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				MURDER IN EDEN

				Felled by a cowardly shot to the back, Stanton Youngblood has just enough time before he dies to leave a single clue to his killer’s identity: the word Wayne, scrawled in his own blood.

				That word means everything to his widow. Leigh Youngblood was once Leigh Wayne, but she left her wealthy family behind thirty years ago when she fell in love with Stanton, a betrayal the Waynes have never forgiven. Now she publicly vows to discover which of her siblings thinks money and power are enough to cover up a murder.

				Back in town to find his father’s killer, prodigal son Brody finds his search for justice comes with an unexpected ray of light. He’s loved Talia Champion forever, but when she said she couldn’t marry him, he left town and never looked back. This time it’s Talia who needs him, and it isn’t in him to deny her anything.

				But the killer still has a score to settle, and if that means spilling more blood—so much the better.
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				For some people, family is everything.
They learned early on that nothing on earth matters 
more than the confidence that comes from
knowing you belong—and knowing you are loved.

				But there are others who bear the burden
of their blood and spend most of their lives
putting permanent distance between themselves
and the people with whom they share a name.

				I dedicate this book to the people who are wise enough 
to find their tribe among a circle of friends
and the places life takes them.

				To the misfits in all of us.
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				One

				Stanton Youngblood was running for his life, desperate to elude the man behind him. Moving uphill had afforded him the cover he needed, but now the man was catching up and Stanton was lagging from exhaustion. All he kept thinking about was Leigh, getting home to Leigh.

				Leigh. Oh God, my sweet Leigh. This can’t be happening. I do not want to die.

				Every footstep was an effort now. His side was burning, his legs were shaking, and his lungs felt like they were going to explode. He could actually hear the man crashing through the brush and trees behind him, which meant he was getting closer.

				There was no time to turn and look. He knew who was chasing him, and he knew why. This day had been more than thirty years in the making, but he wouldn’t have done anything different. His beautiful Leigh was worth everything.

				Even this.

				And the moment he thought it, a bullet ripped through his back. The shot was already echoing down the mountain as he began to fall. He had a moment of overwhelming despair, and then everything began happening in slow motion.

				The gray squirrel leaping from one tree to another seemed suspended in midair. The flock of birds taking flight from the sound of the gunshot moved like a kite just catching the wind. The flash of sunlight was a laser beam as it came through the forest canopy into his eyes.

				And then he was down and his line of sight was the forest floor. Something sharp was poking the side of his face. Breath caught in a sob as a rush of blood flooded his mouth.

				Oh God.

				He gave in to the inevitable as the pain began to fade. His vision was beginning to blur. He blinked, and as he did, a tiny striped beetle with crab-like pincers came into focus. He watched it crawling on top of a pile of leaves and then saw the tail of a black snake as it slithered away.

				A dog howled from somewhere nearby, and another answered, and then another, and he heard the footsteps again. But this time they were running away.

				He could no longer feel his legs. He didn’t have enough air in his lungs to call for help. With the last of his life quickly fading, he pushed away the leaves from beneath his outstretched hand and scratched a name into the dirt.

				* * *

				Leigh Youngblood was in the garden behind her house hoeing weeds from the long rows of green beans. It was a repetitious job that required no thought, so she let her mind wander as she worked, thinking of the life she and Stanton had carved out for themselves on this West Virginia mountain.

				Never once had she regretted giving up her family’s wealth and prestige to marry Stanton. The Wayne family from which she’d come held sway over most of Eden, the city in the valley below. Her family’s rage and disdain for what she’d done back then had known no bounds. They’d threatened Stanton’s life. They’d laughed and jeered at her, saying how far she would fall and how the two of them would fail. But loving Stanton was beyond her control. He was the beginning and the end of her world, and so she’d walked out of the good life and into his arms. Thirty-five years later they were still on the mountain, loving and thriving, and still proving all of them wrong.

				Of their five sons, Samuel, Michael and Aidan were married and living close by. They had one grandson and another grandchild on the way.

				Bowie was their oldest, but after the love of his life turned him down when he was younger, he’d left the mountains for the oil fields, mostly working on offshore rigs down south. He came home for Christmas every year but had never put down roots anywhere else.

				Jesse was their youngest. He’d gone to war with plans of making the military his career, only to be sent home from what the war had done to him. Brain-damaged beyond repair, he would live out his life with the mind of a ten-year-old boy.

				Leigh loved and supported them all, accepting their rights to strike out on their own as they saw fit, just as she had done.

				She paused long enough to pull up a clump of grass from beneath the beans, and as she did, a tendril of her hair slipped free from the band holding it out of her eyes and proceeded to dangle in front of her face. She pushed it back as she tossed the grass clump out of the garden, then stopped to wipe away a bead of sweat. She was about to reach for the next clump of grass when she heard the crack of a gunshot, and then the echo as it bounced from peak to peak off the surrounding mountains.

				Startled, she spun toward the sound just as a flock of birds took to the sky. Noting the direction, she thought of Stanton. He would be taking that route home, but he hadn’t taken his rifle. He’d only gone to visit his sister, who lived down near the lake.

				Then she heard a dog howl, followed by another and another, and for a second she was so scared that her heart actually stopped. She didn’t know what had just happened, but something told her it wasn’t good. She dropped the hoe in the dirt and started walking toward the front yard.

				Her son Jesse was sitting in a rocker on the porch, staring off into the trees.

				“The war’s a-comin’,” he said, as she walked past him.

				“Stay here,” she said, and when he started to get up and follow her, she turned and screamed, “Stay here! Get in your chair and don’t move until I get back. Do you understand?”

				He was startled and a little upset that she’d yelled, but he minded her instantly and sat back in the chair.

				“Stayin’ here,” he said, and started rocking.

				Leigh was so scared she was shaking. She was afraid to leave Jesse and afraid not to go. She looked back at the forest, willing Stanton to come walking out into the sunlight with a logical explanation for what she’d heard.

				When his face suddenly flashed before her eyes, her heart dropped. Stanton must be in danger. She started running into the trees, leaving home behind for whatever awaited her below. She set her path in the direction of where she’d seen the birds take flight and wouldn’t let fear lead her astray. She was a woman known for keeping a cool head and today would be no different, but she ran without thought for her own welfare, ignoring the brambles that caught in her skin or on her clothes, stumbling more than once on her downhill race to find the man who was her world.

				All she needed to know was that he was okay, but she wasted no breath calling out his name. If the gunshot she’d heard had been a poacher’s bullet, she didn’t want to stumble into something and make it worse, and so she ran, ignoring the bramble vine that ripped the band from her hair. She ran without caution, falling more than once on her hands and knees, and once flat on her belly, causing her to lose her breath. She didn’t know she was crying until she felt the tears roll across her lips.

				It was the sunlight coming through the canopy onto the back of Stanton’s red plaid shirt that she saw first. She stopped in midflight and screamed his name.

				“Stanton! Stanton!”

				Any second she expected he would lift his head and tell her it was just a broken leg or that he’d simply taken a fall. But when she was only a few feet from where he was lying, she stopped as if someone had shoved a hand against the middle of her chest.

				He was dead.

				She knew that from the bullet hole in the back of his shirt and the amount of blood on the ground beneath him. She fell to her knees from the shock, and then, when she couldn’t get up, began crawling toward him. The lack of a pulse was confirmation of what she already knew, and still she ran her fingers through his hair, through the long tangled strands, sobbing as the tendrils curled around her fingers. Tears continued to roll as she rocked back on her heels, searching the surrounding trees for signs of a poacher, and yelled out, “Are you still here, you bastard? Are you too scared to come out and admit what you’ve done?”

				Then she noticed the odd crook of Stanton’s right arm and traced the length of it to the finger pointing at the word he’d scratched into the dirt.

				Sound faded. Thought ceased.

				A thousand images of the past thirty-plus years with him flashed through her mind, followed by shock and then disbelief.

				“No! No, no, no, they didn’t! They wouldn’t! Why? Why now?”

				All of a sudden she was on her feet, her heart pounding in growing rage. Then she threw back her head and screamed. Once she began, she couldn’t stop. One scream rolled into another, making it hard to breathe.

				Nearby, dogs heard her, heard the devastation in her screams, and started howling. Then other dogs—dogs farther up the mountain and dogs farther down—heard and followed suit, until they were all howling in concert, understanding with their animal senses what humans had yet to discern.

				Death had come to the mountain.

				* * *

				Samuel Youngblood had the strong bones and features of his Scottish ancestors, and looked like a mountain man with his long hair and simple clothes, but looks were deceiving. He made his living as a small business investor and a day trader, but being inside so much on pretty days like today was wearing, so he’d taken the day off to relax.

				He was just getting ready to mow the yard when his hunting dogs began to howl. He looked back toward their pen and frowned. Not only were they all howling, but they were extremely agitated, which was highly unusual.

				His wife, Bella, came out onto the back porch, shading her eyes as she looked toward the pen.

				“What’s wrong with those dogs?” she asked.

				“I don’t know, but it’s not just ours. Listen. Can you hear them?”

				She tilted her head and then frowned.

				“They’re howling all over the mountain,” she said.

				“Something’s wrong,” Samuel said. “Bring me my rifle.”

				“What are you going to do?” she asked.

				“I’m going to take Big Red and find out what happened.”

				She ran into the house as he headed for the dog pen. He grabbed a leash, clipped it on to his best tracker’s collar and headed back to the house.

				Bella came out carrying the rifle and his phone as he was tying back his hair at the nape of his neck.

				“I know the signal’s not good here, but you might need it,” she said, then handed him the rifle and dropped the phone in his shirt pocket. “I love you, Samuel. Be careful.”

				“I love you, too, honey. I’ll be fine.” Then he let the leash out as far as it would go and tightened his grip as Big Red took the lead and began pulling him up the mountain.

				* * *

				Michael Youngblood had gone to his brother Aidan’s house early that morning to help him set up some new software on his home computer. Aidan was a website designer. Michael was in IT for a large computer company and, like Aidan and their other brother, Samuel, worked from home. All three men bore the traces of their Scottish ancestry with pride and kept their hair long.

				They were still in Aidan’s office when they began hearing the distant sounds of dogs howling. Before they could comment, the dogs that were penned up out back began to howl in return.

				“What the hell?” Aidan said, and got up from his computer and walked outside, with Michael behind him.

				The moment they exited the house they heard the sound of distant howling.

				“Sweet Lord, it sounds like every dog on the mountain is howling,” Michael muttered.

				Aidan walked off the porch and then out into the yard, looking for smoke or a sign of something off-kilter, but all he could see were trees. He was just about to go back inside and call his mother when he realized there was another sound beneath the howls.

				His heart skipped a beat.

				“Michael! I hear a woman screaming.”

				Michael frowned. “Can you tell the direction?”

				“No. I need to get my dog. Tell Leslie to give you my rifle,” Aidan said, and headed for the pen as Michael ran back into the house.

				Like Samuel, Aidan had hunting dogs—good trackers when they had a scent to follow. He wasn’t sure if his dog would lead them to the source, but they were about to find out.

				Within minutes, he and Michael were in the woods, following Aidan’s dog Mollie down the mountain. He didn’t know whether she was following the sound of the dogs or the sound of the screams, but she was running full tilt. If he hadn’t had her on a leash, she would have run off and left them.

				* * *

				Samuel heard the woman screaming about ten minutes into the search. He knew now that Big Red was following her screams rather than the howls, because the farther they ran, the louder her voice became.

				When he stumbled into the clearing and saw his mother, and then his father’s body on the ground, he thought he was dreaming. Then Big Red began to howl. At that point he tied the dog’s leash to a tree and ran toward her.

				“Mama! Mama!”

				Her screaming stopped the moment she heard her son’s voice. Then she realized what was about to happen and leaped across Stanton’s body before he stepped on what Stanton had scratched into the ground.

				“Stop!” she cried, and then leaned her forehead against Samuel’s chest and began to shake. “He’s dead, Samuel, he’s dead. Someone shot him in the back.”

				He looked down at his father in disbelief, trying to wrap his head around the fact that his father was dead. Tears rolled.

				“Mama, what happened?”

				She pulled out of his arms and pointed down.

				“I don’t know why this happened, but your daddy named his killer before he died.”

				Samuel looked down, saw the word and frowned.

				“Wayne? Wayne who? Who do we know—”

				“No!” she screamed. “Not Wayne who! My family. Those Waynes! Oh my God, they finally did it. They killed him, just like they threatened they would.”

				Within seconds Michael and Aidan came running into the clearing. Aidan tied Mollie up and then ran to join their mother. The shock of finding out it was her screams they’d been following was horrifying, and then they saw their father’s body.

				Aidan leaped forward as if he’d been launched, screaming, “Daddy! No, Daddy, no!”

				Samuel turned and caught him.

				Tears were running down Michael’s face as he took his mother into his arms. “What happened, Mama?”

				“I don’t know,” she sobbed. “I was in the garden. I heard a shot, and I don’t know how to explain it, but I knew. I ran until I found him.” She pulled out of his arms and shoved her fingers through her hair, as if trying to gather her thoughts. “Did one of you bring your phone?”

				All three of them pulled their phones out of their pockets.

				“Not sure we can get a signal here,” Samuel said.

				“You don’t need a signal to take pictures. Take pictures of your daddy, your daddy’s hand, and then the name he scratched in the dirt before something happens to it. Someone in my family did this.”

				Aidan looked down, saw the name and all of his father’s blood that had seeped into the ground beneath him, and then staggered away and threw up.

				Leigh had set aside her grief. It was rage carrying her through this tragedy, and when Aidan got sick she strode after him, impatience in every step.

				“We have no time for this,” she said, as she grabbed his ponytail and held it back.

				Even in anger, she was tending her own as she held his hair back away from his face while the spasms rolled through him.

				Aidan took a deep breath and then straightened up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

				“I’m sorry, it just... I can’t believe... Why, Mama? Why?”

				“I don’t know, but I will find out which one of my siblings did this, and I will make them sorry they were ever born.”

				The three brothers stared at her then, magnificent in her grief with the glare of the sunlight behind her, and her hair all wide and tangled around her scratched and bloody face. She looked like a warrior woman from another time.

				Michael glanced at Samuel and then pointed at his father’s body.

				“You two take the pictures. I’m going to try calling the constable.”

				Leigh stood to one side, watching the proceedings without voicing the obvious.

				Life as they’d known it was over.

				* * *

				Walter Riordan was in his twenty-fourth year of serving as county constable. He’d seen a lot of the sad side of life, but when he got a phone call from Michael Youngblood and heard the details of what had happened, his heart sank. Incidents like this one were how blood feuds began. Michael gave him the GPS readings from his phone, which gave Riordan a clear location.

				“It will take us at least thirty minutes to get there,” Riordan said.

				Michael looked back at his mother, who was standing guard over their father’s body.

				“We’re not going anywhere,” he said, and disconnected, then ran back to the scene. “I spoke to Constable Riordan. It will be at least thirty minutes, maybe more, before they can get here.”

				Leigh thought about Jesse alone at their house.

				“Samuel, please call Bella and ask her to go stay with Jesse.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and then started walking until he had enough bars on his phone to make a call.

				Bella answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

				“It’s me,” he said.

				“Are you okay? Did you find out what happened?”

				He tried to say it without breaking down, but the truth was too appalling.

				“Daddy’s dead. Mama found him in the woods, shot in the back. He scratched the name ‘Wayne’ in the dirt before he died.”

				Bella gasped, and then started crying.

				“Who’s Wayne? Why would someone kill your daddy?”

				“Mama says it’s someone from her family. She’s gone all quiet. I’ve never seen her like this. It’s nothing but pure rage.”

				“What can I do?”

				“Mama asked if you would please go to the house and stay with Jesse until we can all get back.”

				“Yes, yes, of course. I’ll leave right now. Oh, Sammie, this just breaks my heart. I’m so sorry.”

				“So am I, honey, so am I. I’ll see you there later.”

				He disconnected and hurried back to his mother. “She’s on her way. What do you need me to do?” he asked.

				She pointed into the woods.

				“Take Big Red. See if you can find where the killer stood. It has to be in that general direction. If Red can catch the scent, set him on it and see how far he’ll take you.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” Samuel said, and ran for the dog, then headed into the woods as Michael and Aidan called their wives with the news. Like Bella, the other two daughters-in-law headed to the home place to be with Jesse.

				It didn’t take Samuel long to find his daddy’s footprints because he recognized the boot tread, and even less time to find where the killer had stood when he shot him. He searched around the area and found an ejected cartridge. Rather than pick it up and possibly ruin a fingerprint, he marked the spot with a small pile of rocks, took a picture of the footprints, then set Big Red on the scent and held tight to the leash as the dog headed down the mountain.

				It was easy to follow the trail because the killer had been running and making no attempt to hide his tracks. Samuel took note of the length of the stride as he paused more than once to take pictures.

				Within ten minutes Red stopped and yipped. He’d lost the scent. Samuel followed him as he began circling the area, trying to pick it up again. The ground was hard and rocky beneath the trees, and when Samuel finally saw tire tracks from a motorcycle, his heart sank. The shooter was gone. The hunt was over. He pulled in the leash and then stopped.

				“That’s good, boy. That’s good,” he said, patting the big hound. “Let’s go back. Let’s go find Mollie.”

				The dog trotted beside Samuel as they headed back up the mountain, his tongue hanging. When they crossed a small creek Samuel stopped to let Red drink. A little rabbit hopped farther back into the brush, and a pair of squirrels scolded from the canopy above their head.

				Samuel took a couple of steps upstream from Red and squatted down beside the trickling water to wipe the sweat from his face. As he leaned over to sweep his hand through the water, he caught a glimpse of his reflection. He’d always taken great pride in looking like his father, but now it was a reminder of their loss. He set his jaw as he sloshed the water on his face. Tears were rolling down his cheeks as he stood, mixing with the water droplets as he started back up the mountain with his dog. By the time he got back to the murder scene, cops were everywhere, and the ache in his chest was firmly entrenched.

				* * *

				Leigh’s silent vigil over Stanton’s body ended when the constable and his men arrived. Once she had given her statement, she had to watch from a distance as the crime scene investigators began taking pictures of everything from the name that he’d scribbled in the dirt to the position of his body. When the medical examiner rolled the body over and realized the shot had been a through and through, the crime scene officers began looking for a bullet, hoping it had hit a tree.

				When Michael and Aidan offered to help look, their offer was rejected, so they went to stand beside their mother. They stood for a few moments before they realized she was too quiet, and began to get concerned.

				Leigh’s expression was evidence of her contempt as she watched the officers stomping around the area and examining the trees in search of the missing bullet.

				“Both of you, please, go help those fools find the bullet. It’s going to help us name the killer.”

				“We offered. They told us to step aside.”

				“Oh my God,” she muttered, as she ran a shaky hand through her tangled hair.

				“You don’t think they’ll find it?” Michael asked.

				She pointed.

				“No. Just look at them. They can plainly see where Stanton is lying and a direct line of shot would be there.” She pointed toward the northeast. “And yet look where they’re at.”

				Aidan frowned. “I don’t care what they said. I’m going to help search. This is ridiculous.”

				“I’ll go with you,” Michael said.

				They were on the other side of the clearing when Samuel came up behind his mother. He tied Big Red up and then slid a hand across her shoulder.

				She spun immediately.

				“Anything?” she asked.

				“I found a cartridge casing, and then the trail ended a ways down. He got away on a motorcycle.”

				“Where’s the cartridge?” she asked.

				“I marked the trail and let it lie. I figure the crime scene investigators will need to bag and process it.”

				Leigh paused for a moment, staring up at her second son, then she cupped his face. Her voice shook as she spoke.

				“You and Bowie look so much like your daddy.”

				Samuel pulled her into his arms.

				“We love you, Mama. We’ll all be here for you and Jesse. Always.”

				She drew a slow, shaky breath. There were tears on her face when she pulled away, but the fire in her eyes was even brighter.

				“Do you have Bowie’s number on your phone?”

				“Yes, ma’am. Do you want to call him?”

				He watched a muscle jerk at the side of her jaw and then the tears began to fall in earnest.

				“I can’t say the words yet. Will you call him for me? Tell him I need him. Tell him I said to come home.”

				“Yes, I’ll call. I have to go find a signal. I won’t be long.”

				Leigh watched him walking away and for a moment could almost imagine it was Stanton.

				Oh my God. Stanton. How am I going to live life without you in it?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Samuel tried to call Bowie but had to leave a message for him to return the call, then headed for Constable Riordan instead.

				“Sir, I have some information for you.”

				“I’m listening,” Riordan said.

				“I took my dog and trailed the shooter all the way down the mountain until the trail ended at a set of tire tracks. It was some kind of motorcycle. I took pictures of the tread and of his footprints. Give me a number and I’ll send the pictures to you. Also, there’s a spent cartridge in the brush where the shooter stood. If you’ll get one of your investigators to follow me, I’ll show him where it is. I marked the spot without picking it up.”

				Riordan’s eyes widened.

				“Good job,” he said, and then added, “I’m sure sorry for your loss. Stanton was a good man.”

				Samuel’s eyes were glassy from unshed tears, and his chest was so tight it hurt to breathe.

				“Yes, sir,” he said, and waited.

				The constable called out to one of the investigators, who came on the run.

				“What’s up?” the man asked.

				“This is Samuel Youngblood, one of the victim’s sons. He found a spent cartridge. Follow him to bag it.”

				“Yes, sir,” the investigator said, and took off after Samuel, who was already walking away.

				Despite being frowned at for interfering, it was Aidan who located the tree where the missing bullet was lodged. He turned and called out, “Here! I found the bullet.”

				A couple of the investigators came running, one with a small handsaw and the other right behind him carrying his evidence recovery kit.

				Aidan watched them saw a notch out of the tree with the bullet still in it.

				“Why didn’t you just dig it out of the tree?” he asked.

				“It can ruin the striations,” the investigator explained.

				“Ah, makes sense,” Aidan said, and watched them bag it up, tag it and enter it into evidence.

				* * *

				Bella Youngblood was relieved to see Jesse sitting on the porch when she drove up and parked. He was rocking too fast, which told her he was nervous, but at least he was still there.

				She got out and hurried up the steps. “Hi, Jesse.”

				He nodded. “Hi, Bella. Mama told me to stay here. The war’s coming,” he said.

				Bella was a tall, buxom blonde and used to Jesse’s ways. She knelt in front of the rocker and patted his knee until he looked into her eyes.

				“Are you hungry, Jesse?”

				He nodded.

				“Want to come into the house with me? You can show me what you want to eat.”

				“Mama’s gone. She told me to stay right here.”

				“She’ll be back,” Bella said, then stood up and opened the front door. “She won’t care if you come inside with me.”

				Jesse got up and followed her into the house.

				They were frying bacon for sandwiches when Maura and Leslie walked into the kitchen. Maura was six months pregnant, and Leslie was carrying her eighteen-month-old toddler on her hip.

				When the baby saw Jesse, he squealed.

				A big smile broke across Jesse’s face, and in that moment they could see the man he’d been.

				“Hey, it’s my little buddy,” Jesse said, and sat down immediately and held out his arms.

				Leslie laughed, leaned over and kissed Jesse on the cheek, and then handed over her wiggling toddler.

				“Johnny sure loves his Uncle Jesse,” she said.

				Jesse looked up at her. “Jesse loves Johnny, too.”

				“I know, honey,” Leslie said, and then quickly turned away before she started to cry.

				None of them wanted to let on that anything was wrong and get him upset, so there was no mention of what had happened or the sadness they were all feeling.

				“Are you guys up for a BLT?” Bella asked.

				Maura shook her head.

				“No thanks. I was eating soup when Michael called. I’m good.”

				Leslie held up her hand.

				“I was feeding Johnny when Aidan called. He’s eaten, but I haven’t. I would love one if there’s enough.”

				“Yes, there’s enough,” Bella said, and added a few more strips of bacon to the skillet.

				“Ow, ow, ow,” Jesse said.

				The baby laughed.

				They all turned to look. Johnny had his little fists wrapped in Jesse’s long brown hair, and every time Jesse made a face and cried out, the toddler pulled his hair.

				“Don’t let him hurt you,” Leslie cautioned.

				Jesse pulled the baby to his chest. “It doesn’t hurt,” he said, and rubbed the baby’s curly head, then looked at Leslie. “Long hair, too?”

				Leslie nodded. “Yes, Johnny’s hair will get long like yours.”

				Jesse nodded. “Daddy says ‘Youngblood tradition.’”

				The women’s eyes welled with tears.

				“You’re right. It is a Youngblood tradition.”

				“Like Samson in the Bible,” Jesse added, and hugged the little boy again.

				Bella swallowed back tears. “There’s enough bacon fried to start making sandwiches. Maura, get the bread and mayo, and, Leslie, would you please slice up a couple of tomatoes, and then put ice in the glasses and pour some sweet tea?”

				The young women set about their tasks, but their hearts were heavy. These moments here with Jesse were the calm before the storm. Once Leigh returned and the truth of their lives was out in the open, nothing would ever be the same.

				* * *

				The killer rode the motorcycle like a bat out of hell, taking all the back roads down the mountain to the Wayne family lake house. He rode straight into the detached garage and parked against the wall behind a half-dozen ATVs, grabbed a rag hanging from a nail and wiped the bike down to remove any fingerprints, then covered it with a tarp.

				The walk to the lake house was brief, and once inside, he got the cleaning kit and set about breaking down the rifle. By the time he was through cleaning it and then wiping it free of fingerprints, no one would know it had been fired. It would be back in the gun case with the others, with no one the wiser.

				When the job was finished and the gun replaced inside the case, he locked up and left. After one swift glance around to make sure nothing was out of place, he drove away in a dusty black Lexus.

				* * *

				Leigh watched them putting her husband in the body bag, and when they zipped it up, she pressed her fingers against her lips to keep from screaming as they took him away.

				When Samuel touched her shoulder, she turned to him with purpose.

				“Samuel, I need to borrow your phone. I have to call your Aunt Polly. That’s where Stanton went this morning. Then I need to call your Uncle Thomas. Stanton’s sister and brother need to hear what happened from me.”

				Samuel took out his phone and checked the signal.

				“The signal is good here. Their numbers are in my contact list if you need them.”

				“I know them,” Leigh said, and wiped her hands on her pants before she took the phone from his hands.

				Samuel kissed the side of her cheek and then walked a distance away, giving her some privacy to make the calls.

				Leigh called Stanton’s sister, Polly Cyrus, first. Her thoughts were in a jumble as she tried to figure out how to tell her without screaming, and then Polly answered and Leigh’s eyes immediately filled with tears.

				“Hello?” Polly said.

				“Polly, it’s me, Leigh.”

				Polly laughed. “Honey, I know your sweet voice.”

				“I have something to tell you, and I don’t know how,” Leigh said, and then started to cry, soft, near-silent sobs.

				Polly’s heart skipped a beat, and then she started to panic. Leigh was not the crying kind.

				“Honey, just spit it out. What’s wrong?”

				“Stanton’s dead.”

				Polly gasped and then moaned.

				“No, no, no. He was just here. What happened? Was it his heart?”

				Leigh took a breath and then choked on her sobs.

				“No, he was murdered. Shot in the back on his way home.” As she told Polly the rest, Polly went into hysterics.

				“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Leigh said. “If I could, I would die for him. I don’t know why it happened.”

				Polly was sobbing. Leigh had started to hang up when Polly’s husband, Carl, took the phone.

				“Leigh! What the hell happened? Polly’s done lost her mind.”

				Leigh told it all over again, and Carl groaned.

				“Sweet Lord, I am so sorry, honey. I’m so sorry. What can we do for you?”

				“Nothing. I just had to tell you myself. Now I’ve got to call Thomas.”

				“Do you want me to do it for you?”

				Leigh wiped her eyes and then her nose on the back of her sleeve.

				“Yes, I want you to, but I have to be the one to do it. I think Stanton’s family deserves to hear this from me.”

				“All right, then, but we’ll be coming over to your house soon.”

				He disconnected, which left Leigh with one more call to make. She punched in the numbers, dreading this call the most, because Thomas sounded so much like Stanton when he spoke.

				Thomas Youngblood answered on the third ring.

				“Hello, Samuel. How’s it going?” he said.

				Leigh sighed. She’d forgotten she was using Samuel’s phone.

				“Thomas, it’s me, Leigh. I’m just using Samuel’s phone.”

				Thomas laughed.

				“Well, you’re a lot prettier than my nephew, so that’s fine with me. What’s going on?”

				“Is Beth there with you?”

				“Yes, do you need to talk to her?”

				“No, I called for you. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t alone.”

				She heard him take a quick breath, and when he spoke again, his voice was deeper, even a bit nervous.

				“What’s wrong, girl?”

				She started all over again, saying the awful words: Stanton is dead. She ended by explaining what had happened, and that she bore the blame because it was someone from her family who’d done it.

				Thomas was crying, but the whole time he kept trying to reassure her. Finally he handed the phone off to Beth.

				“Leigh, it’s me. I am so sorry. I can’t believe this happened, but we’ll get justice for Stanton. We’ll be over to the house in a while.”

				“Okay,” Leigh said, and started to hang up, but Beth stopped her.

				“Leigh?”

				“What?” Leigh said.

				“I just want you to know how much we love you. You won’t go through this alone. You have a mountain full of people who love you and Stanton. We’ll stand beside you all the way.”

				“Thank you,” Leigh said. “I love you, too.”

				She disconnected and then waved at Samuel. He and his brothers came back on the run.

				He could tell how hard it had been for her to make those calls. Even though he was broken up about the loss of his father, he was struggling with how to help her first. He picked a piece of vine from the tangles of her hair and then cupped the side of her cheek.

				“Hey, Mama, how about I run up to the house and bring back Bella’s car so you won’t have to walk?”

				Leigh glanced back into the clearing, to the huge dark blot on the ground where Stanton had bled out, and then shook her head.

				“I need to be gone from this place. I’ll walk. Will you all walk with me?” she asked.

				They gathered around her then, like the little boys they’d once been, fussing for a place in her arms. Only this time, they were the ones who were holding on to her.

				“Yes, we’ll walk with you. I love you, Mama, and I am so sorry,” Samuel said.

				“Love you, Mama,” Michael said, and slid his arm across her back. “Yes, we’ll walk with you. Just lean on me.”

				Aidan cupped her face and then kissed her forehead. “We love you. Let us be strong for you this one time, okay?” he said.

				Tears rolled down her face as her gaze moved from face to face, and then back to Samuel.

				“Did you call Bowie?”

				“Yes, ma’am, but he was unavailable. I left a message for him to call me.”

				She nodded, leaned against Michael’s chest and reached for Aidan’s hand, and then said in a soft, shaky voice, “I want to go home.”

				They started up the mountain with Michael and Aidan on either side of her, as Samuel led the way with the dogs. Despite Leigh’s determination to walk, she kept stumbling, until finally Samuel turned around, handed the dogs off to Michael and picked her up in his arms. She never said a word. She just leaned her head against his chest and let him carry her home.

				* * *

				The sisters-in-law had cleaned up the kitchen and were doing their best to keep Jesse entertained, but he was bothered, and they knew it. He kept walking out onto the porch and then back into the house. Finally they all decided to sit outside with him, and once he settled in his rocker, he seemed to calm.

				Jesse was the first to see his brothers walking up the road. He abruptly stood.

				“Mama’s not walking,” he said.

				Before they could stop him, he was down the steps and running toward his brothers with a long, loping stride.

				“Oh, boy,” Samuel said. “Mama, you need to wake up. Jesse’s coming.”

				“I wasn’t asleep,” Leigh said, and quickly wiped her eyes as Samuel set her on her feet.

				“Are you okay?” Michael asked.

				Leigh fixed him with a look. “Are you?”

				“No.”

				She reached out and squeezed his hand. “Sorry. I’ve been emotionally gutted. I lose my manners when I feel threatened.”

				“We know, Mama. Don’t apologize to us. Just brace yourself for Jesse.”

				Leigh turned around just as Jesse came to a skidding stop and took her in his arms.

				“Mama? Are you hurt?”

				She took a slow breath, and then took his hand and laid it against her chest.

				“No, I was just tired, and Samuel carried me so I wouldn’t have to walk.”

				Jesse wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin on the crown of her head.

				“You are my mama. Did I make you sad?”

				She knew he’d seen the tears in her eyes, and she hugged him fiercely.

				“No, my sweet boy, you did not make your mama sad. Come walk with me. I need to talk to you.” She then took him by the hand and led him toward the house, talking all the way.

				The brothers watched, but their hearts were breaking. They knew the minute their mother cupped Jesse’s face that she was saying the words. And they knew from the way Jesse flinched and doubled over as if he’d just been gut-shot that one of the legs to his world had just been cut out from under him.

				“God Almighty, why is this happening?” Aidan asked, his voice thick with tears.

				Samuel shook his head and then swiped a hand across his face, and when Jesse fell to his knees, he started crying again.

				Michael wiped his tears and grabbed the dogs’ leashes.

				“I’m gonna tie them to the porch. You guys go help Mama with Jesse.”

				Samuel took two steps forward, and then his phone began to ring. He looked at it and groaned.

				“It’s Bowie. You all go on. I need to do this alone.”

				They patted him on the shoulder and then walked away.

				Samuel cleared his throat and then answered. “Hello.”

				“Hey, brother! It’s me.”

				“Bowie, I’m not going to beat around the bush. We have bad news.”

				There was a moment of silence, and then Bowie spoke, but this time the delight was gone from his voice.

				“What’s wrong?”

				Samuel tried to say the words, and then the crying got the better of him.

				Bowie Youngblood couldn’t remember seeing Samuel cry after he’d turned eighteen. Now he was scared.

				“Is it Jesse? Did something happen to Jesse?”

				“No, it’s Daddy. He’s dead, Bowie. Mama found him shot in the back.”

				Bowie’s knees went out from under him. He sank down into a chair inside the office on the drilling platform and then curled his fingers around the arm of the chair.

				“What? What did you say?”

				Samuel sighed.

				“Daddy’s dead. Mama said to call you. Mama said to tell you to come home. She needs you.”

				“God in heaven,” Bowie whispered, and felt like he was going to throw up. “How did it happen? You said someone shot him? On purpose?”

				“Yes. He scratched a name in the dirt before he died.”

				Bowie tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come.

				Samuel kept talking.

				“The name was Wayne. I didn’t get the meaning, but Mama did. She’s certain the killer’s someone from her family.”

				The shock of that reality transformed Bowie’s sorrow to instant rage. He stood abruptly.

				“Why now? That was more than thirty years ago. What the hell’s happened now to start this up again?”

				“I don’t know. It just happened a few hours ago. We just got Mama back to the house. She’s telling Jesse now, and I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night here.”

				Bowie glanced at the clock. It was just after 3:00 p.m.

				“I don’t know how long it will take to get a chopper out here to pick me up, but I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tell Mama I’m on the way. Will one of you come into Eden to pick me up when they drop me off?”

				“Yes. I will. I’m so sorry to be calling with such bad news,” Samuel added.

				“I’m sorry, too, for all of us,” Bowie said. “I love you, Samuel.”

				“Love you, too, bro,” Samuel said.

				The call disconnected, and Samuel was still standing there, staring at the phone, when he heard footsteps and looked to see Bella coming toward him. He walked into her arms and came undone.

				* * *

				Bowie came out of the office leading with his chin, and headed for the boss.

				“Claude! Claude!” he yelled to be heard over the noise on the drilling rig.

				Claude Franklin turned, saw the look on Bowie Youngblood’s face and knew something was wrong. He headed toward him at a trot.

				There were tears still on Bowie’s face when he grabbed Claude by the arm.

				“I need a chopper, ASAP. My father’s been murdered. There’s going to be hell to pay on the mountain. I need to get home as soon as possible,” he said, then began to explain.

				Claude was speechless. In his whole life he’d never known anyone who was murdered, and to hear Bowie naming the other side of his family as the ones responsible was beyond understanding.

				“Go pack. I’ll get you a chopper, son. Just get your head on straight.”

				Bowie nodded and took off toward their sleeping quarters, the long black braid hanging down his back bouncing with every step.

				* * *

				By the time Bella and Samuel got back into the house, it appeared that Leigh’s momentary weakness had passed in her need to care for her youngest son. She was sitting at Jesse’s bedside, waiting for his meds to kick in as he cried himself to sleep.

				The longer she sat, the angrier she became. By the time Jesse fell asleep, she was so mad she was shaking. She went through the house in search of her boys, calling them by name.

				They came rushing out of the kitchen, thinking she needed them to tend to Jesse. He was a big strong man and, due to his head injuries, was hard to handle when he got upset, but when they saw she was alone they slowed down.

				Leigh put her hands on her hips.

				“I’m going to Eden. I want the killer to know before he lays his head on a pillow tonight that his days are numbered. Will you go with me?”

				“Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.

				“What about Jesse?” Michael said.

				“I gave him one of his pills. He’s sound asleep.”

				“Do you want to change clothes or anything?” Samuel asked.

				Leigh looked down at the shirt and jeans she’d been wearing in the garden. They had blood all over them. She thought of
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