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CHAPTER ONE

 

A long, eerie howl pierced the peaceful country air. 

Casey jumped over the pile of lumber she’d been stacking and bolted to the barn door. Gripping the frame, she scanned the pasture. It had been over twenty years since she’d heard that sound—and the unexpected familiarity sent a thrill through her.

But the world had gone quiet. No birdsong, no cows lowing—just a hawk circling silently overhead in the clear, blue sky.

She looked over her shoulder at Dan, the local veterinarian and longtime family friend. “Did you hear that?” 

He straightened from the chicken wire he’d been rolling up and squinted at her through the dust motes dancing in the old barn’s interior. “What?” He walked to her side, wincing as he rubbed his back. 

Casey frowned and patted his shoulder. “I’m sorry. We should’ve stopped earlier.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s all right… What did you hear?” he asked, cocking his head. 

Another howl shattered the silence.  

They stood still as statues and stared at each other. A thick hush enveloped them. 

Goosebumps skittered over her. “That’s no coyote,” she said in a stage whisper. “Come on.” Steadying him so he wouldn’t slip on the grass, still slick from this afternoon’s rain, they crossed the pasture past the old farmhouse and dying garden. At the barbed wire fence on the south end of the yard, Casey gripped a rough wooden fence post and scanned the rolling land. The fall breeze, filled with the scent of dry leaves and hay stubble, brushed her hair from her face. “Maybe along the tree line,” she murmured, squinting at the tangle of trees and bush growing along the west edge of the field.

Dan removed his ball cap and scratched his balding head. “I’ve heard some talk about wolf sightings.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Casey smiled to soften her words. 

Dan shrugged apologetically. “Thought it was just gossip. You know the ranchers.”

Another lonely sounding howl pierced the quiet. Louder. And closer.

“Oh, my God! Auntie Ell will be thrilled when I tell her,” she whispered, her throat tightening at the thought of her aunt in Spiritwood’s long-term care facility. 

“Ellie might be, but the ranchers won’t.” Dan’s voice was somber.

“That’s an understatement.” Casey released a pent-up breath. “They’re already grumbling about me possibly reopening the refuge.” She glanced toward the forest, a flicker of determination sparking in her chest. A wildlife refuge would be the perfect tribute to Auntie, who’d raised her and fought tirelessly for wildlife conservation. She’d stood up for wolves ensuring their survival while the ranchers did everything in their power to drive her stubborn, cussing aunt out of the district. And failed.

Dan checked his watch. “Strange to hear them this early. They usually start calling at night.” 

They fell silent, listening. But the only sound was a raven cawing.

Casey’s thoughts drifted to her teenage years on the farm. Then she’d spent over twenty years chasing the city’s promises, only to realize too late what she’d left behind. 

“I’ll ask around. But if a pack’s moving back…” He trailed off, avoiding her gaze. 

“They avoid people, Dan. You know that.”

“True, but ranchers don’t think like that. They see wolves, they see a threat to their cattle. Shoot, shovel and shut up is their motto.” 

“Still, can you imagine how excited Auntie Ell will be?” If her aunt comprehended.

Dan nodded; his face lined with unspoken sadness. “I’ll ask around.”

She pressed her lips together. “So will I. But doubt those guys will tell me much.”

“They never loved your aunt protecting wolves and figure you’re the same.” Dan shifted, grimacing, and rubbed his back again.

She frowned and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. You should get home and rest.” 

“I’m fine.”

Casey gestured to the red barn and outbuildings, all over fifty years old. While sturdy, they all needed paint. At least she’d scrounged enough to have the old yellow farmhouse, and the garage painted last summer. “The place is one big fixer upper, and I sure as hell don’t have the skill to get things back into shape by myself. Unfortunately. I wish I did. Or the money to pay someone to do it for me.”

Dan surveyed the farmyard and nodded. “Well, at least you let me help you. You know what she was like.” He rubbed his bristled, gray chin. A small, almost intimate smile quirked his lips. “She was never one to accept help easily.”

They both fell silent. 

“How was she when you visited her last night?” Casey asked, guilt washing over her. She hadn’t had a chance to visit Auntie today. 

Dan waggled his hand back and forth. 

The crunch of tires on the gravel driveway interrupted them.

“Just what we need,” Dan said, his tone sardonic. 

Local rancher, Eugene Randolph, stepped out of his shiny, black Ford pickup, his “town truck”, as he called it. He was a big man, over six feet tall, with a round, red face, and beer gut. He lifted a hand in greeting and strode toward them. His polished cowboy boots were no match for the wet grass. He slipped and danced a little jig to keep from falling. 

Casey pressed her lips together to keep the bark of laughter from escaping. Dan snickered. 

Eugene stopped in front of them. “Sugar Plum,” he drawled, his eyes raking over her in a way that made her skin crawl. The ever-present wooden matchstick bobbed in his mouth.

She bit back a groan. “It’s Casey,” she corrected automatically, tugging her ball cap lower.

Ignoring her, he turned to Dan. “Doc. I saw your truck and thought I’d stop. Wanted to talk to you, anyway.”

Dan folded his arms, his expression unreadable. But Casey knew him well enough to know that he’d rather have a tooth pulled without anesthesia than cater to a man like Eugene. And she felt the same way. 

Eugene pushed his black cowboy hat back with the stub of a forefinger he adamantly claimed had been bitten off by a wolf back when he was a teenager, but the whole high school knew the real story; he’d caught it in a gopher trap. “Hear the news?” he asked, his voice rising with excitement. 

“What news?” Casey asked, hoping her bored tone conveyed just how little anything the rancher had to say didn’t interest her.

“Wolves,” Eugene hissed. “Been hearing them. Neighbors heard them, too.” 

“And?” she asked, trying to keep her expression neutral so as not to reveal her excitement. 

Eugene’s lips curled. “Thought you’d be excited, Sugar Plum. You always had a soft spot for strays.” 

“Wolves aren’t strays, Eugene,” Dan said, his voice ominously quiet.

Eugene snorted. “Tell that to us ranchers. We see wolves, we see dead cattle.”

Casey drew in a deep breath and released it slowly. “Wolves don’t attack livestock unless they’re desperate for food.” 

“You starting up that refuge again? Wouldn’t sit well with us ranchers.” Eugene’s gaze darkened.

She met his stare, her jaw set. “Maybe I am.” 

Eugene glared at her, then turned his attention to Dan. “Jackson out west saw one yesterday. Took a pot shot at the bastard but missed.”

“But why?” Casey asked, her voice sharp. She prayed that the wolf they’d heard earlier would stay silent.

Eugene’s attention shifted to her; his expression amused. “Now don’t you go getting all huffy like your aunt used to. Us ranchers have every right to protect our cattle.” He grinned, yellow teeth clamping the soggy matchstick. “Isn’t that right, Dan?” 

Dan’s gaze narrowed, but his voice was neutral. “So, what did you want to see me about?”

Eugene pushed back his hat and scratched his temple like he was deep in thought. “Well, was wondering if you’d come shoot one of my old mares. You know, for baiting the wolves. I’d do it but my ma wouldn’t be happy. A vet does it and I’ve got an excuse, y’know?” 

“Eugene!” Casey exploded. “You think it’s okay to kill a horse just to bait wolves?” 

The rancher arched a thick black brow. “City living sure softened you up,” he drawled, his voice dripping with condescension. “I’m doing it for the good of all the ranchers around here.”

Casey crossed her arms and glared at him. “You are not welcome here if you talk about killing wolves—or mares for bait. And you’re certainly not dragging Dan into it.”

Eugene tilted his head back and laughed, his confidence obviously unshaken. “All right, I won’t talk about it here, but I can anywhere else.” He turned to Dan. “You gonna do it or not?” 

Dan shook his head, his voice quiet but firm. “I’m not shooting your horse.” 

Eugene’s smirk faltered, but only for a moment. “Well, guess I’ll find someone else. You can’t stop us ranchers from doing what needs to be done.” He turned back to Casey, his gaze drifting over her as he sucked on his matchstick. “By the way, Harvest Halloween dance on Saturday night. Gonna be a mechanical bull there. I’m planning to ride it, but it won’t be as exciting as watching me riding at the rodeo. How about you come watch and dance with me afterward?” He placed a hand on his belly and raised the other in a dance pose. He tilted his head to the side, wiggled his hips, then wiggled his brows suggestively.

Casey sputtered at his idiocy. “No.” 

“Aw, c’mon, Sugar Plum. It’ll be a night to remember.”

“Hard pass,” she said, barely keeping her voice civil.

Eugene shrugged, still grinning. “Suit yourself. Bet you don’t have any other plans. Pretty little blonde-haired, blue-eyed thing like you? Shouldn’t spend Saturday night alone. You’ll end up an old maid. Like your aunt.” 

Dan stepped forward, his voice steady. “That’s enough, Eugene.”

Eugene’s matchstick swiveled, then he tipped his hat. “All right. But Casey, you change your mind, you know where to find me.” With a sly grin, Eugene vaulted himself into his truck, then tooted the horn before speeding off, spraying gravel in his wake. 

As the dust settled, Casey’s anger bubbled over. “That…that ass!” Heat flushed through her body.

Dan sighed, his shoulders sagging. “You know how he is.” 

“But he wants to shoot his mare to poison wolves!” 

Dan shook his head. “I won’t do it,” he said, his voice firm. “The sad thing is, someone else will. That’s the unfortunate truth.” 

Her chest tightened. “How do you put up with people like him?”

Dan gave a wry smile. “Every job has its pros and cons. I’ve been doing this for a long time. Guess I’m just too stubborn to quit.” 

Casey laid a hand on his arm, her voice softening. “I know, everyone knows, how hard you work.”

“Thanks, Casey.” He gazed over the hayfield. “Looks like the wolves are gone for now.” He started for his truck parked in front of the garage and she joined his side. 

“I’ll let you know if I hear them again.”

“Ditto.” He opened the truck door, then met her gaze. “You sure you don’t want to go to the dance? We could go together. Keep Eugene in check.” He grinned, a twinkle in his eyes. 

She swatted his shoulder. “I’ll think about it. But don’t hold your breath.” 

He chuckled and climbed into his truck. “Take care. Don’t work too hard.” 

She nodded and kissed his cheek. “Thanks again for helping me out today.”

“You know I’ll help whenever I can.” He paused. “Call me tomorrow after you see Ellie. Let me know how she’s doing.” He lifted his hand in farewell and drove slowly down the lane. 

Casey watched his truck disappear down the driveway, then headed for the house. At the door, she paused and scanned the hayfield one last time. 

A sudden gust of wind blew across the yard, scattering dried, rust-colored leaves off the poplars in the shelterbelt. A tree branch snapped, and she froze. But nothing moved in the field or along the tree line.

Inside, she kicked off her boots and tossed her cap to the shelf. In the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of water and glanced at scuffed wooden cabinets filled with mismatched dishes, the stained pine table that had seen better days and the faded fifties brown and yellow linoleum flooring. She pushed a chair into place as she headed into the living room, past the unlit wood stove, the old but comfy recliner and the couch that needed replacing. Like everything else in this place. 

The grandfather clock at the bottom of the steps chimed, surprising her. Get a grip, Casey.  

Eugene, the talk about wolves, shooting the horse, her and Dan’s concern regarding Auntie had all rattled her more than she’d figured. 

But the wolves’ return was a good omen. It gave her hope. No point in letting Eugene and the ranchers get to her. Besides, at this point, there wasn’t anything she could do to help the wolves. She’d start with visiting Auntie tomorrow, and cling to the hope she’d be having one of her good days. 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

Casey yawned as she slowed the truck and turned off the highway into the town of Spiritwood the next morning. A restless night of waking and dozing, straining to hear a wolf howl, left her groggy. 

But the night remained silent. 

The streets were quiet, but they usually were this time of year. Kids were back in school, farmers and ranchers were at home, harvest complete and calves auctioned off earlier in the month. Nothing ever really changed here. 

She drove through town center then turned down the road where the oldest, historic homes were located. The overgrown trees that lined the streets added to the spookiness of the area. Many townspeople, including Auntie, liked to believe they and the town were haunted. Even no-nonsense Auntie had joined the local group, called History’s Mysteries. They held regular meetings intent on solving mysteries in and around the town. Plus, they published a column in the weekly Spiritwood Echo. 

Yup. Casey sighed. Nothing much had changed since she went to school here. Kids were raised here and then they left for the city. There wasn’t much to keep the younger generation here.  

Spiritwood Cemetery came into view, and she slowed the truck for the school zone beyond it. Instinctively, she scanned the cemetery, her gaze homing in on the white Persian cat perched on the stone pillar at the entrance. Rumor was the cat lived there ever since its Wiccan owner passed away years ago. 

Not that she was a believer, but every time she drove by the cemetery, the damn cat was there. Casey slowed the truck to a crawl and stared at the cat that she’d jokingly named Fluffy. It stared back at her. “Pshaw.” She turned her attention back to the road, then took one last glance at the cat. It was gone.  

She shivered despite herself, but the unease lingered as she pulled into the parking lot of the low, squat hospital building that shared the lot with the newer, three-story Spiritwood’s long-term care facility; a concrete façade accented with brick. Both buildings overlooked rolling countryside to the east. 

Stepping out of the truck, she took a deep breath of the bracing October air, gripping her keys tightly. She dreaded the thought of finding her aunt unresponsive again. The vacant stares were the hardest to bear. 

At the lodge, she glanced toward the office belonging to her best friend and the resident doctor. Empty. Right—her day off. 

At the doorway to her aunt’s room, Casey paused. Auntie Ell sat in her wheelchair by the window, her favorite spot. The view stretched across a valley where cows grazed, the occasional coyote ran, and a resident deer herd roamed—a view that made Casey feel slightly less guilty for having moved her aunt here almost a year ago.

Casey cleared her throat and walked over to her aunt. “Hey Auntie Ell. How’re you doing today?” She dropped a kiss on her aunt
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