t speak.

      After several long minutes, a horse appeared a ways down the trail. She trotted closer but stopped a good fifty feet away. She was a black mare, saddled, her reins hanging. Foam flecked her mouth. Her eyes were wide with fear as she considered us. Then she turned and bolted away again.

      “Shit,” Sam breathed in my ear, and there was a hiccup in the word.

      Yeah. Not good.

      “Where’s Billy?” he asked, but it was rhetorical.

      “Wait here.” I snuck forward.

      It took a while to get River to let me close—time, soft words, the slice of apple, and radiating what I hoped was calm and reassurance—but I finally got hold of her reins. With more soothing words, and strokes of her lathered neck, I managed to lead her down the trail toward the bridge. I didn’t attempt to ride her. She was too distraught.

      When River saw Biscuit and Conway, she pulled the reins from my hands, frantic to reach them. I let her go, knowing she’d stick by her friends. They greeted each other with head bobs and neck nibbles. River gave them a few fearful-sounding whinnies, maybe telling them in horse language what had happened to her. But Sam and I were none the wiser.

      “Where is he, Tiber?” Sam asked. “Could he have had a heart attack? Or fell and was injured? We have to find him.”

      “We do.”

      It was then I saw the blood. With River’s black coat, it hadn’t been immediately apparent. I moved closer, Sam following me.

      On River’s right flank was a large patch of reddish wetness. I traced my fingers through it and held them up to the fading light. Blood.

      “Oh my God,” Sam said. “Is it hers? Or⁠—”

      “Take her reins.”

      He held her steady while I checked her flanks and her underbelly. “It’s not hers,” I decided, heart sinking.

      “Crap. What happened to him, Tiber?” Sam’s voice shook and his eyes were damp. I felt his pain in my heart.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I think we’d better call Gabriel.”
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      Gabriel

      Seattle sucked.

      It was different, but not necessarily in a bad way after all the tall glass and steel hotel where I stayed offered excellent coffee, a definite plus. The city had a vibe nothing at all like LA, so it wasn’t as if I was getting flashbacks of the heat and dirt and pain I’d run from. The other law enforcement officers at this professional development day were friendly enough, so that wasn't the issue either.

      But there was one thing, and one thing only—Seattle wasn't Prophet.

      There was no Tiber in Seattle.

      The moment I’d crossed county boundaries away from the forest and lake, I wanted to turn back, and it hadn’t boded well for me attending an event designed to hone my skills and bolster my network of contacts. Attendance would mean talking to people, and I didn’t want to do that.

      Particularly at the less than gentle introduction to the other delegates at the meet and greet last night, which had been nothing but a cacophony of people talking over each other just to be heard. I’d lasted ten minutes in that busy space, then taken my plate of nibbles through the nearest door and ending up by accident (of course) back at my room.

      I’d eaten my shrimp in peace, and not one useful professional networking relationship had been made. The instinct to seek solitude and fall into a state of avoidance was central to my sessions with my counselor, Cliff. It was self-preservation, and we both knew that until I processed my conflicted feelings about my father, my disconnect from my family, or worse, the city where I’d broken apart, I’d never move forward. I needed to process my past before I could embrace the future.

      A future where Tiber Russo was front and center.

      The same man who’d shown me what peace could taste like before he placed me in the friend zone in his own act of self-preservation. Turned out we were both scared of everything, me with my nightmares and the horrors I’d seen and dealt out, him with an abusive ex, which meant he couldn’t trust easily.

      Worst-case scenario we’d never find a middle ground where we could be together, but that didn’t stop me craving it.

      I wanted to be back home with Tiber, not standing around with other cops bragging about the worst crime scene they’d found, or making connections so they could move up the ranks. I was happy back in Prophet, or at least I was heading along the path to being happy. My brother was kind of talking to me, my job had settled down, and there’d been no more major crime scenes after the case this past summer where a local park ranger had been murdered. No more deaths, and I’d almost fooled myself that I was working my way through my issues.

      But I clearly hadn’t because I avoided everyone at breakfast by going down way earlier than anyone else, and then same again at the first training session where I sat at the back of the room and left as it ended.

      I just wanted silence, and the desperate need to not be here ate at me more than I’d expected it to. What if someone here recognized me? What if there was another cop up here from LA who wanted to talk about things they’d heard? Why was I here?

      Because I’m trying to be normal.

      Prophet wasn’t silent, least of all in the sheriff’s office where Hen could talk all day, but the buzz of work and gossip at least made sense to me. I was beginning to relearn the town I’d been born in, understanding the mechanics of it, and slotting myself back in.

      All I could think, as I avoided everyone, was that I had a lot to talk to Cliff about in our next session, because maybe I was broken, and I’d go back to Prophet and never leave again.

      Maybe Tiber saw this avoidance in me and that was why he’d pushed me away. Perhaps with his instincts and his soul-searching gaze he saw I was damaged goods. I bet when we kissed he could feel the darkness inside me.

      Stop spiraling, fuck’s sake. Tiber needs space, I need space, it’s okay. It’s normal and healthy to have space.

      At least this was the last session of the day, an inter-department working group focusing on a case very similar to one I’d cleared three months ago, led by no other than Hudson Reid himself. A law enforcement ranger for the National Park Service, he was the very same ISB agent who’d never quite made it to Prophet to take over the murder investigation of Mike Bressett. He’d emailed me after our single call—a perfunctory congratulations for helping and solving and a summary of the information he required so he could close the file, but we’d never met. I’d sent what he’d wanted, got a thank-you in return, but our murder wasn’t quite as big as the right-wing activists’ standoff in Idaho he’d been working on, and was filed away as done.

      Or done in terms of the crime. Although, I wasn’t sure it would ever be forgotten in Prophet, as the town gossip was never-ending.

      Still, after all this time and despite my avoidance tactics, it was both good and bad to meet Hudson, ISB agent extraordinaire with perfectly styled blond hair, a body built by a god, and piercing blue eyes that stared right through me. He was the kind of guy I’d have hooked up with—before—all flirty and suggestive, temporary, a one-night stand. He was someone I might have had some easy no-strings fun with back before my life had changed.

      Before the undercover case broke me and sent me running from LA.

      Before Prophet.

      Before Tiber.

      I wish I was back home. I knew Tiber had called a halt to us, but we shared Duke, hiked as a pack—his words not mine—skimmed stones on Lake Prophet, then sat in silence as we watched the storm petrels wheeling in the leaden skies above the verdant rainforest.

      Tiber and I had kissed exactly three times since he’d said we shouldn’t. The first was after we’d eaten a bucket of popcorn while watching animal documentaries at his home—my favorite place to be. He’d definitely leaned in first and kissed me before sitting back, flustered, and fussing around Patch as if the sleeping cat needed the attention. I’d loved the buttery kiss but had to leave soon after because otherwise I would have begged for more. The second had happened when I’d lost my cool as he laughed at something Duke had been doing. I’d wanted to kiss the smile, and lurched clumsily at him, only to mash our lips together in the most unsexy way ever, then step back because he was shocked.

      After all, friends don’t kiss friends.

      Right?

      The third, last Sunday, happened outside my house when he came to drop off Duke. The rain was out of a romance novel, or a post-apocalyptic movie, so heavy it drenched us in seconds, but when he smiled his goodbye, his long hair plastered around his face, I’d gripped his yellow slicker, and we’d met in the middle.

      A kiss for the ages, soft, then hard, wet from the rain, and so hot.

      When we separated Tiber stared at me wide-eyed, touching his lips before he turned and left. I’d wanted to call after him, suggest maybe being friends wasn’t enough, and that I’d be good with more kisses. I’d said nothing, watching his tail lights vanishing into the rain, because he’d asked me to back off.

      So that was what I’d done. My heart hurt that I could see him and not hold him, but that was something else to unpick in counseling.

      “… Sheriff Thompson out of Prophet. Sheriff, do you perhaps have a few words to say on this?”

      Fuck. ISB McSexy was talking to me.

      “Sorry?” I asked as Hudson smiled in encouragement, and I felt everyone in the room focus on me. I had the semi-hysterical thought that they wondered who I was and what I was doing in the room, given my avoidance tactics so far.

      I will not lose my cool. I’m a hardened former cop with years undercover, and I can handle a room full of my equals without going red.

      Nope. The pep talk didn’t help as Hudson was still giving me the reassuring smile, as if we were connected, and then cleared his throat.

      “Small-town policing,” he encouraged, which I assume summarized in three words all the bits I’d missed when daydreaming about Tiber. I stopped myself from asking what he wanted to know about small town policing.

      “Sure,” I threw out, and heard a snigger from behind me.

      “Exactly,” Hudson said, as if I’d given the right answer, which I probably hadn’t but clearly he was a good guy who wouldn’t throw me under a bus. Sue me, I was tired, I wanted to be at Tiber’s place snuggled on the sofa, a cat on my lap, and a dog under my arm. I’d hug a tortoise if it meant I could sink into the peace I only seemed to find when I was around the cute, frustrating, sexy, kissable Tiber and his pack of animals.

      Hudson tapped a pen on the podium and all fifty people in the room turned to look back at him, and thankfully away from me. “So that wraps up the questions—how about we call it a day and get out of here early?” His suggestion was met by enthusiasm and the shuffling of chairs on the wooden floor, and I almost made it to the door in among the herd.

      Almost got away.

      “Gabriel? Sheriff Thompson? Can I have a moment of your time?” Hudson called, and my heart sank. Great. So much for getting on the road ahead of rush hour and making it home in good time. I pasted a smile on my face as the last of the other delegates left and then turned to face him.

      “Sorry about before,” I apologized, and waved to indicate my daydreaming earlier, but he shrugged.

      “It’s all good, this is the last session of the day, I’m surprised people are even awake given the drinking last night.” He leaned back against a desk filled with flyers, then crossed his arms over his very impressive chest which I could discern through his white shirt. He wasn’t wearing a tie, and the top two buttons were undone, showing a hint of chest hair.

      Tiber was smooth-skinned.

      So smooth. So perfect.

      “… although, I didn’t see you last night.”

      Shit he was talking again, and I needed to focus if I was going to get out of here.

      “I had a date with a plate of shrimp and reruns of The Simpsons,” I joked—sort of—and he laughed. It was a very nice laugh, but not the kind that came from the heart along with hugs and grins, not like Tiber’s.

      Fuck’s sake, stop thinking about Tiber.

      “Quality programing,” Hudson said. “The Simpsons, I mean.”

      “Oh, yeah.” And great conversation was had by all. Not.

      He studied me for a moment, and I met his steady gaze. “I wanted to thank you face-to-face for having our back in the Bressett case.”

      I stiffened. It hadn’t been just the Bressett case to me, or to Prophet, it had been personal, it had been too many lies, and an uneasy fear that refused to leave town. Everyone looked at the visiting tourists in camper vans as potential murderers, the gossip still hadn’t died down, and with the accused in court in a few weeks, it was a story still on everyone’s lips, embellished as it passed from one person to another.

      Turned out the word was Tiber and I had fought off actual bad guys—ten of them. Or at least that was how I’d last heard it from a woman when she’d accosted me on the street as she explained she was the second cousin of someone, who knew someone, who’d heard how brave we’d been.

      “Sorry, I know it wasn’t just a case for you,” Hudson apologized and threw me a rueful smile. Shit? Had I spoken some of my thoughts out loud? “It’s worse when you’re personally involved, but I wanted to reassure you that my team and I couldn’t have done a better job at tracking down the person responsible. If you ever…” He paused, and glanced at his feet, giving himself time to think. “I read your personnel file.”

      “My file,” I said in a dead tone. Shit. Fuck.

      “The parts that weren’t redacted at least,” he amended, and gave me a moment to hear his words and calm the fuck down. “Look, we always have vacancies with ISB, hardly any benefits, lousy money, but a worthwhile job. Even undercover work if you wanted that.”

      My chest tightened so much that I couldn’t breathe, and I rubbed the place over my heart. “I’m the sheriff for Prophet,” I forced out. I’m not leaving. You can’t suggest anything that will make me leave.

      He gave a shrug but carried on. “Your experience with gangs, and trafficking would benefit us enormously, so if it your latest role gets too small for you…” He left the rest hanging; the suggestion Prophet wasn’t big enough for me to get job satisfaction was right there in the empty space.

      I sought to quiet the demons in my head, then forced a casual indifference and quirked an eyebrow. “If I left my town, who would break up the land disputes between Old Man Frazier and his neighbors?” I was joking, and I hoped he heard more than me choosing to live a quiet life, and all the bits I wasn’t saying about how freaking happy I was in Prophet—or at least how happy I would be when I figured out my place in the world. He didn’t have to know I was a work in progress. So much of this conversation was unspoken that I was starting to feel like running before I agreed to something I shouldn’t.

      “Sure, sure,” he said, and laughed. “Hey, and no pressure, but shall we get out of here? Find a hot bar and a cold beer?”

      Oh, the temptation laid right there in my path. The drink wouldn’t just be a drink, not if the way he raked his gaze from my head to my toes and back up again was anything to go by. Yes, he was handsome, impossibly so, but his hair wasn’t dark and long, it didn’t frame angular features, nor did he have piercing dark eyes, or a smile that spoke to my heart.

      Not even the offer of something got me going, because he wasn’t Tiber.

      “No. Thank you, but I have to get back.” I was firm, and we shook hands only long enough to extend the courtesy of a goodbye. If he was disappointed he didn’t say so, and I was happy to get out of there.

      By the time I was back on the ferry, crossing Puget Sound, I was over the event, all my mental notes of things I’d learned tucked away for tomorrow, and with every watery moment that passed the strain of the city slipped away.

      I was going home, with touristy Seattle gifts for my niblings, Sarah and Aaron, which would give me the excuse of visiting with my brother, another step in mending a relationship that was still new. At least he let me into his house now, which was one step up from completely ignoring me. Then I planned on heading straight over to Tiber’s place with the stuffed state animal—a marmot or so the guy behind the hotel counter said—just to see Duke, of course.

      Although if kissing Tiber was on the agenda, I wouldn’t say no.

      I almost made it home, was a mere thirty minutes away, when a call came through on my cell. Devin had already messaged me seven times in the twenty-four hours I’d been in Seattle, each time with various questions that could have waited if he hadn’t been a rookie still. I could have left it, but I had nothing else to do except get mesmerized by windshield wipers flicking away the persistent rain into the darkness swallowing the tree-lined road.

      I answered hands free, as I guided my car around the puddle at the turning to Bear Creek campgrounds, and had my smiling, soothing tone all ready to go. If this was another filing question I might just laugh.

      “Billy Odette is missing!” Devin exclaimed with all the drama I’d become used to from my rookie. He was a good kid, would make a fine sheriff one day, but he really needed to stow the excitement when a case hit our desks.

      “Billy Odette?” I knew him a little, and placed his face, Makah, quiet, worked with my brother Sam up at the Thompson cabins, assisting with trail rides. My first instinct was that there was nothing to worry about because Billy knew the forest and knew horses.

      “You need to come back!” Devin added with a hint of panic.

      “I’ll be with you in thirty⁠—”

      “Sam says it’s not right, so him and Tiber went out on horseback looking for Billy, and they found his horse. No rider, just the horse, and there’s blood.”

      An icy chill skittered up my spine, but finding a horse, albeit mentioning blood, didn’t add up to Billy actually being missing—horses got loose and walked off all the time then cut themselves on branches. Billy was an experienced rider and knew the forest around Prophet like the back of his hand, taking all kinds of folk out on tours.

      “Okay—”

      Devin talked over me. “Sam said I should call, or Tiber did. They both did. I think⁠—”

      “Focus, Devin.”

      “Okay, sorry.” He took a moment. “I’m thinking as soon as you get here, we saddle up and go out as well? Or should I go out on my own now? Like straight away? I could take a flashlight. Should we set up a search party? What do I need to do?” His words tumbled out and I could imagine him up on his toes bouncing with coiled anxiety and probably no small amount of excitement as he offered his plans and asked questions.

      “First off, it’s a hell no to randomly riding out in the dark, Devin. Okay?”

      “But surely⁠—”

      “No buts, start from the beginning. Where did Sam and Tiber find the horse?”

      By the time Devin spilled everything he knew about the horse, the blood, the missing Billy, it tumbled out in a mess of thoughts that I made him go back over and put in order. I drove past the sign for Prophet, and met Devin outside the office, with no immediate signs of Tiber or Sam, and by the time I got there he’d calmed down and was much more clinical in what he said. In the SUV we headed toward the Thompson cabins which were about a half mile away—about the only thing we could do right now—but met Sam and Tiber, walking down the hill, and so many mixed emotions hit me. I stopped the car and jumped out so fast I almost fell on my face.

      “Are you okay?” I blurted to them both.

      I wanted to hug Sam and tell him I was here now, and he shouldn’t worry, and then as sheriff I wanted to find his friend. Neither of them answered my question; Sam was upset and stressed, Tiber was focused, but frowning.

      I wanted to hug my brother.

      And I really wanted to kiss that frown from Tiber’s face.

      “We need to go back out,” Sam announced without even a hello. Tiber and I exchanged glances—he knew as well as I did that a search party in the dark was a no go. Particularly when faced with the tangled depth of ancient undergrowth where moonlight was blocked by heavy clouds and the dense canopy of trees.

      “First light,” I said, and waited for Sam to rail at me.

      All he did was close his eyes. “What if that’s too late, Gabe?”

      I wished I could tell him it wouldn’t be. Had to hope that Billy was safe and had found cover from the persistent rain and the tending toward chilly September nights.

      Had to hope he was alive.

      And would stay that way until morning.
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      Tiber

      It was a relief to see Gabriel. We needed help—Billy needed help—and there was no one I trusted more.

      While Sam got the horses back into the horse trailer, I pulled Gabriel a few feet away in the gravel parking lot so the others couldn’t hear.

      “Are you okay?” Gabriel asked.

      I shook my head impatiently. “Me? Yeah, of course. Listen. I didn’t want to scare Sam but… something dragged Billy off his horse. Something terrifying. It attacked them while Billy was in the saddle, and he was pulled off. Then River bolted.”

      “How do you know that?”

      I stared at Gabriel; my lips pressed tight.

      “The horse told you,” he said. He didn’t sound sarcastic or skeptical. His expression was grim.

      “I just… got that vibe. Strongly.”

      In fact, the horse had told me. Not in words, of course, but I’d gotten a flash of her terror, I’d felt the familiar man being dragged off the saddle. It was a horrible feeling.

      “Who did it?” Gabriel asked. “Was it a person? An animal? A bear, maybe?”

      “I don’t know.” I hadn’t gotten a visual on the attacker. All I could sense was shock and terror and a need to get away.

      Gabriel rubbed his chin thoughtfully. I couldn’t help noticing his five o’clock shadow. He was a good-looking man, but that stubble tipped him over into territory I didn’t need to be thinking about right now. Or ever.

      “If he was dragged off his horse,” he said, “Could it have been a tree limb or something like that? Something they ran into?”

      I shook my head. An experienced horse like River wouldn’t lead its rider into a low-hanging branch. Nor would the result have been so terrifying to the horse. “It wasn’t a branch.”

      “Maybe the horse bolted, like from seeing a snake or something else that spooked it? And Billy fell off?”

      I shook my head again. That didn’t fit the flash I’d gotten. Besides—“Billy wouldn’t have bled on the horse if that was the case.”

      “Good point,” Gabriel said. “Well, that narrows down the options. Bear? Mountain lion? What about a coyote?”

      “Coyotes wouldn’t attack something as large as a man on a horse. Besides, there’s plenty of deer and smaller game in these woods.” That was true. But then, bears and mountain lions weren’t likely to attack a man on horseback either. More likely than a coyote, yes. It wasn’t impossible.

      What would cause an animal to do that? Rabies, maybe. Or an animal wounded and unable to hunt their usual prey. I recalled reading about the famous grizzly attacks in Glacier National Park in 1967. One of the bears that had killed a camper had been emaciated and had glass embedded in her gums, probably gotten while foraging in human dumpsters. She’d been in constant pain for months, maybe years, and unable to feed normally. It could be something like that.

      But it could also be a man. One thing I knew for certain—humans were, by far, the most dangerous species on the planet.

      “It might have been a person.”

      “Well, that settles it,” Gabriel said. “I don’t want people blundering around in the dark with something—or someone—that dangerous on the loose. How much blood did you find?”

      “Not a lot.”

      “So, Billy’s unlikely to bleed out.”

      “Not from the wound he got while on the horse. I have no idea what happened to him after he fell off. But, Gabriel, if he wasn’t badly hurt, he would have walked back to the trailhead by now. Or found his horse back up in there, the way I did, and ridden out.”

      “Right.” We exchanged a worried glance. I wasn’t willing to go to as dark as to assume Billy was dead. But whatever had happened, it wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.

      Sam walked up to us. “What’s next?”

      “I’ll organize a search party for first light,” Gabriel said. “I’ll start making phone calls now.”

      Sam’s eyes grew damp. He looked towards the woods. “God, I hate to leave him out here. I feel like we’re letting him down.”

      Gabriel put a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Billy’s a strong guy. He knows these woods. He’ll know how to take shelter. It’s not going to help to get more people in trouble blundering around in the dark.”
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