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Chapter One
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Jack Bracken sat in the dark waiting. He’d been expecting trouble all day, and he was scared to death. The more time passed the more frightened he felt. The shotgun in his sweaty hand slipped and fell to the floor. 

The thud it made when it hit the floor startled Anne Marie Bracken as she waited tensely with her husband. She sat on the floor in front of the couch and glanced toward the stairway wondering if the sound had awakened her children. Anne Marie glanced at Jack and felt her insides turn. Crawling to where he sat on the floor opposite the front door of their home, she whispered, “Maybe they’re not coming. Maybe they didn’t see you and Adam.”

Jack’s stomach had been tied up in knots since this morning and his mind filled with dread at what was coming. “No...they saw us and I told you earlier, they know it was us.” 

“How do you know?” she whispered.

“I just know.” He closed his eyes for a brief moment and leaned his head on the barrel of the shotgun. With eyes filled with dread he glanced at Anne Marie, “I’m sorry I went hunting with Adam today. If we hadn’t trespassed onto the logging road, we wouldn’t have seen what we did.”

Anne Marie stared hard at Jack. “You still haven’t told me what you saw,” she reminded him. She’d seen his pale face when they returned this morning and asked about it, but Jack stared at his children and covered his eyes with his hands. She tried to get him to talk about what happened all day, but he wouldn’t tell her.

A couple of times during the day, the phone rang and when Jack answered it the first time, his face paled and he slammed it down. He asked her not to answer the phone the rest of the day. A few minutes later, it rang again and Jack let it ring. 

Anne Marie stared at her husband and tried not to worry. 

~* * * *~
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As soon as they’d topped the hill this morning and Jack gazed down the other side, he knew a moment of sheer panic. When he looked down and saw the two men with automatic rifles, he knew he was in big trouble.

He and Adam hadn’t seen the ‘NO TRESPASSING’ signs but Jack had forgotten the unspoken rule about the hills behind the Hawken Mill.

They’d been searching for wild turkey signs this morning. He and Adam had been out squirrel hunting when they ran into Milo Wilks. He told them about seeing wild turkey tracks on the hill east of town. It was too early in the season to be hunting turkeys, as it was late September, but Adam had begged his father to see if they could find the trails and Jack hadn’t been able to resist the enthusiasm in his young son’s eyes. 

They’d been told the tracks began about half way up the eastern slope of the hill and when they came across them, Adam had been elated. They continued up the hill and while Adam was busy searching around for the elusive wild birds Jack had happened to glance down the other way.

When he saw one of the men below lift his scoped rifle to his shoulder, he knew in a moment the man behind the gun recognized him.

He hustled his son off the hill but the damage had already been done. He had been expecting a visit from them all day. He hadn’t told anyone, not even Anne Marie what he’d seen, hoping if he were the only witness, they wouldn’t hurt his family. After the children had gone to bed Anne Marie had asked him again who or what he was waiting for. As much as he wanted to keep the information to himself, he told her what might be coming. At first, she couldn’t believe it but the later it got the more it seemed she began to think it might happen. 

Jack glanced at the grandfather clock. It read 4:15. The sun would be up soon. If they were coming, he wished they’d get here and get this over with. He crawled to the window and checked outside. The full moon lit up the front yard, and he could see the driveway from where he sat. The shadows of the outbuildings didn’t reveal anything, and he hadn’t heard any vehicles on the road for a while now. He turned to rejoin Anne Marie when he saw the silver truck slowing moving along the highway. The truck pulled into the driveway and cut its lights.

“Here they come,” he told her. 

“Who?” Anne Marie wanted to know. Jack’s panic was transferred to her with those three little words. “Who do you think is out there?”

“I don’t know who they are but someone is coming, and I don’t think it’s a social call.” Jack watched the front door. Adrenalin pumped through his veins, and he tightened his grip on the shotgun. He pulled back the breach and checked the shells. He was as ready as he could be. 

Jack leaned over and kissed her. “I love you,” he whispered as he turned his head toward the door. He could see their shadows as they melted toward the porch. A moment or so later someone kicked in the front door and the shooting started.

The initial blast from Jack’s shotgun missed hitting the first man through the door although some of the pellets from the shot hit his arm. The second man fired and killed Jack outright. 

Anne Marie screamed scrambling to her feet. She ran for the stairway. Another shot rang out. The bullet hit her in the back and she fell face down on the rug at the bottom of the stairway. She died instantly as the bullet had caused her heart to explode upon impact.

*  *  *  *
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The two masked men strode further into the house. One checked the two bodies in the living room while the other one headed upstairs. A few minutes later, three more shots were heard and the second man rejoined the first man and they turned to leave. Their work here was done. They exited the house without looking back.

The silver truck backed out of the drive and spun back out onto the road throwing gravel as they shot back onto the main highway. The lights from the truck illuminated the house down the road, but the driver and his passenger missed seeing the man standing at the upstairs window. 

George Oaks stepped back from his position in the window when the lights from the truck shined on his house. The blast from the shotgun had awakened him. The other gun shots he’d heard roused him out of bed. He glanced at the Bracken house and watched the silver truck leaving.

“George, what is it?” whispered his wife as she too, got out of bed and walked to the window. 

George told his wife Esther, “I think we should call the police. Something bad happened at the Brackens.” George picked up phone beside the bed and sat down to call the sheriff. His hands were shaking as he dialed 911.

~*~
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Luke Reed awoke to the sound of his phone ringing. Groggily, he reached for it and sat up in bed. “Hello.”

“Luke, I’m sorry to wake you, but we had a call from a man about a shooting,” Deputy Les Donaldson told his boss.

Luke was rubbing his face. His hand stopped and he frowned. “What did you say?” 

Les sighed. “George Oaks called a few minutes ago and said he heard five or six shots coming from his neighbor’s house. A few minutes later, he saw a truck pull out of the driveway in a hurry.”

“Ok, I’ll get dressed and go talk to George. Why don’t you meet me there?” Luke hung up the phone and reached for his pants. Glancing at the alarm clock, he noted the time. It was 4:48 a.m.

As he belted his weapon around his waist, he thought about the unusual call. He wouldn’t have expected this kind of thing would happen around these parts. In New York, shootings occurred on a regular basis, but here in Bison’s Landing, it was nonexistent.

Fifteen minutes later, his car pulled up beside Les’ and as Luke stretched out of the car, he glanced at Jack Bracken’s house. The house seemed dark and quiet. Luke glanced at the front door of George and Esther’s house. The front porch light and most of the downstairs were lit up. Stepping up to the front door, Les opened it and Luke could see George and Esther standing there in their housecoats.

Luke nodded to George as he came into the house. “George, Esther, what’s going on?”

George, visibly nervous told him, “I think something very bad happened at Jack and Anne Marie’s.”

“What makes you think so?” Luke asked.

George walked to the window facing Jack’s and told him, “About a half an hour ago, I heard the sound of a shotgun going off. Then I heard a couple of other gun shots and a woman’s scream. It was bad Sheriff, real bad. A few minutes later, I heard more shots. Then I saw a truck speeding away from the driveway.”

Luke joined him at the window. He too glanced at the dark house. Jack Bracken worked at the local lumber mill. He lived here with his wife Anne Marie and their three kids. Luke didn’t want to think there was anything to George’s story, but he had to check it out. “Okay, Les, and I will drive over and check it out.” 

When Luke pulled the front door closed behind him, Les started for the car. “No, Les, let’s walk over there. If there’s been trouble, we can’t compromise the driveway.”

“Okay.” Halfway to the house Les asked, “What do you think we’ll find?”

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know, but if Jack and Anne Marie are all right, I’m going to tell George not to drink so much before he goes to bed.”

As they approached the porch, Luke’s frown deepened when he noticed the front door standing wide open. He stopped and had a better look around. He saw the shattered door frame and the glass on the floor of the porch. He grabbed Les’s arm and held him back. “You stay here. I’ll check this out.”

Les watched as he pulled his weapon and stepped up on the porch. In his other hand, Luke held a flashlight. Les saw the light circling the room downstairs and a few minutes later, the light flashed upstairs. A short time later, he came back out.

Luke looked pale. His stomach wanted to empty at the carnage he’d seen but he couldn’t. He hadn’t seen anything like this since the night he came home in New York and found his own wife lying on the bedroom floor in a pool of blood bigger than her. 

“Well, what did you see? Are they okay or not?”

Luke had to swallow hard but a couple of minutes later, he told his deputy, “No, they’re not okay. The whole family is dead.”

Chapter Two

––––––––
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Before daylight, Luke had the area taped off and had called in the nearest crime scene investigators. Bison’s Landing was a small town and didn’t have the bigger city troubles and it didn’t have the bigger city police departments either. Lisa Grant, the part-time coroner was in the house doing her job, and Luke knew she hadn’t seen anything like this before. In fact, nobody in a small town like this had. Luke had sent Les back to George Oaks’ house to get his statement.

He glanced at the Oaks house and saw they had been joined by even more neighbors. News spread fast in a small town, especially bad news. He wasn’t surprised to see the neighbors there but at least, Les was keeping everyone away from the crime scene.

Lisa stepped out of the front door. She didn’t look so well. 

Luke watched as she sat down on the front steps. When he joined her, he could see she’d been crying.

Lisa wiped the hair out of her damp face and gazed up at Luke. “Why?” she asked. “Why would someone murder an entire family?”

Luke shrugged. “That’s what we have to find out.” He paused and asked, “What did you discover?”

“All five were shot at close range. I won’t know what type of weapon until I recover the bullets but my guess is it was a handgun, probably a .25 or a 9mm.” She gazed off in the direction of the neighbors. She saw all the people looking at them. “You do realize news like this will have the whole town running scared, don’t you?”

“It can’t be helped. I’m hoping we can solve this crime before people get too crazy,” Luke said. 

“You might be interested in knowing I also found blood by the front door. A shotgun blast hit the frame and I found droplets of blood there. I’m sure the forensic team will no doubt catch it, but it doesn’t seem like it belongs to any of the victims.”

“Ok, I’ll ask them about it.”

Lisa stood up to leave. Her job here was done. Before she left, she had to ask, “Are you going to call in the state police?”

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll have to wait until I get the crime scene report to determine where to go from there.”

~* * * *~
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Later in the day, Luke had fielded phone calls from every person living in Bison’s Landing. His staff of four, including him, was so busy answering phones nothing else was getting done. Several times during the day, the reception bay had been jammed with curious people.

Luke was on the phone with the Mayor of the city, Jason Erle, when the crime scene report came in. The lead investigator of the team stopped by his office. Luke waved Tom Grady inside and assured Jason everything that could be done at this point was being done.

As Tom sat down opposite Luke and drummed his fingers on the desk. Luke finished the call and hung up the receiver. “Whew, these people are nuts. We don’t even have time to breathe between calls.”

“No, Luke, they aren’t nuts. They’re scared to death. There is a difference. This sort of thing doesn’t usually happen around here.”

“Oh I know it, but the murders only happened a few hours ago. From what I’ve been able to determine so far there is absolutely no reason why they happened at all.”

Tom handed him the report. “Well, I can’t help you there but I can tell you what I found. All five were killed with a 9mm Glock handgun. Jack had gunshot residue on his hands so he’s the one holding the shotgun. What I find curious is the fact they must have known the killers were coming. Jack was found sitting on the floor facing the front door with the shotgun in his hand.” Tom paused and went on with his report, “Anne Marie was found between where Jack died and the stairs leading to the bedrooms upstairs. She was lying face down. My bet is when the killer or killers broke through the front door and killed Jack, she went to protect her children who were sleeping upstairs.” He paused and delivered the news. “She was shot in the back.”

Luke sighed deeply. He hated the thoughts running through his head about three kids being murdered in their sleep. He peered up at Tom. “The kids?” he asked.

Tom shrugged. “All three died in their sleep. There was no sign of struggle and no defensive wounds on any of them. At least they didn’t see it coming. We did find a second blood type near the front door that doesn’t belong to the victims. It was found near the shotgun blast. This tells me Jack died protecting his family,”

“We weren’t there, so let’s keep the speculation to a minimum. Is there anything else?” Luke asked.

“We found a boot print on the front door. Size thirteen, army type boot, otherwise no fingerprints that didn’t belong to the family. If I had to guess, whoever did this knew what he or they were doing. They busted in quickly, took care of business, and left without disturbing a thing. And they did it at a time when they knew everyone else would be sleeping.”

Luke Nodded. “All the witness could tell me was he saw a truck exiting the Bracken’s driveway. We recovered tire impressions but there are a lot of trucks in this community.”

Tom stood to leave. “I hope you find them, whoever ‘they’ are and I hope you find them quickly, otherwise you’re going to have chaos on your hands. People running scared do stupid things in the guise of self-protection.”

“So do I, and now I have your report, I’m going to make a phone call. I know where I stand and I know who to call. Thanks for all your help.” Luke stood and held out his hand. 

Tom reached out and gave it a shake. “Let me know if you need my help with anything else.” He told Luke.

Luke waited until he was alone. He sat back down at his desk and dialed a number he hadn’t used since he came back from New York seven years ago. 

“Federal Bureau of Investigation, how may I direct your call?” 

“Could you connect me with agent Hayden West, please?” Luke asked.

“One moment please. I’m transferring your call now.”

Chapter Three

––––––––
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It was almost dark by the time Hayden arrived at Bison’s Landing. The flight from New York City to Minneapolis- St Paul airport hadn’t taken long and the two and a half hour drive from the airport to Bison’s Landing had been a beautiful drive. Hayden understood Luke’s decision to leave New York and return home. When he pulled up in front of the Sheriff’s office, he turned to at his partner, Grace Sinclair. 

She smiled. “Don’t worry, he called you remember.” Grace had been with him when the phone call came in this morning. She knew the history between the two men and had been glad when Hayden had told his friend without hesitation that he would be on the next available plane.

Hayden smiled and glanced inside the office. He hadn’t seen Luke Reed for a number of years and the last time had been in New York. He’d been called in right after Luke’s wife Angel had been found murdered. It hadn’t been a very good time for the college roommates to get together, but Luke had been glad it was Hayden who found his wife’s killer.

Hayden said, “Let’s go and find out what’s up. Luke didn’t say too much on the phone.”

Grace smiled and stepped from the car. She was a petite woman, slight in build and with her long silver blonde hair and green eyes, people often made the mistake of wanting to protect her. When she had to be, Grace could take on the whole world and still come out on top. She swept a hand over her braided hair to make sure the braids hadn’t come down. She glanced in the car window to check her appearance and joined Hayden at the front door.

As Hayden opened the door to the sheriff’s office, Luke happened to glance up. He was in the outer office at the time and when he saw Hayden, he grinned. “Well, I see you found us.” He reached out his hand and Hayden grinned as he took it.

“Even I can follow GPS,” Hayden joked. “Luke, this is a colleague of mine. Her name is Grace Sinclair and she’s a profiler.”

Luke grinned. “You are definitely the better looking one. I’m glad you were able to come with him. I can use all the help on this case I can get.”

Grace blushed slightly and grasped Luke’s hand. She felt a shiver when their hands met and she frowned at the tingle she felt. “Yeah, I keep telling him that too, but he never listens.” Her eyes remained on the man in front of her. Tall, wide shoulders, dark hair and dark eyes.

Damn, she’d never felt such a reaction to amn like this in her memory. And she never dated cops or anyone in law enforcement. Coworkers wouldn’t respect her for long if they knew she’d dated one of them. But for this guy, she would consider it. Her face flushed as she got herself together. Not professional at all to be drooling over the town sheriff.

~* * * *~
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For a moment, all Luke could do was stare at her. Then he cleared his throat and said, “Let’s go to my office and I’ll fill you in on the case.” He felt hard all over and the feeling was almost foreign to him. Right smack in the middle of his station too! He needed to get a grip.

“That’s what we’re here for,” Hayden said.

Luke closed the door behind them. He took a moment to clear his head and make the heat in his body cool down if possible. He didn’t know a gentle way to say what had to be said, so he told them what he knew, “Hayden, last night an entire family was brutally murdered. We have the forensics’ report and the coroner’s report. What we don’t have is a motive or a place to start looking for the killers. It’s a damn mystery. A whole family gone.”

“Killers? As in more than one?” Grace asked. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Family murders were rare and almost non- existent in small towns like this one.

Luke glanced at her while trying not to stare at her too hard. “We found evidence of more than one but probably not more than two. One of them was even so kind as to leave us a blood sample.”

“How many members in the family?” Hayden asked as he sat down in a chair on the other side of the desk. 

Grace sat down beside him and they both waited for Luke to tell them more about the case.

Luke handed them the initial report before finding a seat. “There were five members in the family. Jack Bracken, his wife Anne Marie and three children, Adam, Timmy and Hannah.”

Hayden gazed over the top of the report and gazed at Luke. He knew from the past Luke couldn’t handle children being murdered. No decent person would. Children should be protected from this sort of crime but all too often, they weren’t. He glanced back at the report he’d begun reading. After a few minutes, he began to frown. “Is this report correct?”

“Yes, did you notice it too?”

“Notice what?” Grace asked as she glanced at the report in her hand.

Hayden looked up at Luke. “Jack Bracken was shot first. His position indicates he had been sitting on the floor facing the front door with a shotgun in his hand, almost as if
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