


    
            Chapter One



			Ravalli County, MT

			Present Day

			 

			Wyatt Foreman stood back and studied her latest project. The raised beds came together as she’d envisioned. These were the perfect height and would give her a break from leaning over to tend the massive gardens that provided her with food throughout the year. Not that she’d eliminated the in-ground version. This season, she’d have a multi-level operation. A well-thought-out experiment that, depending on how it went, might be expanded upon next year. 

			“That looks nice.” Her nearest neighbor, Royal Fremont, walked through the garden gate. “I may have to copy this setup.” His long black hair streaked with silver was pulled back in a ponytail, and he wore blue jeans and a University of Montana T-shirt. To the best of her recollection, Royal never went there. Tall and confident, he smiled at her as if they were a couple of good friends hanging out on a lovely afternoon. Except they weren’t.

			She forced a return smile, and it almost hurt. Maybe more a grimace than a smile. Less than a year ago, he’d moved back to Hamilton and, in that time, had made a bit of a pest of himself. No, more than a bit. He’d made a big pest of himself. While true enough they’d both grown up here, they’d not really been friends, given he’d been two grades ahead of her in school. The only reason she remembered him at all had to do with his name. Royal was the kind of name a person remembered. Especially if one acted like they believed they were royal.

			“We’ll see how it goes. Nothing like working the land itself.” She wasn’t making idle conversation about her dedication to nature. Pleased as she might be with her newest experiment in growing food, her parents would pale if they could see the raised gardens. They were, or had been, purists in the most basic sense. When they said they worked the land, they meant it literally. On their knees and without gloves. Dirt under their fingernails that refused to be washed away. These days, people called her parents’ style of living earthing, and while it was important, she took a broader view and taught her classes that way. No reason the old and the new ways couldn’t co-exist. 

			“Knowing your green thumb, my money is on it all going super good.” His smile lit up his face. She’d give him credit for growing into his looks. He wasn’t the Royal she recalled from their teenage years, the skinny guy who led the debate team to more than one state championship. 

			Wyatt narrowed her eyes at his words. Flattery would get him nowhere, and besides, how would he know what she could do? Well, maybe that wasn’t fair. Around here, her classes in self-sufficiency and women-specific survival classes were well-known and quite popular. Actually, that wasn’t totally correct. Her reputation went well beyond the borders of Montana. Routinely tapped to teach classes all over the country, she’d traveled coast-to-coast and border-to-border. Wyatt loved sharing her lifetime of knowledge and equally loved the enthusiasm of her students. 

			“Is there something I can help you with?” Maybe if she nudged him, he would get to the point and then be on his way. Something about him rubbed her wrong these days, though she couldn’t pinpoint why. Perhaps he’d always been that way, and that’s why he’d never been on the inside of her friends circle during their formative years. Today, she didn’t have time for him and whatever was on his hidden agenda, as she had a lot more work to do. A custom-recurve-bow commission was due to be delivered in a few days and still needed its finishing touches. No bow left her workshop if it wasn’t perfect. She built hers with the same attention to detail that she employed in teaching her classes. Her grandmother’s famous bit of wisdom: if something was worth doing, it was worth doing right.

			“There is.” His smile grew. Now why was it she had the feeling he believed it made him more handsome? It probably worked on other women. Might be wise to tell him he was barking up the wrong tree, and if she thought it would help, she would. Singularly undeterred by any of her previous rebuffs, he wouldn’t listen. Everything he’d done to date made it clear Royal would turn out to be that neighbor. Not fair either. She’d lived in this same house her entire life, and that meant, in essence, he was the intruder here regardless of being born in the nearby town. There were plenty of other homes in the area he could have purchased. Didn’t have to be the place closest to hers. Damn the Andersons for retiring and moving to Phoenix. Montana winters weren’t that bad. 

			“And that would be?” She hoped her expression remained neutral. As much as he bugged her, he was her neighbor, and a feud wasn’t a good plan.

			“Wondering if you might have some monkshood plants I could talk you out of.” He stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets and continued to smile as though he hadn’t just asked her to give him a poisonous plant.

			She narrowed her eyes as she studied his face. “That would be a no. Monkshood, or wolfsbane, is dangerous, even fatal, and I prefer to cultivate healing plants. I don’t do death, and I don’t recommend you planting any, even if the flowers they produce are beautiful. Sometimes deadly hides behind beautiful.” 

			His smile didn’t waver at her rebuff. “My idea is that they’ll create a beautiful fence around my place without having to spoil the view with traditional fencings. Animals won’t cross the barrier.” His explanation had some merit. True enough that wildlife would steer clear. Not enough justification for her to help him. Not that she had any of the requested plants on her property now, or ever.

			She shook her head. “To be blunt, bad idea, and besides, I don’t grow Monkshood plants anywhere on my property. My advice to you is to stick with a regular fence if you want to keep animals out.”

			Now he pressed his lips together and shook his head. A shadow crossed his face. “Naw. That doesn’t work for me. I’ll figure something out.”

			He didn’t sound like he’d let it go, and neither would she. “Stay away from monkshood. The risk is too high.” Animals typically steered clear of the plant, but not always. He’d feel bad if he unintentionally poisoned someone’s pet. Wouldn’t he? As she studied his face, she wondered.

			He spun and walked away. “Maybe.” 

			She gazed out at her goats, chickens, and horses. “Bastard,” she muttered when he was gone. Her animals rarely got out of the fenced pastures and off her property, but it did happen to anyone who had livestock, and now she had to worry about whether they’d make it home alive. That plant could kill in an hour if they were to ingest it. She left the garden beds to walk her fence lines just to make sure.
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        * * *

      

			Mari Walker pulled up to the modest house with the natural-cedar siding and full front porch. Knowing it was always iffy to buy a property sight-unseen, she’d sent out a whole lot of prayers that the pictures on the Internet did it justice. So far, so good. The five acres that came with the house gave it the privacy she’d been looking for. A new start in a big way. Suited her current mood and mindset. 

			A woman with short, curly, brown hair waved at her from the driveway as she stood next to a late-model blue Ford pickup. She recognized the realtor from the half-dozen video calls needed to make the home purchase happen long-distance. “Welcome, Mari. Welcome.” She held out her hand, a set of keys dangling from her fingers. Blue jeans and cowboy boots suited her. Personality and looks combined with a people-savvy instinct made for a top-notch realtor.

			“Hey.” She smiled as she walked toward her new home. “Can’t wait to see it.” Truth too. The outside of the place worked for her, and she had a hunch the inside would too. Sometimes, things did pan out. Sometimes they didn’t, which is why she stood here now. 

			An hour later, seemingly content that Mari would be fine, her oh-so-perky realtor backed her big truck out of the driveway and drove away. Mari sighed as she stood in the empty living room. Her furniture wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow, and that was fine, given she was too tired from the drive to want to set anything up. At least ten times during the last hour she’d been invited to stay the night with the realtor she’d liked the first time they spoke, and she liked her even more now that they’d met in person. She’d still turned down the gracious invitation. 

			Mari’s work took her to some very remote places, and she’d spent her fair share of nights sleeping under the stars on hard ground. She’d be fine here inside her nifty new home even without furniture. The hardwood floors wouldn’t be soft beneath her sleeping bag. They also wouldn’t have rocks poking into her back. She would be fine until her bed showed up tomorrow.

			Didn’t much surprise her when her cell phone rang. “Yes. I’m here.” No need to say hello. Her family were a caring bunch that gave her space at the same time. She loved that about them. Just as she loved that Jasmine had been her ride-or-die since the fourth grade.

			“I still don’t like it.” Jasmine’s words contained the same tone of disapproval they’d carried since the moment Mari told her best friend that she was leaving Oregon. “You should have stayed here and fought it out. You let the bastards win.”

			“Nope on both counts.” So far, it had been impossible to convince Jas that moving several states away was a solid plan. 

			“Oh, please. Leaving like this only validates that SOB’s actions. You deserved that job. It should have been yours, not that manipulating blonde’s. Be nice to think the days of getting ahead based on big boobs and fake eyelashes were over. They sure proved they weren’t.” 

			Mari closed her eyes and sighed. Jas wasn’t wrong. Mari had been massively more qualified for the chief’s position, yet she’d been passed over as though she’d been nothing more than a first-year ranger. Oh, the powers-that-be had all the right words for their actions and didn’t like it when she’d called it BS. Hadn’t changed anything, and she’d opted not to stick around, even when promised that he’d get her promoted if she were just patient. The chief ranger in charge of hiring said blonde had the nerve to tell her to just get over it. As her brother would have said, fuck that. Besides, with the current cuts across the entire agency, if she’d stayed, she’d have been more likely to get axed than eventually promoted.

			“Water under the bridge, Jas. Besides, I actually got the chief job in this district, and cherry on top, it’s pretty nice here. The house is as good as it looked online. Better, actually. I’m pleased so far. Tomorrow, I meet with the ranger I’ll be replacing, and he’s going to give me the grand tour. This move is a good thing.” She hoped. 

			“It’s running away.” Jas wasn’t one to pull punches. “You folded like a load of laundry, and that’s not like you. Makes me want to slap you up alongside the head.” 

			“Granted, but you know, sometimes running away can be the start of a grand new beginning, and we both know slapping me is the last thing you’d ever do.” She could picture her anti-violence buddy sitting at her table with her feet up on a chair, sipping herbal tea. No caffeine in her body, wrong as Mari believed that to be. What was the point of either tea or coffee without the kick?

			“I’m missing you already.” Her voice had turned somber. “Who I am I going to whine to when another guy breaks my heart?”

			“I’m not that far away. Whining over a video call is perfectly acceptable.”

			“Hours and hours away. Not the same. I need to whine in person.”

			She smiled. Jas did have a point. It was fun to commiserate in the same room. “It’s driving distance. All you’ll have to do is get in your sporty little car and drive your butt over to Montana. I’ll have furniture set up by the time you get there. And, to be clear, if you’d stop picking dicks for boyfriends, you wouldn’t keep getting your heart broken.”

			Jasmine laughed, the sound light and full of mirth. “All right. You win, but I’m going to wait until you have both furniture and food. I’ll work on the quality-control part of my boyfriend selection.”

			“Perfect. I’ll make sure your room is set up post haste, just in case.” It would be wonderful to have her here for a few nights.

			“Call me after your tour and let me know if you still think it’s the right move.”

			“You got it.”

			“Mari?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I miss you already, and I love you, girlfriend. Please take care of yourself.”

			Tears stung her eyes and her smile slid away. “Will do and back atcha.” The tears fell as she put her phone back into her pocket. Leaving her lifelong home hadn’t been an easy or quick decision. She’d waited a full year after the snub to make certain she didn’t react out of anger. As she stared out the window, the sun beginning to set, she told herself again, she’d made the right decision. 
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        * * *

      

			“I don’t know why I’m not enough for you.” Inez had her back to him, not pausing in her preparation of the top sirloin he’d brought home.

			Royal closed his eyes and silently prayed for patience. At first, Inez had seemed perfect for the family he wanted to create. Lately, his opinion of her fitness had begun to change. Physically, she was perfect. Lean, athletic, and attractive. Her neediness is what got on his nerves. How did he miss that before? Perhaps her beauty and enthusiasm had blinded him. He didn’t like to think himself that shallow, but it kind of stared him in the face. 

			“You are a lovely person.” He didn’t add that a lovely person didn’t equate to an acceptable pack member. That last part remained to be seen. Whining didn’t work for him. Never had, and plenty of students had tried it on him. 

			Inez slapped the knife against the steak as if trying to beat it into submission. “You’re sniffing after her like she’s in heat. It’s not attractive.” 

			“Inez.” He drew her name out. Stay calm, he told himself. A good leader kept emotions under control.

			She put the knife down and turned to look at him. Really pretty, and that’s what had drawn him to her in the first place. Bright too, and he’d always been attracted to intelligence. Might have been a better idea if he’d spent more time getting to know her better before taking that irreversible step. Attractive and smart didn’t equate to someone being easy to live with. He took a couple of slow breaths. Only himself to blame. He created the problem, and he’d solve it somehow.

			A contrite expression crossed her face. “I’m sorry, but geez, Royal. It’s hard to be stuck here all the time. I don’t know anybody in this hick town, and yeah, the forests are sweet, but it doesn’t make up for the dullness the rest of the time.”

			“It’s important to be here.” Vancouver had been his home for decades so it wasn’t like he didn’t understand her feelings of loneliness. Born and raised here in Montana, he’d nonetheless loved Canada, and Vancouver in particular, with all the beauty and the bounty it provided. Things change over time, and the plain reality of that truth couldn’t be ignored. The draw here had been equally exciting, and, in any event, the decision had been his to make. 

			“I know, I know. You’ve told me a hundred times.” Anger crept back into her voice.

			“And I’ll repeat it a hundred more.” He stared into her eyes.

			She blew out a long, noisy breath, something close to a child-stomping tantrum diminishing her beauty. “I miss Canada.” Her eyes closed as she leaned back against the countertop, all emotion seeming to drain out of her.

			His nerves still trilled. The peace of home he’d hoped for had taken wing. Might have to arrange for her return if she kept this up. Problem for her was that it wouldn’t be quite the return she hoped for. On the other side of the border only exile awaited her. “I do too but it’s nice here, and we couldn’t stay up North. You know why.” Wanted to be here was the part he didn’t add.

			Royal had plain and simple missed Montana in the many years he’d been in Canada. He appreciated all that he’d done during the years away, the people he’d met from the world over, and the lives he’d changed, whether through an early law practice or his years of teaching. His life had changed too in that time, and there came a day when leaving what he’d built was no longer an option. It became a matter of survival. 

			Inez nodded, frowning. “I do know. It’s just that some days it gets to me, and especially when I feel you moving away from me. You’re everything to me, and I don’t like her. She’s not one of us.” The petulant child had returned. 

			Not yet. He had plans on that front. Plans he hadn’t shared with Inez. If he told her, he’d have to listen to even more whining. Not interested in her complaints. The decisions were in his hands and always had been. In the early years, she’d been great and pleasant to be around. Funny even. Since they’d come here, she’d changed, and it wasn’t for the better. 

			“Can we at least go out tonight?” Hope rang clear in her voice, and he didn’t blame her. Night runs were unlike anything else. The beauty of the forest and the clear air were intoxicating, the warmth of the moon as it called for the change, thrilling.

			He couldn’t give her what she wanted. “No. Not tonight.” There’d been a close call a couple nights ago, and he didn’t want to risk it again. Smarter to let the incident fade from anyone’s thoughts before they went out again. The right thing meant staying close to home for the time being. 

			“I think it’ll be okay. Nothing happened.” Said incident had been orchestrated by Inez, and it would be a nice change if she took responsibility for her actions.

			“Almost nothing happened.” If he hadn’t stopped her, she’d have torn apart a large hare right in front of a couple of night hikers.

			“Almost nothing,” she repeated and frowned. He wasn’t sure if it was because she felt bad about what happened or was upset that she’d been denied the spoils of her hunt. 

			Either way, he didn’t care. The conversation bored him. Inez bored him. “I know what I’m doing, so how about you concentrate on dinner and let me deal with everything else.” This impromptu meeting had reached its end. 

			For maybe ten seconds she stared into his eyes, and then she sighed and turned back around to her meal preparations. “You’re the alpha.” She stabbed the knife into the sirloin. 

			“I am.” He left her at the counter and walked outside. A light breeze blew. Nice this time of year. Not hot enough for fire season. The winter chill long gone. Yes, he missed Canada, as did Inez. He had loved it there. Appreciated the welcome the Canadians gave him. The respect he got from his students. The gift he’d never seen coming. 

			Now, as he gazed out at the Bitterroot Mountains, it hit him how much he’d missed the beauty here. Life began for him on this land and had shaped him in many ways. He hoped that when his time came, it would end for him on this land as well. If all went to plan, with his chosen mate at his side and not for a very long time. 

			It wasn’t the same place he’d said good-bye to all those years go. Things had changed in the years since then. The town had grown. A lot more people, though still a drop in the bucket compared to Vancouver. The culture had changed a little too. Hamilton’s great mix of urban and country hit just the right note and was part of what drew him back. Little did he realize when he first returned that he’d glimpse his soul mate on the first day. The only word for it: destiny.

			He tilted his head to the sky. In a matter of days, the Harvest Moon would shine, and all would be right with his world. He glanced down at his watch, did a quick calculation in his head, and smiled. “Soon, my love. Soon, we will be together forever.” 

			






    
            Chapter Ten





			Wyatt waited for Mari to return, wondering the whole time if she’d overstepped. The offer to stay the night with them felt like the right thing. Under these circumstances, it seemed wrong to let her be alone in that big house. She wouldn’t want to be alone if tragedy happened in her life. Besides, without knowing how her ex had ended up in the woods murdered and alone, Wyatt believed it better that Mari not be by herself. Until the killer was located, it could be dangerous.

			Could also be that Wyatt’s growing fascination with the new forest ranger had her extending an offer that she wouldn’t normally. Lots of women had passed through her world as they dealt with any number of serious life events. That’s why many of them came to her. They’d been hurt, abused, abandoned, or ridiculed, and they wanted to regain their confidence. Or, in some cases, to find it for the very first time. To prove to themselves they were capable and skilled all on their own. 

			Mari already gave her the sense that she possessed the skills and knowledge of a capable woman. Her confidence wasn’t hard to see either. It would take self-assurance to move away from family and friends and start all over where she knew no one. At least that had been true until two days ago. Ollie clearly liked her and had already taken her under his wing. Wyatt viewed her as a friend and, by this time tomorrow, was certain Tuesday and Addie would too. Tripper liked her, and, honestly, that said more than anything. Always trust the dog.

			It wasn’t even five minutes later when Mari came back out and tossed a small bag into the backseat. “A few necessities. Hopefully, I won’t need more than a change of clothes. You said Lloyd was good, and I hope he figures this out ASAP.”

			Wyatt wasn’t convinced they’d be able to solve the crime quickly. Lloyd and his crew were good, but they were talking about a body in the middle of a forest with no surveillance cameras and, as of right now, no witnesses. Unless the killer turned out to be a dunce, it could take some time to figure it out.

			“You can always come back for more.” She put the car in reverse and started to back up.

			“Sure. If I need more.”

			“Right. If you need more.” You will. 

			“Where do we start?” Mari stared out the window at the long, straight highway leading into town.

			Wyatt had been thinking about it while she waited and suspected that Addie would have a more detailed plan once they joined up. “We’re going downtown and start there.”

			Mari nodded. “Makes sense. I’d begin with the most popular bar. Sherrill liked her martinis.”

			“Good to know.” That fact narrowed things right down. Only one place fit that description a hundred percent. 

			“Dirty.” 

			She laughed. “I know it’s wrong to laugh, but oh those things are nasty.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mari smile.

			“That’s being nice. They taste like cleaning solution, but Sherrill thought them nectar of the gods. She could put them down like water.”

			“Argh. That almost makes me gag. Does let me know where our first stop is going to be. Tyler makes the best drinks in town, so if anyone could have mixed her a great dirty martini, he would be the guy. His place is also the go-to club in town. At least for the younger set. The older folks prefer something a bit different.”

			Her smile faded. “Let’s start with this Tyler then. Her idea of fun usually included a lot of booze and loud music. Country, rock, popular—didn’t matter as long as she could dance. She liked attention, especially from a younger crowd.”

			She had a hard time imagining Mari in a club drinking and dancing with her arms in the air. A drink, sure. A dance, sure, but more like a good liqueur, on the rocks, and a slow, romantic dance. Maybe she was wrong, but she doubted it. How in the world did those two meet and marry? Some day she hoped to hear the whole story. 

			Addie and Tuesday followed her downtown and pulled into the parking spot next to her. “She liked a good drink,” she explained when they were all standing together. “And Tyler is the one to give her what she wanted.”

			Addie nodded. “Good call. A tourist ending up in the woods in the middle of the night probably wasn’t sober. You agree?” She looked to Tuesday

			Wyatt had not a single doubt when it came to Tuesday’s opinion in this instance. A decade plus in search-and-rescue back in Washington had given her not only skills but a head full of knowledge about people who got lost in the wilderness. Not just the hows but also the whys.

			“I would second that guess. Especially at her age. Younger people might decide hiking in the middle of the night would be fun. Patrons our age aren’t as inclined unless it’s an area they’re very familiar with. Not the case here.” Tuesday closed the passenger’s door and tapped the back window lightly as she smiled in at Tripper.

			Addie put a hand on Tuesday’s shoulder. “Let’s go talk to your bartender.” She glanced at her smart watch and frowned. “You think he’ll be available?”

			She got what Addie meant. Mid-afternoon wasn’t prime time for an establishment like his. In a couple of hours things would begin to pick up, and getting his attention would be tough. “He’s also the bar manager, so quick answer, yes. He’s most likely there and getting things ready for the night business.”

			Addie nodded. “Good.”

			“What about the dog?” Mari looked back at the truck, where the rear windows were down a couple of inches and a black nose poked through.

			Tuesday nodded in his direction. “He’s fine. He’s accustomed to spending significant amounts of time in the truck. Have trained him for that since I got him at twelve weeks. It’s part of search-and-recovery. A lot of time spent waiting while search plans are made, teams are assembled, and equipment checked. He knows the drill, and while the weather is pleasant, it’s not warm enough I need to keep a fan running for him.”

			“Impressive.” Mari glanced at the truck once more.

			“He’s a good man.” Wyatt loved Tripper. Smart and skilled, he gave all dogs a good name. 

			Tuesday leaned toward Tripper and patted his nose. “Keep an eye out for any murderers.”
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        * * *

      

			Mari started to walk toward the door of the bar and stopped to stare back at Tripper. “Can he do that?” He’d already proved he could find the dead. Did the dog have even more refined skills?

			Tuesday smiled. “Not that I know of, but hey. Doesn’t hurt to ask. He’s surprised me more than once.”

			“Impressive,” Mari muttered and decided it wouldn’t shock her if that dog found the guilty party for them. All she had to do was look into his eyes, and his intelligence shone through.

			“Come on.” Wyatt motioned them toward the bar. She stepped through the door and waved at a man sitting in front of a laptop there, long hair pulled back in a ponytail, a glass of lemon water next to the computer. The tables were empty, and only two sat at the bar nursing beers, one man and one woman, neither looking at the other. Music played softy through the speakers. 

			“Hey, stranger.” He came off the stool and extended a hand to Wyatt. “Good to see you. What’s this, friends? I didn’t think you had any of those.” He laughed at his own joke.

			Wyatt rolled her eyes. “Such a funny guy. Should have been a Hollywood comedian.”

			“I try. I try.” His smile lit up his face. Mari thought it a very friendly face. 

			“Tyler, these are my friends, Tuesday and Addie. They’re visiting from Omaha.” She waved toward the two women.

			He raised his eyebrows. “Oh, wow, ladies. You’re a long way from the great plains.”

			“We sure are but have to say, it’s lovely here. I like your town.” Addie shook his hand, as did Tuesday.

			Wyatt turned to her and smiled. “This is Mari, Ollie’s replacement.”

			Seemed like everyone around here knew Ollie, as that’s all she had to say in terms of explanation. “Hey, Mari.” He now extended his hand to her, his grip firm. “It’s a pleasure. We’re going to miss old Ollie. You have some big shoes to fill, though I suspect you already know that, and he wouldn’t have picked you if he didn’t think you were up to it.”

			Mari shook his hand, returning the friendly yet firm grip. “I’ve pretty much figured that out in the two days we’ve worked together. I’ll do my best to make him proud. Nice to meet you, Tyler.”

			“Welcome to Montana. You’ll love our mountains and the friendly folks who call these parts home. Great place to live and raise a family.”

			“Tyler.” Wyatt interrupted the cheerful chatter before he went down a path Mari might not want to go. “We need to pick your brain.” Time to get to the reason for their visit. The clock was ticking.

			“For you ladies, absolutely. What can I do for you?”

			Wyatt looked to Mari. “Can you show him a picture of Sherrill?”

			Mari pulled out her phone and scrolled for a few seconds, looking for a picture. Given the divorce, she’d pretty much deleted all that had Sherrill in them. Except one, and honestly, she couldn’t even explain why it hadn’t gone into the trash like the rest. Taken at Multnomah Falls on a gorgeous sunny day, it was hands down the best picture she’d ever taken of Sherrill, and long before her borderline personality disorder showed itself in all its glory. She held it up for Tyler. “By any chance, did you see her here last night? She’s a few years older than when this was taken, but she looks pretty much the same.” Silently, she corrected herself…Sherrill looked older.

			He squinted as he studied the image and began to nod. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. She came in last night.” He looked up at the ceiling for maybe five seconds and then returned his gaze to Mari. “Martini.”

			She nodded. Sherrill had been here. “Dirty.”

			“Yup. Dirty. Not the requested drink of many folks around here as a general rule.”

			Addie stepped up. “Do you recall if she talked to anyone? Danced with anyone? Left with anyone?”

			He laughed. “Sure do. Attractive women like that one get the guys going. Thing is, she blew all of them off. Even Shane.” He gave Wyatt a look that told Mari there was a story.

			Wyatt explained. “Shane is our local pretty boy who knows exactly how pretty he is. He’d be the first one to hit on a beautiful woman, hoping to get lucky, and more times than not, it works. Someone new, attractive, and drinking a martini would be a woman wearing a Shane target on her back.”

			Tyler laughed and slapped a hand on the bar. “Should have been here, Wyatt. Fun to watch. She shut him down in a New York minute. Poor guy didn’t know what to do. It was freaking hilarious.” 

			“I’m betting he pivoted and hit on another woman. Can’t see him giving up that easy.” Wyatt shook her head.

			Tyler snapped his fingers. “You got that one right. Pretty boy didn’t leave here alone, but he didn’t leave with your friend there.” He pointed to Mari’s phone.

			“How about women?” Addie was making notes in a small binder as she asked the question.

			Tyler shook his head slowly. “Didn’t really see anyone in particular. In Missoula, she’d have had more luck in that pool. Here, the field isn’t quite as big. Not to say it’s empty.” He looked at Wyatt and smiled. She winked at him. Interesting. 

			Mari’s initial optimism that the bar owner could provide them with a solid lead floated away. “Nobody?” She held on to a little hope that they’d come up with something useful. Something to give Lloyd that would put his investigation on the fast track.

			He shook his head again. “Not that I noticed. If she did hook up with some woman, I didn’t see it. A couple of drinks and she wandered out, or at least that’s what I recall. Got busy around ten, if you know what I mean.”

			Addie nodded at the same time as Wyatt, who said, “Thanks, Tyler. Appreciate your help.”

			“Wait.” Addie looked up from her notes. “Before we go, does your exterior have cameras? Security footage we could take a look at?”

			He hopped off the tall bar stool. “Of course. We’re not Missoula, but we’re not out in the sticks either. We have the latest and the greatest tech, and we can take a quick look if that’ll help.”

			“It might.” Wyatt. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

			The camera idea pleased Mari. She’d not thought about it, yet it sure made sense, which then made her feel a little dumb for not thinking of security. Wasn’t sure she’d make a credible detective. Good thing Addie and Tuesday happened to be around when this happened. They might not think so, but she sure did. Sometimes, it took a village. Couldn’t ask for a better village.

			Tyler led them into a back room, where they gathered around two monitors as he scrolled through the video feed to right before ten the following evening. Mari watched closely as they sped through the file. Nothing much of interest appeared until it hit eleven forty-seven. A flash of a light blue hoodie with flowers on the sleeve.

			“Wait. Stop. Did you see that?” Wyatt tapped the screen. Tyler paused the video file.

			“Sure did,” Tuesday said as she and Addie leaned close. Mari peered over the top of them all, her view somewhat obscured by all the heads gathered close in front of the monitor.

			On the screen, Sherrill stood close to another woman, her hand on her arm. “Who was that woman Sherrill was talking to?” It wasn’t just a chat. She knew how her ex worked, and it appeared more like she was hitting on the woman rather than asking for directions. Her signature move was that hand on the arm. Warm, friendly, and hopeful. 

			“Who’s that woman?” Wyatt tapped the screen. “I can’t really see her face.”

			Tyler leaned in. “Oh, I know her. She comes in here frequently. Inez is her name. You know, Wyatt. She’s Royal’s cousin or something like that. She moved here with him from Canada.”

			“Royal’s cousin?”

			“Yeah. She’s pretty hot. Can see why your friend would be interested in her.”

			“She’s a lesbian?” Mari was pretty certain only another woman could entice Sherrill to go somewhere.

			“Naw. From what I’ve seen, she likes everybody, and when I say everybody, I mean everybody. You feel me?” 

			Wyatt nodded. “I get it, yeah.”

			“You think she had something to do with it?” Tuesday leaned in and watched the screen as Tyler once more pushed Play.

			Addie frowned. “Could be, although if you notice, they talked for maybe a minute, and then they went to separate cars. Both of them alone. You’d think if they took off together, they’d ride in the same car.”

			“Crap.” Mari’s hopes for something concrete faded. 

			Wyatt put a hand on her shoulder. “What do you think about the separate-cars thing? Would Sherrill ride with her or meet her?”

			Wyatt’s question was spot-on. Had Mari wondering about her own critical-thinking skills at the moment. More like wondering where they went. She should have thought of that too. “She’d be more likely to take her car and meet her somewhere. She’s got a thing about independence.”

			“Well, then.” Wyatt stood up straight. “I say we go talk to Royal and his cousin.”

			“Absolutely. That’s our next stop.” Addie was back to making notes. “Even if they didn’t make arrangements to meet somewhere, she might have seen something. The direction Sherrill drove off in. What she said. Little details can seem unimportant and then turn into something that solves the case.” 

			“She’s hitting on her.” Mari stared as they replayed the few minutes of interaction one more time before they left. The moves were there, and despite the less-than-clear quality of the video, the expression on Sherrill’s face told her she’d been interested. A full-on hookup most likely.

			“How can you be sure?” Wyatt looked at her.

			She shrugged. “Years of living with the woman, years of stories in an attempt to make me jealous. I can tell when she’s flirting even without hearing the words.” It wasn’t rocket science. Sherrill had made moves like that on other women right in front of her before they split up and divorced. A little embarrassing to admit, even to herself, that she’d stayed after witnessing the one who was supposed to love her more than anyone go after others. 

			“Okay then.” Addie slipped her small notebook into a pocket. “Shall we go talk to this cousin?”

			Mari nodded. “Definitely.”
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        * * *

      

			Royal should have been surprised when two vehicles rolled down his driveway. He wasn’t. The only surprising thing turned out to be that neither of them was law enforcement. Wyatt and Mari got out of one. Out of the second, the woman he’d seen out in the wilderness area before he’d been invited to leave and a second woman he hadn’t seen before. No Lloyd and none of his deputies. Interesting.

			He waved and smiled at Wyatt. Warmth flooded him as he gazed at her face. He swore she got more beautiful every time he saw her. The air carried her unique scent, and he breathed in deeply. He’d recognize her smell from a mile away. “Surprised to see you here. Pleased, though. I knew you’d ultimately succumb to my charms and come visit the farm.” Wyatt didn’t smile. His charm wasn’t working on her. Yet. 

			“Not a social visit.” No warmth in her words. He had his work cut out for him, not that things wouldn’t take a one-eighty on the night of the Harvest Moon. He just hoped her feelings toward him would soften before that night. Would make it all go a heck of a lot smoother.

			Instinct cautioned him to tread lightly with her and her friends right now. He could do that. Had been doing it for years. “Oh, so what’s the not-social visit about?” He schooled his expression into one that he hoped conveyed the appropriate somber concern. The professional Royal, here to help.

			“Your cousin.” Wyatt stared into his eyes. 

			He looked away and scanned the faces of the other three women. Like Wyatt, all very serious. Told him more than he wanted to know. Damn you, Inez. He swept his gaze back to Wyatt. “Four of you come to ask about my cousin? Must be important.”

			“Yeah. Very. Is she around?” Wyatt’s expression didn’t waver from dark and serious. There would be no pleasant interaction today.

			His attention to her never slipped. Connection had a way of doing that. Sooner or later, she’d feel it too, and he could be patient. How long had it taken him to recognize his forever mate anyway? She’d get there just as he had. The epiphany would happen. “She’s inside. Strangely enough, she’s in signing up for your next workshop.” He hoped that would please her.

			“We need to talk to her.” Same snap to her words. 

			“We?” He glanced at the three women who, so far, had stayed silent as Wyatt took the lead.

			“Mari, I think you two have already met.” She nodded in the direction of his first Hamilton client. 

			He gave Mari a slight nod. “Yes. We have. I’m doing some work for her,” he said to Wyatt before turning to Mari again. “I’ve got the paperwork drafted.” He’d gotten that much done before racing out to discover Inez had once again created a mess.

			Mari pressed her lips together as she shook her head. “No need to file.” 

			Now, he frowned. “Why is that? I planned to go back into the office in a little bit and get it over to the court.” She’d seemed pretty intent on sooner rather than later on the legal order. The about-face didn’t track.

			Tears pooled in her eyes before she spoke. “She’s dead.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets and appeared to steady her emotions. After she blinked a few times, the tears disappeared. 

			His teeth clenched for two reasons. First, because now he knew who Inez had picked up last night. Second, he caught the subtle movement between Mari and Wyatt. Almost as if they were a couple. That wouldn’t do. Not at all. Wyatt belonged to him. Forever. He stifled the urge to scream, Back off, bitch!

			He hoped his expression didn’t betray his emotions. Shouldn’t, as he’d perfected a most excellent poker face through the years. A lesson he’d spent plenty of time on when teaching his law students and in courtrooms before he took on the role of professor. Good lawyers didn’t give anything away in their expressions. Good alphas didn’t either. “Seriously?”

			“As serious as a heart attack. It was Sherrill out in the woods this morning. The sheriff and his crew are working the scene as we speak. It was murder, plain and simple.” Wyatt reached over and took Mari’s hand. He wanted to rip them apart.

			“Did you kill her?” Royal looked away from the clasped hands and directly into Mari’s eyes. Deflect, deflect, deflect.

			“Royal!” Wyatt stepped even closer to Mari. “That’s uncalled for. Mari didn’t kill her or anyone else.”

			He wasn’t repentant. “Legit question.” Put him in a courtroom, and he’d ask the same question a dozen different ways. So would any other attorney worth their salt, and if this ended up in court, Mari would find herself on the witness stand, so no apology necessary or offered.

			“You’re not the sheriff.” Wyatt didn’t sound impressed.

			“Might need to be her defense attorney.” Oh, he’d defend her all right. Make damn good and sure she ended up in the women’s prison in Billings. Behind bars and hundreds of miles from Hamilton. Hundreds of miles away from Wyatt.

			“Mari didn’t do anything, but your cousin talked to Sherrill last night, and now we’d like to talk with her.” Wyatt stepped up to him. He breathed in the fresh scent of her once more. His fingers tingled and his heart raced. If only he could take her face between his hands and kiss her deeply. He remained still and stared into her eyes.

			“No.” He kept his words on the issue at hand.

			“What do you mean, no?”

			“I mean no, you may not talk to my cousin. If Inez did speak with Mari’s ex before she was murdered, nobody discusses anything with her without me as counsel.”

			Wyatt spread her hands. “Not seeing the problem, Royal. You’re here. You want to sit in and listen, do it. We don’t care.”

			“The problem is I haven’t had an opportunity to debrief with her, and until that happens, it’s a big fat no. Let me put it another way. No one talks to her except law enforcement, and only with me right there. If anybody interrogates her, it will be Lloyd or one of his detectives, not a group of women pretending to be investigators. You made a trip out here for nothing.”

			“I’m a private detective.” The taller of the two women from the second car finally spoke up.

			“And you are?” She had the air of someone whose pre-PI training was done inside of a police academy. She might be private now, but this lady was a cop at some point in her life. He could spot them a mile away.

			“Addie, and this is my wife, Tuesday. Her human-remains-detection dog found Sherrill’s body.”

			Only as she said it did he catch the scent of the dog in the air. He turned and looked toward the truck. Still in the vehicle, there it was, its nose poked through the open window. He needed to pay more attention. He shouldn’t have missed the dog.

			Lawyer Royal kicked in at full force. “Okay, Addie and Tuesday. Good work and good for you.”

			“So, we can interview your cousin?” Addie readied a notebook and clicked her pen. All business and ready to talk. She wasn’t going to like his answer.

			“That would still be a no. No badge. No interview.” How dumb did they think he was, especially the one who declared herself to be a PI. If that were true, she’d know the lay of the land.

			“Royal!” Frustration rang clear in Wyatt’s voice. She would have to learn that his say was always the final say. Lawyer Royal. Alpha Royal. All the same. His word ruled, and in good time, she would understand.

			“Still no,” he said as he shoved his hands in his pockets. 

			Wyatt’s eyes narrowed. He liked how she looked when she got fired up. Sexy as hell. “Royal. We’ve known each other for decades. I can’t believe you’re acting like this. You’ve been trying to get all chummy since you came back here, and now that you have a chance to make good on that attempt, get into my good graces, you shut us down.”

			He shrugged. “She might be my cousin.” Sort of. Not really, but they didn’t need to know that minor detail. “But I’d be a pretty shitty attorney if I let you interrogate her. Let’s all be clear here. I’m not a shitty attorney.”

			“Ask her a couple questions. Not interrogate.” Addie still held the notebook and pen at ready.

			“Question. Interrogate. Potato. Patato. The answer remains a resounding no.”

			For a few seconds longer, they all stared at him. He stared back, and at last, they returned to their vehicles. He watched them leave, his gaze lingering on the back of Wyatt’s head as she drove away.

			






    
            Chapter Eleven





			Wyatt left Royal’s house with an uneasy feeling. Sometimes women signed up for her classes and would come to her bragging about their skills, only to crash and burn when it was time to demonstrate. Far too many over-estimated what they could really do and under what conditions. Royal’s behavior felt a lot like those women’s. He might be an ethical attorney looking out for a client, which might be true in some respects. He was also hiding behind his ethics, and she intended to find out why. 

			Sure, she hadn’t known him well growing up, and yes, he’d been gone from the area for years. Since his return, he’d made a pest of himself, as though he might be interested in her. She made no secret about her life. In school, she’d known something about her was different, but it took going away to college to let her inner self shine. Her first girlfriend seemed to have been sent by the gods. Suzie had opened her eyes and her world. Pure, fleeting magic, at least in terms of their relationship. Suzie had been like a firefly. A joyful spark of light that appeared for a few seconds and then flew away. Thinking of her now brought as much pleasure as the first day they met. After Suzie, she’d never looked back 

			It also made her wonder more about Royal. Why wouldn’t he let them talk to Inez? The surveillance video showed the two women conversing for maybe a minute. How could it be a problem if they asked her about that minute? 

			“I don’t like that he wouldn’t let us talk to her.” Mari looked out the window. “What are they hiding?”

			Great minds working alike. “I agree. In fairness to him, it was kind of a standard lawyer response.” Not that she wanted to minimize his obstinance. She was only trying to think through the interaction logically.

			“True, but seriously, if they talked for only a minute, what’s the big deal?” Mari’s fingers tapped on her thighs. 

			“My thought too.” It irritated her that Royal had shut them down that way. They might have come up with something concrete. “Let’s get back to the house and see if Addie and Tuesday thought of anything else while they were driving back. This is their world, so if anyone knows next steps in the investigation, it’s those two.”

			“It seems wrong to give up.” Mari frowned as she continued to stare out the windshield. 

			Ahead of them, Tuesday’s truck headed in the direction of home. She hoped they were talking through next steps. “We’re not giving up. We’re pivoting.” If anything, Royal’s choice to block them from talking to Inez made her even more determined. Pissed her off too. They wanted to find a killer. An innocent person shouldn’t have a problem chatting with them.

			Mari looked over at her and nodded. “Pivoting. I like that. Hopeful. If you can call anything today hopeful.” Sadness sounded in her words.

			Wyatt took Mari’s hand, which trembled slightly as she wrapped her fingers around it. “We’ll figure this out. Lloyd is a good guy, and he might be sheriff in a smaller town, but trust me, it’s no reflection on his skills. The guy’s got game. He comes from a long line of lawmen, and he brought back some mad skills from his stint in California.”

			“You trust him?”

			“With my life.” Not a lie. Lloyd might get on her nerves on occasion with his cop attitude, but he wasn’t a good-old-boy either. Smart and ethical, with an ability to keep an open mind. She had faith in him and the force he’d assembled. They’d find who did this. Eventually.

			Mari squeezed her hand and nodded. “Okay. Then let’s go huddle and see if we can come up with something four women without badges can do.”

			Wyatt squeezed back and hoped her sinking feeling that this was just the beginning would turn out to be wrong.
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        * * *

      

			Back at Wyatt’s house, Mari paced. Thoughts whirling, she attempted to come up with some rational reason why Sherrill would be found dead in a Montana forest. In some respects, not a big stretch. Mental illness did some not-too-good things to the thought processes of those who suffered. Sherrill’s stalking of Mari was only one small example of the challenges Sherrill faced every day. Her inability to control her urges, a second, and probably the one that got her out there on the pine-needle-strewn ground.

			Except that no matter how she came at it, it wasn’t exactly Sherrill’s style to go for a moonlight meander in the woods. She loved fine hotels, expensive vodka, and sexy women. Not that Mari thought of herself as a sexy woman. Smart, yes, but she always believed Sherrill, despite her never-ending pursuit of beautiful women, had been attracted to her more because of her uniform, combined with her confidence. Mari had no idea how many one-night stands Sherrill had during the course of the relationship, both in and out of the marriage. For a long time, she pretended it wasn’t happening. In the end, she couldn’t ignore the truth.

			But who could have gotten her out there and away from a nice soft bed and an evening of dirty martinis in a hotel room? Midnight strolls anywhere, like Paris, a definite yes, but out where her body now lay, a definite no. She voiced her thoughts.

			Addie tapped her pen against the small binder that now lay on the kitchen table. “Sex. That’s my educated guess.” She picked up the mug of coffee Wyatt set in front of her and sipped. Out in the backyard, Tuesday threw a ball for Tripper as a reward for all his hours waiting patiently in the truck. He raced
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