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      The scent of the pine forest didn’t quite mask the coppery tang of blood that covered the stone altar and soaked into the earth. Hannah Black, Head Forest Ranger in the Widow’s Peak Wilderness in the heart of the Sacramento Mountains near Ruidoso, New Mexico, glanced at the sunrise. With hands on her hips, her lined, dark green jacket unzipped as the temperature rose, Hannah’s attention shifted back to the three corpses that sprawled over the assembled rock altars. This wasn’t the first time Widow’s Peak had been used as the kill site for the group that was responsible for the murders of six people. And it wasn’t the first time FBI Agent Blake Hill had been to the Wilderness.

      On a sigh, Hannah shifted her feet on the pine needles and then her gaze to the agent. She remembered the last time he’d come out to Widow’s Peak and couldn’t stop her imagination from conjuring what might have happened between them if Blake hadn’t received the panicked call from his sister. When the dark-haired, grey-eyed agent turned to look over his shoulder at her, Hannah quickly diverted her attention and adjusted the crime scene tape that marked the area where three people had lost their lives several hours earlier.

      The winter nighttime temperatures had congealed the blood and helped to preserve the bodies. Birds had yet to return to the area, having sensed the evil that had transpired here at the summit. Hannah knew Sheriff Riggs had called the FBI, who sent Agent Blake Hill the first time because of his expertise in ritual killings.

      “Hannah,” Blake said, his voice deep with a slight southern accent, “I could use your help, your knowledge of those who live in the area.”

      Hannah stopped fiddling with the yellow plastic tape and met Blake’s gaze. “Sure. Whatever I can do to help catch the bad, those who did this.”

      He nodded. “I know your home is a half-hour drive from the ranger station, and your shift is probably over…”

      She shrugged. “As head ranger, there’s no such thing as a ‘shift.’ I have a change of clothes in my office, and there’s a cot in the break room. I’ll stay here,” she gestured to the crime scene, “as long as you need me to. Then, of course, you have the use of my office.”

      A corner of his mouth tipped up in the beginning of a smile, then he frowned. “When I was here last, you had some trouble with the homeowner’s association in your condo complex. Is that why you have a cot in the break room?”

      “I’ll admit the HOA has a secret mission. They believe themselves to be an ‘association’ for the good of the condo complex, when all they are is a group of bullies determined to make the lives a living hell for those of us who refuse to conform to their ridiculous demands. But that’s not the reason I sometimes catch a few hours on the cot.” She paused, having no desire to reveal to him why she chose some nights not to make the drive, so she changed the subject.

      Shifting her attention past his shoulder to the CSI team packing up their cases, she said, “Looks like the first wave is done. I’ll take them back down the trail. The guys from the medical examiner’s office should be here by now.” She lifted the tape as the CSI team stepped under the barrier. Ignoring Blake’s narrowed gaze at her lack of explanation for not going to her condo every night, she turned and followed the scientists, then directed them around a large pine to the seldom-used trail that would take them to the small gravel lot that served as a trailhead.

      Blake watched her go. Not that he expected her to change in the six months since he’d seen her, physically anyway, but she seemed more secretive. She wasn’t a chatty woman, and he assumed it was a trait that allowed her to be content for hours at a time on her own at the station or out in the wilderness checking campsites, trails, and the archeological and geological sites unique to Widow’s Peak. Her comment about the HOA was interesting. She offered a piece but not enough to put the whole puzzle together. It was his insatiable interest in puzzles that directed him to law enforcement, the FBI specifically. But the issue with the HOA was only a small part of his interest in the head ranger.

      “Agent Hill, we found something,” said one of the deputies from Ruidoso.

      Blake moved to the other side of one of the altars, near the edge of the crime scene. A knife, certainly no kitchen variety, lay under pine needles and gravel. Had it been misplaced or deliberately left behind? He called out to Hannah.

      When she returned with the CSI team, she stood outside the yellow tape and watched as the seasoned member of the team schooled the rookie on looking beyond the surface level for evidence. More pictures were taken, the blade set inside a bag, then labeled and added to the box that contained the other items—black candles, lengths of rope, glass bowl—found at the scene.

      The rattle of wheels over pine needles had everyone turning to the trail that led down to the trailhead. Two men, one pushing and one pulling a gurney, stepped from the tree line, then aimed in the direction of the yellow tape. Quick introductions were made, though Blake remembered the ME guys from the last time he was called to Widow’s Peak. He stepped to the other side of the altar and let them collect the first of three bodies.

      Always aware of Hannah’s location, he knew she studied the trees and sky instead of watching the gruesome task of loading the body into the bag and strapping the bag onto the gurney for its trip back down the mountain. He understood. If the natural inclination for a human was to look away from a horrific sight, what did that make those who tended to the dead and to the scenes where they found them? To help distract Hannah from the body, he stood between her and the altar.

      “Other than the reason you called me here, how have things been in the Wilderness?” He braced himself for the startling green of her eyes, but he still felt the effect. Honest. Intelligent. And much brighter when desire warmed her blood.

      Hannah focused on his face, noticing it had changed little in six months. “Quiet. For now. If we get enough winter storms, snowshoers and cross-country skiers will be on the trails before the snow melts. The campgrounds will be empty, but the hotels in town will be booked through January. Where’s your partner, Agent Voll?”

      “Back at the field office with a broken ankle. Are you fully staffed?”

      “If not for the volunteers, the ranger station would be closed more than it’s open. Not enough veterinarians in the area, so we call one from Albuquerque if we have injured wildlife. With the budget cuts handed out at the end of August, I’m down to two part-time rangers.”

      The breeze rustled the pine branches, then lifted a strand of golden-red hair across her face. Blake shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans to keep from tucking it behind her ear. Six months ago, he wouldn’t have thought twice about the gesture. But that was before his sister’s phone call. He hadn’t had the time, not even two minutes of quiet since then, to contact Hannah. Blake’s belly rolled. If he’d called her, he wouldn’t have known what to say. His job required him to keep details of a case confidential, sharing the facts only with those directly involved. Letting Hannah in on his investigation before it stalled out six months ago might have given him something to say to her. The murders happened in her jurisdiction, as it were. But he maintained the silence revered by federal agents. He’d thought of her every day. And if she hadn’t called him back because of another ritual killing, how much longer could he have gone without reaching out to her? He shook his head at questions he had no answers for. They’d gotten close, and then he left. He wouldn’t blame her if she kept him strictly in the “professional” space this time.

      More rattling behind him signaled the ME’s crew had secured the first body and were headed to the hospital where the county ME did his part.

      “I would like to go to the station, check the visitor’s list and permits,” Blake said.

      “Okay.”

      “How many rangers are coming in today?” Blake turned with her toward the trail. Though he couldn’t see the ME guys, their voices drifted back to the clearing.

      “Both.”

      “Then you’ll have some time to talk things over?”

      Hannah glanced at him and wondered what he meant by “things.” The case? What had happened between them six months ago? Or that he hadn’t contacted her? It wasn’t entirely his fault that she’d thought about him every day. Or that he visited her in her dreams. She could have reached out to him. But he left in such a hurry and didn’t give her so much as a hint that if she called him, he would have picked up or called her back. This, she growled at herself, is why I prefer the wilderness to people. Nature, she understood. People were complicated.

      With her attention on the trail and the rocky descent, she said, “Yes, I’ve got some time.”
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      Hannah pulled into a space marked “Ranger” at the edge of the parking lot in front of the station. She climbed down from the green truck with the National Forest emblem on the door, adjusted her hat, and waited for Blake to park his SUV. The same vehicle he drove the three hours from Albuquerque to Ruidoso six months ago. He followed her inside, where they were greeted by a volunteer.

      Betty, her silver hair gathered at her nape and a dark blue “volunteer” T-shirt over a thermal undershirt, met Hannah at the end of the counter, her fingers twisting together. “I know this is a tragedy, but did things get, you know… taken care of on the summit?”

      “Yes. We’ll keep the trail closed until Agent Hill has finished his investigation.” Hannah made introductions with Betty, the two other rangers in the station, and Blake.

      “How long will you be around?” Betty asked Blake.

      “Until I find who’s responsible.”

      Perry Barton, a tall, thin, clean-shaven twenty-three-year-old ranger from Idaho with three months on the job, asked, “Is it the same one who killed the other people at the summit?” He removed his hat and ran a hand over his short, blonde hair. His pale blue gaze touched on everyone in the room, then settled on the FBI agent.

      “There appear to be similarities.”

      Stewart Gottack, who’d grown up in this part of New Mexico, set his big hands on his hips. The posture widened his barrel chest. Nothing about the ranger was soft or welcoming. In his late fifties, silver had overtaken the brown strands in his buzz cut. A weather-roughened face marked his time outdoors in the Wilderness. Hard, dark eyes glared at Hannah before dismissing her. Scowling at the agent, he demanded, “Will you get enough evidence this time to shut down the crazy one doing this? We don’t need people getting scared and leaving town or deciding that Widow’s Peak isn’t worth visiting.”

      Blake’s phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket and checked the screen. When he glanced at Stewart, he said, “I’ll do my best to find the one responsible.” He looked at Hannah. “I need to take this.”

      “I’ll be in my office.” She watched as Blake walked out to the parking lot, the phone to his ear.

      Hannah looked at the small Christmas tree near the door. The lights and ornaments contrasted with the scene at the summit. Sighing, she studied the sign-in log on the counter for the last two days. From his previous trip to Widow’s Peak, she knew Blake would run background checks on those who had been in the area at the time of the murders. He would talk to people in town, check the other trailheads for vehicles and tracks, and get information from the victims’ families.

      Turning, she said to Perry and Stewart, “Perry, check that the Summit Trailhead is still closed. I posted signs while waiting for Agent Hill, but that doesn’t always keep people away. Then take a drive into town. Information pamphlets need to be replaced at the Chamber of Commerce. They’ll distribute them from there. And we have the Boy Scout Troop coming in fifteen minutes, Stewart. They’re scheduled to clear—”

      “I know. I’m the one who set it up.” Stewart crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at Hannah. She might be his boss, but he didn’t appreciate taking orders from someone half his age. Or a woman. She should be married and kept at home to watch the babies. Damn government and their equal opportunity employment bullshit, he thought.

      “There isn’t enough room in the visitor’s area for the boys and the Scout leaders. Maybe you should meet them in the lot—”

      He leaned closer to her. “I’ve been here for fifteen years. I don’t need you telling me how to do my job.”

      “Uh, Hannah?” Perry’s voice was loud in the sudden silence of the station. “Do you need me to stick around? I can go by the Chamber on my way home.”

      Perry shifted from foot to foot as he watched Gottack challenge Hannah. He’d liked Hannah from the first day. But Stewart never had anything good to say about her and complained about how the Department of Agriculture would ruin every natural habitat. Perry thought if Stewart was so unhappy in his job, then he should work somewhere else. Maybe the old guy was waiting for Hannah to leave so he could have the Head Ranger position.

      “No, that’s alright, Perry. You can get started on what needs to be checked. Call me if you have a question.”

      “Okay.” He gave Stewart one last look, then edged toward the door.

      Stewart turned to Betty. “I’ll be in the lot with the Scouts. Then we’ll be cleaning up the Scenic Loop Trail.” He stalked to the door.

      Betty nodded, then looked at Hannah, eyes wide at Stewart’s undisguised anger toward the head ranger.

      Hannah shook her head and went to her office. Sighing, she removed her hat and set it on the corner of her desk. To save Blake a little time, she went through the log and jotted notes on who were locals, made copies of permits if they were backpacking, and their vehicle information. Maybe because it was close to the holidays or due to the unusually cold weather, but the list wasn’t as long as the last time Agent Hill came to investigate murder in her forest.

      Blake knocked on the doorframe to Hannah’s office. “The regional director urged me to locate and arrest the suspects.” He sighed as stepped into her office, then sat when she gestured to the two visitor’s chairs. “All the evidence will be taken to the FBI labs for processing. I’ll need—”

      He stopped when Hannah handed him a stack of papers. As he flipped through the pages, she named what he would find. Coming to the last page, he glanced at her. Before his visit six months ago, when local law enforcement realized they had a ritual killer in the area and contacted the FBI, Hannah wouldn’t have known the steps needed to track down witnesses and suspects. Now she did, and though it wasn’t his fault, he felt responsible. Unfortunately, she’d seen the kill site. If he had a choice, he would have saved her from that experience. But if he hadn’t been assigned the case, he wouldn’t have met Hannah.

      The woman seated across the desk, with curly, shoulder-length strawberry-blonde hair, clear green eyes, a pretty face void of make-up, and physically fit enough to hike every marked and unmarked trail in the Wilderness had occupied his thoughts more than he believed possible. Hannah Black had battled a few curmudgeons, who believed that women had no business as a ranger in the national forests, to earn her place as head ranger. Her resume proved her abilities and experience, as she’d filled positions at four other ranger stations before Widow’s Peak. She was damn good at her job. Blake knew a big reason for that was her knowledge of, and compassion for, the earth and all that called it home. Understanding she couldn’t single-handedly save everything, including the planet itself, Hannah had chosen Widow’s Peak because her grandparents had lived in town.

      Her favorite memories were of summers and holidays spent at her grandparents’ cabin, learning about the area and the changes that progress brought. With both grandparents now gone, her mom passing away from complications after a stroke, and her father remarried and living in London, Hannah didn’t have a reason to go anywhere else. Blake knew all this about the well-respected ranger, not because he’d done a background check, but because they had spent time together six months ago that wasn’t always about the murders. If not for the call from his sister, what he and Hannah might have done filled plenty of his nights alone in his bed in Albuquerque.

      And because he knew Hannah, he could read her expression. He didn’t like the exhaustion and wariness that hadn’t dissipated since they left the crime scene.

      “Thanks for this,” he said. “You saved me some time.”

      “It’s not much. This is the slow season for Widow’s Peak. If there’s more I can do…” She held his gaze, wondering when the fluttering in her belly would settle. It started when he showed up after the first murders. She hadn’t been able to convince herself that it dimmed when he left six months before. Maybe she got good at ignoring the sensation.

      Blake set the papers on her desk. “How have things been going at your condo complex?”

      She sighed and leaned back in her office chair, ignoring the squeak. “About the same.”

      “Has the sheriff done anything?”

      “Nothing for him to do. No evidence that anyone has been tampering with my Jeep or my condo. Just my word that someone has been there, changed things around, taken small objects,” she said and jerked a shoulder, then ran her finger along the edge of her desk. “He thinks either I’m crazy or so lonely that I’m trying to get attention.”

      “I know you’re neither of those things.”

      Her gaze flicked to his. She cleared her throat, then stood. “You can use my office. I’ve got to check the campground and the river boat house.” She walked toward the door.

      “You’ll take someone with you?” Blake didn’t like her going out on her own. He knew she could handle anything in the wilderness, but it was whoever did the killing that worried him.

      “Fred Griffin. He’s a volunteer.”

      “Hannah—”

      She lowered her voice. “He’s waiting for me outside. We don’t have the funds for more rangers. The two we do have work longer hours than their part-time paychecks account for in order to take care of the area and those who visit here. If it weren’t for the volunteers, we would have to close the station most of the time. Fred is a formerly enlisted Marine. He carries a weapon, and so do I.”

      Blake frowned. “I know being armed is part of your job. I wish you only needed it against wildlife.”

      “Yeah. Me, too. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      He watched her go because he understood she had a job to do and could handle herself… under normal circumstances. He stared at the stack of information she’d collected for him. Would he see her again once he caught the killer? For the first time in his life, Blake found something, someone, who could offer what even his family couldn’t. Acceptance.
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