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  Chapter 1


Big sky country, indeed. 
The blue was different. It wasn’t the cornflower of Iowa, the azure of Gulf Shores, the sapphire of southern California. It was a distinct shade, magnified by the sheer width of the horizon. 
Alex knew that, technically, the horizon was the same width in Montana as it was everywhere else. That was one of those incontrovertible facts of living on a globe. It just seemed wider here. It seemed bigger. Maybe it was because she knew the state itself was over 600 miles from end to end, making it one of the largest states in the country. Maybe it was because they were in the part of Montana where there were more cattle than people. 
Actually, that wasn’t saying much, considering Billings had a population of 117,000, and it was the largest city in the state. 
Alex shook her head to clear the parade of facts and figures from her brain. She was loaded with them from researching the area before arriving. It was one of the hazards–and joys–of travel writing.  
“It is entirely too early for your disco ball of a brain to be blinding me,” William complained, shielding his eyes. 
Alex pulled her gaze from the big sky and grinned at her friend. “It’s eleven in the morning.” 
“Like I said; too early. But for Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, I’ll suffer through.” William lowered his arm and gripped Alex’s hand. “C’mon. Let’s go see this signature.” He started toward a boardwalk that led to a sandstone pillar, an outcropping that towered above the plains. 
“I’m still a bit surprised you’ve never been here,” Alex said, allowing him to lead the way. 
“You and me both. I’ve followed most of their trail, but hadn't gotten to this part yet.” He released her hand and climbed the stairs. 
When Alex and William first met years earlier on the Mississippi River, he’d just finished a visit to Camp Dubois, the starting point of Lewis and Clark's cross-country exploration. As they climbed to see Clark's signature from 1806, she knew William was about to lose his ever-loving mind. Standing in the place where one of his heroes had stood–there was power of place. 
The explorers intrigued Alex, but her fascination about the area leaned towards the people who’d preceded them. While Clark's visit to the sandstone pillar and the signature he'd etched were significant, it was the petroglyphs left by others that piqued her curiosity. She thought briefly of her friend Cassidy Devereaux. Alex had met Cassidy and her dashing partner, Reid McKinley, earlier that year in Gulf Shores, Alabama. The two archaeologists specialized in telling the stories of indigenous peoples, and Alex imagined a place like this would be a playground for them. Alex and Cassidy had recognized kindred spirits and kept in touch, quickly becoming good friends.  
“I can’t believe how clean it is here,” Alex marveled. “Didn’t they just have some sort of event a couple of days ago?” 
“Yep. Celebrating the anniversary of Clark’s visit. I heard it was epic. But that’s our park service for you,” William beamed. “Living embodiment of Leave No Trace. Except for things like interpretive signs and boardwalks,” he picked up his pace and pointed, “and that!” He raced down a short offshoot from the boardwalk towards the pillar, which was littered with etchings. One was framed and protected by glass:  
W. Clark 
July 25, 1806  


“There it is. W. Clark. July 25, 1806 ,” William said breathlessly. As he stood in awe of one of his namesakes’ signatures, Alex studied a nearby interpretive sign.   
“The ground on which Clark stood has weathered away but his signature has not. Because of this remaining physical evidence, the site is one of the few places along the entire Lewis and Clark Trail where you can be assured of standing in the footsteps of William Clark and other members of the Expedition.”  
Alex walked over to stand behind her friend. “I’ve heard this is the only physical remnant of Lewis and Clark’s journey. Is that true?” 
“Yes. Except maybe it isn’t.” 
“It isn’t.”  
Alex and William turned around, covering their eyes to protect them from the late morning sun. A man was backlit by the glare. “And who might you be?” he asked. 
Alex recognized him. “You're Sheridan Greene, aren't you? As in Meriwether Lewis reenactor Sheridan Greene?” 
Sheridan flashed a high-wattage smile. Alex recognized it from multiple magazine covers, which had nothing to do with his reenacting. Up until a few years ago, he’d been in the news frequently. The stories usually focused on his ruthless business dealings, although sometimes they zeroed in on his almost fanatical acquisition of historical artifacts. “One and the same, among other things.” He consulted his watch. “Are you here for the travel conference?” 
Alex replied. “What gave it away?” 
The man swept off his hat and gestured with it to items peeking out of Alex’s crossbody bag. “Notebook, pen, and that compact Canon.” 
“Well done,” she said appreciatively. 
Sheridan shrugged. “It’s my job to notice details. Was my job.” A hint of anger crossed his face. Alex imagined it stemmed from his unceremonious, and very public, ouster from the company he’d created. He quickly replaced the expression with a small smile. “You’re probably here for the reenactment, then. A bit early, aren’t you?” 
“My friend couldn’t wait,” Alex said, nodding at William. She extended her hand. “I’m Alex Paige, and this is William Blake. William Meriwether Blake, I should say.” 
“Obviously I’m a big fan of the explorers,” William said, speaking politely but without his usual warmth. “Or, my parents are. But they definitely gave me the bug.” 
Alex eyed her friend, then spoke to Sheridan. “Since we’re here early, would you have time for a quick chat before everyone else arrives?” 
“Only if we walk and talk.” He turned and started heading down the boardwalk. William held back, crossing his arms and scowling. Alex gave him a questioning look, but he just shook his head and motioned for her to follow Sheridan. 
As Alex followed Sheridan, she began formulating questions for the reenactor. He stopped at the river, consulting his watch again. “I’ve got about five minutes,” he said brusquely. 
Alex smiled. Her warmth typically thawed even the most recalcitrant subjects, but Sheridan was a veteran of both rapid-fire press conferences and in-depth profiles. She extracted her pen and notebook. “Perfect. Let’s start with your full name.” 
The man looked at her incredulously. “Surely you jest.” 
“Just being thorough,” Alex said, smiling. Of course Alex knew his full name, but she always opened with no-brainer questions. She’d build on those easy answers until he was comfortable enough with her that she could ask the harder questions and he wouldn’t blink. Plus, she figured it had been a long time since anyone had asked him who he was. 
He rolled his eyes. “Greene. Sheridan M. Greene.” He chuckled, but there was no mirth to it. “You know, I know exactly what you’re doing. Nobody’s tried that tactic on me for quite some time.” 
Alex smiled back at him. “And what tactic would that be, Sheridan M. Greene?” She didn’t ask about the initial. She knew M was for Melville, and she’d also read that he hated it, but felt that including his middle initial gave him more gravitas. The journalist who’d written that opinion had been none too impressed with Mr. Greene. 
“Ask an easy question, get me to open up, yada yada yada. It’s an age old technique, used by businessmen, lawyers, and journalists. Get the ‘yes’ from a poor sap and before he knows it, he's signing over his house, his car, and all his children, not just his firstborn.” 
Alex struggled to keep the smile on her face. His attitude reminded her of one of the reasons she'd left her job as an investigative reporter; it was hard to remain impartial around such arrogance. “Well, I promise not to be too hard on you.” 
To her surprise, Sheridan burst out in laughter, and she began to understand how he'd gotten his reputation as a man who could charm your socks off while he was simultaneously destroying your livelihood. Any charm disappeared with her next question. 
“How long have you been a Meriwether Lewis impersonator, Mr. Greene?” 
“Reenactor,” he snarled. “Not impersonator. I don’t purport to be Mr. Lewis. I reenact.” 
Alex kept her focus on Sheridan, nodding. “My apologies. When did you begin reenacting as Mr. Lewis?” 
“Three years ago.” 
His response was curt. With their limited time, Alex knew she’d have to get things moving a little faster. William stood slightly behind Sheridan so the man couldn’t see him, and she had to keep her expression stoic as her friend rolled his eyes and stuck out his tongue. 
Alex painted an expression of awe on her face. “Only three years? From the accolades I’ve seen, it would seem you’ve been doing this much longer. ‘The most convincing and heartfelt portrayal of the explorer I’ve ever seen,’ said one reviewer.” 
Sheridan brushed nonexistent fluff from his lapel, then lifted his chin in pride. “Yes, well, I understand the man.” 
“You make it sound simple, but I bet it’s anything but.” 
“Absolutely not. Meriwether Lewis was a complicated man. A great man. To be able to convincingly portray him, I have to get into his mindset.” 
“With his interests in geography, nature, science, etc., it seemed like he was quite the Renaissance man.”  
“So-called ‘Renaissance Men’ were nothing but dilettantes who lacked focus,” he snapped. “They were charming enough to make men who should have known better part with their wealth, which could have been used in much more useful and profitable pursuits. It’s obvious you’ve done some homework, Ms. Paige. But it’s equally obvious you need to do more. Maybe your colleague here can enlighten you, if he’s as much of a student of the explorers as he claims to be. Now I must be going. If you have any more questions, I’m sure CJ will be happy to talk to you. As an actor,” he said with disdain, “he's always looking for attention.” Sheridan turned away from them, and Alex heard him mutter amateurs under his breath. 
Alex bristled, glaring at the man’s back. William walked over to her side. “Did you hear that?” she asked. 
“Oh, yes. What an a–” 
“Yes, he is.” Alex said brusquely. 
William kept his focus on Sheridan as the man rounded a bend in the path. Once he was gone, William turned to face the river. “There's a reason his board kicked him out of his own company. Reasons, I should say.” 
“So I've heard.” 
“I read that review you quoted. I’ve also read others stating that Sheridan M. Greene is far too big for his 1804 britches. It’s likely if Meriwether Lewis were to meet his impersonator, he would be singularly unimpressed and would most likely issue a penance of fifty lashes for his impertinence.” 
“Ouch. That’s harsh.” 
William shrugged. “Yes, yes it was, but standard punishment. And probably why Sheridan M. Greene admires Lewis enough to become a humble reenactor.” They'd reached the river and William watched its current flow by. “He deserves those lashes and more.” 
Alex eyed her friend. She wanted to ask him so many questions. Instead, she jutted her chin at the flowing water. “So this is the mighty Yellowstone?” 
William nodded, then cleared his throat before speaking. “Hard to believe this is the carver of canyons.” He bent down to pick up a pebble and was about to toss it into the river before changing his mind and putting it back. 
“Speaking of canyons, are you doing the boat tour of Bighorn Lake tomorrow?” 
William nodded. He opened his mouth to speak when they heard the murmur of voices. “Drats. We’re late.” The two friends scurried down the path towards the visitor center. A ranger stood in front of a group of people Alex presumed were her fellow travel writers. They were all in Montana to attend The Local Tourist Xpo, a three-day event connecting people like her with destinations and companies that catered to travelers. The days leading up to the conference were filled with guided tours of the area, including this visit to Pompeys Pillar. As they neared the small crowd, she recognized a few familiar faces, then focused on one.  
“You have got to be kidding me,” she said. 
“What?” William asked, then followed her gaze. “Oh.”  






  
  Chapter 2


“Ben,” they said together. 
The man saw their mouths form his name and grinned, a lopsided smile that Alex used to find charming. “What is he doing here?” she muttered. 
“I thought he got the message after Door County,” William whispered. 
The Ranger heard him, because everyone could hear William’s whispers. “There you are. You must be Alex Paige and William Blake. Please, join us.” 
William switched his focus to the woman in the khaki and olive uniform of the National Park Service. “We are! Sorry for the dramatic entrance. I couldn’t resist getting a sneak peek.” 
The guide smiled back. “No worries. We were just getting started.” 
Alex found herself glaring at Ben. She turned away, refusing to look at him. “He definitely did not get the message,” Alex said quietly, thinking of the last time she'd seen her ex. He’d appeared at the door of her condo, even though she’d broken up with him months before and had even gone so far as to block his number and social media accounts. A knot of dread tightened in her stomach. She'd hoped to leave the drama of her past behind, but it seemed determined to follow her. William gave her a questioning look, but she shook her head. She could tell the ranger was waiting for them to stop talking. “I’ll tell you later.” William gently squeezed her hand in acknowledgment before facing the guide. 
The ranger checked a clipboard, then handed it to another park employee. “Hi everyone. Welcome to Pompeys Pillar. My name's Darcy and I'll be your guide today. How many of you have been here before?” A couple of people raised their hands, including Jackie, a writer from Seattle that Alex had met on several press trips. “Not many. Well, you’re all in for a treat. Do any of you know the story behind the name?” 
William’s hand shot up, but before the ranger could call on him, somebody else spoke. “Clark named it for Sacajawea’s son,” Ben said.  
“That’s correct,” Darcy replied. “William Clark had taken to calling Jean Baptiste by the nickname of Pomp. Now, are you ready to see Clark's signature?” 
Alex fell in line behind the ranger. Not only did she want to ask questions, she also wanted to avoid Ben. They’d barely climbed the first steps onto the boardwalk when she realized that wasn’t going to happen. 
“Fancy meeting you here,” he said under his breath. 
“Give it up, Ben,” William said, trying to get between him and Alex. “Your stalking has really gotten to be next level.” 
Ben put his hand to his chest, feigning being affronted. “Stalking? I’m here doing my job, just like you.” 
“What, you’re a travel writer now?” William scoffed. Alex focused on the ranger, getting closer to her so she could ask questions, but she still heard Ben answer. 
“As far as you know.” 
“You have got to be kidding me. How many times has she told you to leave her alone?” 
Alex stopped and turned to face them. “Both of you. Stop this. You’re being disrespectful to everyone here.” 
“Including yourselves,” Jackie said from behind the two.  
Ben turned and sneered at the Seattle writer. “The only one being disrespectful is him. I’m here to work, just like all of you.” 
“Then why don’t you do that?” 
Darcy, who’d been narrating about the landmark the entire time, finally realized her group had stopped following. She faced the bottleneck headed by William and Ben.  
Alex used her most professional voice. “I’m sorry, but would you mind repeating what you just said? It seems these two had some catching up to do.” She gave her friend and her ex looks of warning. William lowered his eyes in apology. Ben merely shrugged. 
Darcy smiled. “Not a problem. I’ve led groups much more disruptive than these two.” 
“Don’t say that; you’ll just encourage them.” 
“No doubt about that,” Jackie called. “What was it you said about the etchings?” 
Darcy launched into her narrative. “You’ll see more than just Clark’s signature. This outcropping’s been a meeting place for centuries, and considering petroglyphs go back thousands of years, it would seem making one’s mark is a human trait.” 
“But today it’s considered graffiti. Even desecration,” Alex said. “When do you think carving your name into a tree or a rock goes from being a nuisance to being history?” 
“Now that’s a great question. One I’m not sure I’m qualified to answer.” 
“It’s like a 1950s Coca Cola glass. In the ‘60s, it was old. Now it’s an antique and worth collecting,” Jackie said. “The further away we get from something’s origin, the more mysterious and interesting it becomes.” 
“Well said,” Darcy replied, then continued walking up the path. She paused where the boardwalk forked, one branch going to the top of the pillar, the other to Clark’s protected signature. “There’s only room for a couple at a time, so why don’t you take turns. When we’re all done, we’ll head up.” 
One by one, the writers walked the few steps to see the glass-covered etching. They all took photos of the signature and of the plaque underneath it, except for Ben. He stood in front of it, his arms crossed. “Huh,” he said, then turned around. Alex had been studying him, but turned to focus on the river so Ben wouldn’t catch her. What is he doing here? Why won’t he leave me alone? she thought. 
She felt him pull up beside her. He spoke into her ear, his warm breath coating her skin. “It’s not all about you, Alex Paige.” She forced herself not to react, not to stiffen, not to show him he’d disturbed her. Instead, she simply walked away. 
They reached the top of the pillar. Alex surveyed the land surrounding the outcropping. On one side, fields stretched to the horizon. On the other flowed the legendary Yellowstone River. 
She completed her panoramic view and saw Sheridan accompanied by a very tall man with red hair sticking out from under a battered hat. “I see our companions have preceded us,” Sheridan said. 
“It would seem so.” The larger man swept his cap off his head and bowed towards Alex, Jackie, Darcy, and the other women in the group. “Ladies, how kind of you to join us. I regret to inform you that our faithful guide is unable to participate in this ceremony as she’s currently attending to young Pomp.” 
Darcy stepped forward. “Captain Clark, Captain Lewis, thank you for honoring us with your presence. You must be tired after all your adventures.” 
“You don’t know the half of it,” the Clark impersonator said with a wink.  
Sheridan frowned, glaring at his partner. Alex could see what he’d meant when he said he needed to get into character. With his thinning auburn hair combed forward and steely gray eyes, he was the spitting image of the photographs she’d seen of Meriwether Lewis.  
Alex recognized Clark. It would be hard not to, considering the reenactor was an actor who’d made a name for himself in a movie about the explorers. He’d even won an Oscar and been nominated for a SAG Award. That was many years ago, though, and Carlton Joseph Powers had disappeared from public view until he resurfaced in Montana, where he bought a ranch. The actor had left Hollywood behind, although he occasionally reprised his role as William Clark. 
Powers swept his arm to encompass the vast landscape surrounding them. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it, Meri?” 
Sheridan’s frown deepened, although Alex wondered how that was possible. He stared at his companion for a moment before speaking. “Yes, Captain Clark, it most certainly is.” 
“Told you it was worth it to take that detour and join me,” the redhead said, then spoke to the group. “I certainly do appreciate your coming all this way.” He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the plains, then turned to his partner. “I heard you received correspondence from President Jefferson. Care to fill me in on its contents?” 
“All in due time.” 
“Isn’t that why I’m here? Why we’re all here? The letter stated you had something important to share. As everyone is undoubtedly weary after their long journeys, I suggest you inform us so that we may retire to camp,” Powers said through gritted teeth, his speech suddenly formal. Alex had a feeling this was not their normal performance, that somehow the man impersonating Meriwether Lewis had thrown a wrench in the works. 
William must have agreed, because she could sense his interest in the unusual interplay. His eyes shifted between the two reenactors. Darcy had also focused her attention intently on Greene, who grinned with an almost wicked tilt. “All will be revealed this evening. You'll be at the dinner?” The journalists nodded. “Splendid. Until then, why don’t we retire to camp and Captain Clark and I can fill you in on our journeys.” 
Ben checked his watch. Darcy noticed. “It will be a brief recap,” she explained. “While Captains Lewis and Clark have plenty of stories to tell us, they also know you’re on a schedule.” 
Sheridan nodded, scowling briefly at Darcy before speaking. “Yes. We are aware of your time constraints. Come. We’ll provide the briefest of outlines and then you may be on your way.” 
William stood quietly while the group filed after the reenactors. He studied them, then turned in a circle to take in the whole view.  
“What are you thinking?” Alex asked. 
“I’m thinking there’s trouble brewing with our Captains. Did you see how ‘Clark’ reacted to ‘Lewis’s’ news?” 
Alex nodded. “Sure did. Seems like Sheridan switched things up and didn’t tell his partner. I wonder what that’s all about?” 
William shook his head, then noticed Darcy waiting patiently for them. “I’m sure we’ll find out tonight,” he said, then headed towards the path, “but if Sheridan M. Greene is behind it, it’s got to be something awful.” As they descended, Alex could see Ben’s tall figure walking closely with Powers. Her curiosity about what Greene would reveal was nearly overshadowed by the presence of her ex, but she refused to let him keep her from focusing on her surroundings. They were in a place that was historically significant not just because of Clark’s signature, but because of what this pillar had meant to countless generations preceding the explorer’s presence. She was not about to let Ben ruin her experience. 






  
  Chapter 3


Alex eyed the rich purple liquid in her martini glass, then took a slow, savoring sip. 
William did the same and crooned, “Oh, won’t you be my huckleberry?” 
Alex laughed and tipped her glass to his. “Cheers to Montana!” 
“You know what’s funny?” William asked. 
“What’s that?” 
“Huckleberries don’t even grow around here. They only grow in higher elevations.” 
“But when in Montana…” 
“I’ll take it. I am definitely not complaining.” 
“Nor am I, my friend. Nor am I.” Alex set her drink on the polished bar, eyeing the wall of liquor while thinking about their experience at Pompeys Pillar that afternoon. “What do you think the big reveal’s going to be?” 
“You mean Sheridan's?” William grimaced. “I’m sure it will be something dramatic.” 
“That pretty much goes without saying. There was a time when he was on the front page of the paper every week. Stories about people like him are one of the things I don’t miss about my reporting days.” 
“I bet he’s been dying to get back into the spotlight. Whatever he’s revealing tonight, it’s got to be something juicy for him to keep it secret from Powers.” 
“I don’t know about that. The two didn’t seem like they got along too well.” 
William grunted. “No wonder. Can you imagine anyone getting along with Sheridan? I’ve met some pompous jerks in my life, but he’s just about the pompiest.” 
“Very appropriate, considering this afternoon’s venue.” 
“Ha! I didn’t even do that on purpose.”  
Alex smiled, then turned thoughtful. “From the pictures I’ve seen of Lewis, he does look an awful lot like him, though.” 
“Yeah, the resemblance is pretty uncanny. Makes me wonder if he decided to be an impersonator because of that, or if he really did have a passion for the explorers.” 
“Kind of like you? One of these days, I’m going to have to meet your parents and ask them about their naming choice.” 
William shrugged. “No need. They read the journals when Mom was pregnant with me, and Dad would read her poems by William Blake.” 
“How romantic,” Alex said, practically swooning. “I mean it. I would love to meet them.” 
He smiled, a grin with a hint of a secret. “I think you’ll be meeting them sooner rather than later.” He held her eyes until hers widened. 
“Really?” she practically squealed. 
William’s smile widened to light up his entire face. “Really. I’m asking Billy to marry me when I get back.” 
Alex grabbed William in a tight hug, tears washing down her face. “Oh, William, that is wonderful! I am so happy for you!” She pulled back to see his eyes were also shining. 
“So, I have a question for you…” 
“Yes.” 
“You don’t know what it is,” William protested. Alex waited. “If he says yes–” 
“When,” she said. “When he says yes. And I don’t care
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