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"REMIND ME AGAIN WHY we're in Possum Bottom, Minnesota and not in the Bahamas like we planned." Nathan Stokes hunched his shoulders in his dark overcoat and peered at Margaret Dalton from the confines of his scarf when they walked into the wind. "It's almost Valentine's Day, Margaret. We were going to be in the Bahamas for Valentine's Day."

"I delegated," she snapped.

Nathan jammed his hands deeper into his coat pockets. "You delegated?" He looked to his right, down the two-block shopping district and winced when the swirling wind blew snow into his face.

"I told you, Nathan. I'm the executor of Uncle Arlen Thibodeaux's will. He died a month ago and the lawyer I hired apparently didn't—or wouldn't—deal with the estate." Margaret settled her Coach purse more comfortably on her leather-coated shoulder. "I delegated the task and look where it got me."

She studied the piece of paper in her gloved hand and peered at the brass numbers on the brick storefronts. "Mother and Shannon say I need to delegate responsibility. They always say I'm too—" She glanced at Nathan, a flush pinkening her flawless porcelain complexion. "Well, you know."

Nathan did know. He could almost hear Katherine and Shannon say it. Margaret's mother and younger sister occasionally pulled him aside to prod him about his relationship with the middle Dalton girl. Margaret's such a control freak. How can you stand it? Isn't she too bossy for you?

He smiled innocently at Margaret. "Too busy?" he suggested.

"Hmm." Margaret smiled perfunctorily at a young woman in skin-tight jeans and a short jacket who walked past. The girl smiled at Nathan then gave Margaret an assessing look before moving on. "This should be it. I believe the lawyer's office is upstairs."

Nathan eyed the Possum Bottom Bowling Alley and Lanes 'O Fun warily. This trip was shaping up to be more interesting than he anticipated, although his plans were pretty damn interesting to start with. They were supposed to be on a trip to the Bahamas where he hoped to pop the Big Question while he and Margaret lounged on the beach. His daydreams about his vacation hadn't included a foray to western Minnesota through sub-zero temperatures in order to talk to a small-town lawyer about a deceased uncle's estate on an Indian reservation.

Through a cracked pane of glass, Nathan heard Garth Brooks shouting his love of friends in low places and felt a wistful kinship with the singer. The song mingled with the moist aroma of beer and cigarettes coming from an establishment that seldom experienced fresh air.

"His office is above the bowling alley?"

"There aren't a lot of options in town," Margaret pointed out.

Nathan looked across the street at the Just-A-Buck store, Al's Pharmacy and Computer Exchange, Benjamin's Baubles, and the PBBT—Possum Bottom Bank & Trust. The two-story buildings all seemed to house a business below and either another business or an apartment above. He noted the same arrangement on their meander down Main Street when they passed Julie's House of Dance, the Joltin' Java Café, the Lac Qui Parle Disc-Go-Round, and Frank's Furnaces & Furniture.

"What is Lac Qui Parle?"

"Not 'Lacky Parl'. You sound like a native. It's Lac Qui Parle," Margaret enunciated, her French accent impeccable. "It's the name of the county. And the lake, of course." She smiled at his blank expression. "Loosely translated, it means the lake that talks."

"Oh." Nathan hunched his shoulders, frowning at his reflection in a window and the light dusting of snow he spied on his military-cut brown hair. It added to the gray at his temples. "Is Possum Bottom the biggest town around?"

"The biggest one in the county." Margaret reached for a massive wooden door next to the fogged-over glass door leading to the bowling alley. "I believe there's about two or three thousand inhabitants."

"A metropolis." Nathan intercepted her, pulling open the door and slipping inside. He unbuttoned his coat and pushed it open, revealing his worn blue jeans and blue plaid flannel shirt covered by a loose blue sports jacket. He peered up the dark stairway to the landing above, where a light in a bulbous fixture dangled. Satisfied no one was above them, he turned his attention to the boxes inset into the wall.

Margaret edged into the small landing behind him and watched him inspect the brass mailboxes. "What are you doing?"

"I'm an FBI agent, Margaret. I'm naturally curious. I thought I'd check and make sure we're in the right place." He tapped one of the four mailboxes. "Jon Kincaid, Attorney at Law. Looks like we got it in one." Nathan winked at her, his smoky gray eyes glinting with mischief. "Let's get this over with and get back to the Lamb Chop."

"The Lion and Lamb," Margaret said patiently. "Our B&B is called the Lion and Lamb."

"I prefer Lamb Chop." He started up the worn wooden steps, his thick-soled boots adding a layer of gritty sand to the deposit already there.

Margaret followed, carefully pulling her beige cashmere scarf from her head and settling it around her shoulders. She tucked a strand of chestnut hair more securely into her demure French twist. Like Nathan, she wore jeans, but hers were crisp, ironed, and fit her slender body like a tailored glove. Her rust-colored turtleneck sweater exactly matched her hand-tooled leather boots that in turn matched her leather gloves, now tucked securely in her leather coat's pockets.

Margaret looked pointedly at Nathan's hand, hovering at his right side near his belt on his worn blue jeans. "Are you carrying a gun?" She eyed the loose blue sports coat he wore over his flannel shirt. "You never wear a coat unless you have a gun."

"I always wear a coat."

"My point exactly. Are you wearing a gun? We're on vacation."

"Of course I'm carrying a gun."

"It's Possum Bottom, Minnesota. Why do you need a gun?"

"Angry marsupials, perhaps?" He paused on the step above her. "Why don't you wait there and I'll see if anybody's home."

"Oh, for heaven's sake. You're seeing boogie men."

"I'm paid to see boogie men, Margaret. Wait there."

She sighed loudly but waited until Nathan ascended four steps. Then she stealthily crept up the stairs behind him, the noise from her Frye boots masked by his heavier tread and an occasional muffled shriek of warped wood from the steps.

"Margaret, just wait." He didn't turn around when he spoke.

"How did you know—?"

"I'm trained to know that kind of shit. Just wait."

Margaret hesitated until he got to the landing and disappeared around a corner. Then she darted upward, puffing by the time she got to the top of the eleven steps. She collided with Nathan, bouncing back slightly from his solid bulk when she rounded the corner and entered a small foyer in front of three doorways. 

The heels of her boots made her exactly Nathan's height and he smiled into her eyes, putting his arms around her. "Hello, there. I was expecting you."

"Quit being smug, Nathan." Margaret tried to pull away but he held her firmly. She gave up and relaxed in his arms. "What are you smiling at?"

"You." He kissed her, his lips gentle then insistent. "I think we should get back to the Pork Chop and get a fire going in that fireplace."

She put her arms around him. "You do, hmm? A fire in the fireplace?"

He tugged her nearer so their bodies were as close as winter clothing would allow. "That's not the only fire I'd like to get going." His lips brushed her ear, his dark brown beard stubble rasping her cheek and making her shiver. "You know what they say—abstinence makes the heart grow fonder."

She smiled dreamily at him. "That's not the only thing it makes grow. How long has it been since I saw you?"

"One month, three weeks, and two days." He brushed a kiss against her ear lobe. "That was the last time I saw all of you, I should say. It's been one month, three weeks and one day since you went back to St. Louis. Not that I'm counting. I'm glad your plane wasn't late. I'm anxious enough as it is."

"It was fortunate your Chicago plane and my St. Louis plane were able to meet in Minneapolis," she agreed, running her hands over the hard planes of his back. "Otherwise we might have had to do some extra driving."

"Perish the thought. Did you bring your swimsuit like I asked?"

"Yes, but why? I bought it for the Bahamas, not Possum Bottom, Minnesota."

"I have plans for that swimsuit." He pulled away reluctantly. "Let's get this legal crap over with, okay? I'm not getting any younger."

Margaret grinned. "I'm eight years older than you. I should be saying that."

"You're wearing me out, you insatiable old lady. Besides, when men approach fifty, they need to conserve their strength."

Margaret pulled him back to her. "Don't conserve too much, okay?" She put a hand on the back of his head and drew his face closer. "Your hair is short. Did you just get it cut?"

"Yep. Problem?"

"Not at all." She smiled. "I like tickly hair."

"I'm thinking of shaving my head completely." He frowned. "You know."

She nodded. "And I've told you, it doesn't matter to me if your hair is thinning or you go bald. I still think you're sexy."

He stared into her dark brown eyes. "You're wearing that perfume again."

"What perfume?"

"The stuff that makes me just a little bit crazy."

"Damn. I was hoping it made you a lot crazy." Margaret kissed him quickly then slipped out of his arms. "Is that the office?"

Nathan shook his head and staggered slightly. "You have such an effect on me, Margaret. All my blood leaves my head and pools in my—"

She shot him a reproving look.

"—toes," he finished. "Yep, that's the office."

The oak door was inset with a frosted window. Jon Kincaid, Esq. was painted on the glass in a florid black script. Nathan tested the brass doorknob cautiously, pushing open the door and looking inside. He stepped into a small antechamber.

"Nobody here." He looked at the empty wooden desk facing the doorway, another door behind it.

Margaret followed him into the space. "Perhaps his secretary is taking a break."

Nathan held up a plastic nameplate. "Megan Buchanan appears to be A.W.O.L." He put the plastic rectangle near a tidy stack of papers and went to the door behind the desk, knocking twice sharply. "Mr. Kincaid? Your three o'clock appointment is here." He pushed the door open.

"Heavens, it's cold." Margaret followed him into the inner office.

The lawyer's office was a big room with a massive oak desk facing the door with a swivel chair behind the desk, its back to a bank of windows. Nathan glimpsed a view of snow-covered fields and a frozen lake in the distance. A small black dot moved across the lake and there was the faint growl of a snowmobile. Oak file cabinets lined the wall to the right of the doorway and a floor-to-ceiling bookcase was on the left.

"The window's open." Nathan gestured to an open sash near one of the filing cabinets. "That explains the cold."

"Why would someone have the window open when it's barely zero outside?" Margaret put her hand on the radiator near the door. "The heat's on but it can't compete. I wonder where he went. I told him we'd be here between three and four."

Nathan went to the desk and looked down at the squat black telephone, the metal in/out baskets, and three massive books, each with several tufts of paper sticking out the ends. A computer keyboard and monitor sat on a side desk, the screen on the monitor dark.

"It's on," he said, looking at the power light on the monitor. "Where's the lawyer?"

"Perhaps he got his days confused." Margaret watched Nathan go around the desk and look at the papers on the top, picking up one clipped clump and reading it. "I don't think you should do that. That's probably privileged communication between attorney and client."

"Nothing here but a letter from Darla somebody and some contracts." Nathan tossed the papers back on the desk. "A seed company contract."

"It's probably still private." Margaret turned toward the outer office. "I think we should wait in the secretary's office. If he doesn't return soon, I'll leave a note."

Nathan crossed behind the desk. "Let's see why this window is open."

"Perhaps it's broken. Or maybe he spilled something and was trying to get the smell out. Or maybe he got overheated." Margaret scowled at the empty chair. "Maybe he gets hot flashes. If there's a God, men will get hot flashes so they know how it feels."

Nathan paused and regarded her over one shoulder. "Men know what a hot flash feels like. Trust me."

"Really?" She looked at him suspiciously. "What do you mean?"

"Do you get all nervous and flustered feeling? Do you break out in a sweat and feel like your face is red and funny looking?"

Margaret nodded.

"Are you exhausted when it's over?"

She nodded again.

Nathan shrugged. "That happens to me whenever I see you and I get a hard-on. Trust me. I know what a hot flash feels like."

"Oh, for heaven's sake," Margaret muttered. She crossed the room slowly. "I suppose we can have hot flashes together, then."

"Not a problem." Nathan leaned out the window. "Damn. I was afraid of something like this. I knew this trip wasn't going to work out the way I wanted."

"What?" She tried to wedge herself in front of him to look out.

Nathan shifted position, blocking her access while he pulled his gun from the holster near his waist and held it at his side. "Stay in the front office."

"What is it? Is something wrong?" She leaned over the windowsill then saw the gun in his hand. "What is it, Nathan?"

"Don't touch anything." He pulled her back from the opening, one hand on her bicep. "Margaret, don't look."

"Oh, dear." She looked up at Nathan, her eyes big. "Is he—?"

He steered her past the desk and toward the antechamber. "Don't touch anything, okay? It's a crime scene."

"Is he—?"

"I'm guessing he is, but I need to check. Wait here."

"Should I call 911?" Margaret reached for her Coach bag then saw Nathan already had a phone out and was talking into it.

"FBI Special Agent Nathan Stokes, calling from Possum Bottom, Lac Qui Parle County, Minnesota. 925-B Main Street. A male victim is down in the alley behind the building. It appears to be homicide. Hold the line; I'm going to verify status." He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at Margaret. "Stay here. Promise me."

She nodded weakly while he whirled and headed for an exit door opposite the steps they'd ascended. "Nathan?"

He paused and looked back at her.

"Homicide?"

He nodded. "Lots of blood."

"Oh." She leaned against the wall. "I see."

He noted her white face and the way she clutched her handbag. "I wish you hadn't seen. I'll be right back." He headed for the door, cursing the bad luck that tossed a dead body in his path while he was on the most important vacation of his life.

As he hoped, the door led to a staircase, dimly lit and stark. One flight down and he was out the back door, angling it open with his shoulder while raising his gun, the cell phone tucked into his coat pocket.

He was in an alleyway, one dark red truck near a trash container but otherwise empty. Low buildings on the other side of the alley faced away, presenting the appearance of rude spectators who chose not to look at the bloody body on the ground. Deep tire tracks in the snow showed where the truck came through the alley.

Nathan knelt next to the body lying on the only clear spot of pavement. He was careful not to step in the blood pool extending beyond the man's head in a fan-like pattern. The victim was dressed in dark pants and a brown sweater, the body on its side and head pressed against the pavement. When Nathan touched an out-flung wrist, he realized the man was frozen to the ground. He stood and backed away carefully, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. The agitated sound of the voice on the other end told him how often they got calls from FBI agents in Possum Bottom, Minnesota.

It was shaping up to be a very, very interesting vacation.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two


[image: image]


IF I HAVE TO BE INVOLVED in a murder investigation, thank God I have Nathan with me. Margaret took the paper coffee cup the police officer handed her, took one glance at the sludgy liquid and decided she didn't need the caffeine. She put the cup on the desk next to her and watched Nathan speak with the five other men in the glass-enclosed room next to the squad room where she sat.

Sheriff Stock stood at least a foot taller than the tallest man in the room. He peered down at Nathan as though considering what kind of insect landed in his office. Two other men sat at desks nearby, also watching Nathan, and other men walked in and out of the room, talking in low voices. A murder in town apparently brought all law enforcement personnel out of their caves and into the station house.

The police station was a squat concrete building ironically located just a few doors away from the bowling alley. Consequently, they were inundated with uniformed officials as soon as Nathan identified where they were located. Margaret counted four local police, four men in State Patrol uniforms, a couple of men in casino security uniforms, and two Sheriff's deputies all gathered in the alley. With Nathan added to the mix, it appeared every type of law enforcement official from local to national was available to view the body.

She settled back on the chair, trying to find a comfortable fit on the worn wooden seat, thinking about the body. Poor lawyer Kincaid, shot in the head and frozen to the ground outside his office. Margaret heard enough when Nathan talked to the first police officer at the scene to know the man had been there quite some time, at least long enough for blood to freeze. Of course, it was below zero outside so it probably wouldn't take long.

Margaret wrinkled her nose at the thought. What about the secretary? Where was she? Was she okay? Was the man tossed out his window? What about fingerprints and blood splatters and all that evidence stuff? She tapped a nervous beat on her knee while she considered those questions, her hand pausing at another thought.

Did this have anything to do with Uncle Arlen Thibodeaux's will?

As soon as the idea came, she dismissed it. There was no reason this involved her uncle, who was a relatively law-abiding citizen all his life. Uncle Arlen was a full-blooded Menominee Indian who lived quietly near the reservation. He and Aunt Polly, her father's sister, weren't poor, but they weren't rich. Arlen's share of gambling profits from the Laughing Lake Casino enabled them to take a few vacations and buy a nice car now and again, but they weren't in the millionaire category of casino beneficiaries.

Of course, she barely knew them. Margaret stared into the distance, dredging up the few facts she knew about this obscure side of her family. She was close to Aunt Polly in her youth because Polly and her daughter lived in Boston, where Margaret went to Bentley College. They lost touch when Margaret graduated and Polly moved to western Minnesota to teach on the Indian reservation there. In later years, they saw each other occasionally at family events and exchanged sporadic Christmas cards.

When Polly married Arlen, she also inherited Arlen's family, which included an illegitimate son with an eponymous Indian name. It was Polly who made Margaret the executor of her estate. When she died a few years ago, Arlen contacted Margaret and she handled the few minor bequests Polly made to the family. Arlen apparently made Margaret executor of his estate, too, because a month ago, a lawyer contacted her and asked her to come to Possum Bottom for a formal reading of the will.

"Margaret?"

She looked up when a woman approached her, cutting through the testosterone in the room like a proverbial knife through hot butter. Margaret wasn't the only one who noticed the newcomer. Every man in the place stopped what he was doing and eyed her, either openly or covertly. Margaret shot Nathan a look in time to see him jerk his eyes away from this vision of female perfection and wink at her. She scowled at him and turned her attention back to the woman who looked hopefully at her.

"I'm Margaret," she said, standing. "And you are...?"

"Grace. I'm Arlen's stepdaughter. Polly's daughter. Your cousin?" The woman smiled hesitantly. "Grace Jamison. Remember me? From Boston? I was a kid then, but we met again at a family reunion."

Margaret stared at the woman in front of her, looking for the sixteen-year-old girl she saw twenty years earlier. Grace had been a beautiful teenager who matured into a stunning woman. She had naturally curly dark blonde hair, tumbling in long, silky strands over her shoulders and framing an oval face with a lightly freckled complexion. Long, dark lashes fringed Grace's wide green eyes and her lips appeared to be naturally lush, with only a hint of lipstick. She also had the best body Margaret had ever seen on a woman. Grace was taller than Margaret's five-eight, but unlike Margaret's slender build, Grace Jamison was stacked with a capital S. Margaret had never seen a woman like her outside of movies. Even the loose sweater Grace wore couldn't hide her large breasts, tiny waist, or disguise her flaring hips in the dark jeans. The boots she wore emphasized her long, toned legs and drew attention to her flat stomach.

"What a surprise," Margaret said, holding out a hand. "You've grown up."

Grace hugged her. "You don't know how nice it is to see a friendly face," she murmured. "I've been feeling out of my element here."

Margaret blinked at the breathless words whispered near her ear. "Are you okay? You're here for the reading of the will, right?"

"Oh, it's not that. I knew Arlen was sick. His death was really a mercy." Grace released her and dragged a chair near to Margaret's, dropping into it with an audible sigh. She shrugged out of her dark blue winter coat, letting it ball up behind her on the chair. "It's Kerry who has me worried."

Margaret glanced at the male contingent around them and confirmed what she suspected. They were the focus of every set of eyes. She leaned back, using the action to hide her confusion. "I beg your pardon?"

Grace crossed her long legs and leaned forward. "Kerry. My stepbrother. You remember Kerry, don't you? He's had trouble in the past and I'm afraid the police might think he had something to do with this murder."

"How do you know about the murder?"

"I was in the coffee shop when someone came in and said Jon Kincaid was killed. I got here as soon as I heard." Grace glanced around, her curly hair swirling in a little dance. Several men hastily rearranged file folders or typed on their keyboards. "Kerry's on the Tribal Council and they've butted heads with the cops a few times."

"Can I get you anything, ma'am?"

Margaret watched with amusement when a young officer hovered near Grace's right side, looking anxiously at her. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties with a gawky, shy look that screamed ROOKIE. His blond hair was mowed into a precise crew cut and his pink cheeks bespoke his Scandinavian heritage.

Grace gave him a wide, beaming smile. "No, thank you. I just had a cup at the Jolt."

She turned back to Margaret and thus missed the effect she had on the young man, who took a staggering step back, almost tripping over his own feet, which were, admittedly, large. Margaret watched him right himself only to bump into a desk, dealing his leg a sharp blow. The boy didn't seem to notice. He was too busy staring at Grace.

"So you think Kerry might be in trouble? Did he know Jon Kincaid?" Margaret glanced at the glassed-in office and was unsurprised to see Nathan moving toward her. He wasn't kidding earlier when he mentioned his innate curiosity. Margaret always called him a cat in wolf's clothing because he was forever poking his nose where it didn't belong.

"I hope he's not in trouble. Kerry's very passionate about tribal rights."

Margaret's attention snapped back to Grace, alerted by the wistful sound in the younger woman's voice. Was there something between her and Kerry?

Margaret did some mental math. Kerry was her age, or slightly younger, which made him almost twenty years older than Grace. Was Grace's worry a sister's concern for a brother? Or was there something else going on?

"Care to introduce us?" Nathan came to a stop near Margaret with his hands jammed into his jeans pockets.

Grace straightened, a frightened look on her face. Nathan did have a presence, Margaret conceded. He was only five-ten, but he was bulky, solid, and tough looking with his cropped hair, craggy face, crooked nose, and wrestler's build.

"It's okay," Margaret assured her. "He's with me. This is Nathan Stokes. Nathan, this is my cousin, Grace Jamison."

Nathan stuck out his hand and Grace hesitantly put hers in his. "Nice to meet you. Sorry about your father." He released her hand and dragged over a chair to sit next to Margaret, his arm draped over the back of her chair.

Margaret hid a smile at Nathan's mild-mannered, bemused good-old-boy façade. His ability to blend into his surroundings was a trait that always astonished her. It was probably why he was so good at what he did. He truly was a wolf in sheep's clothing.

"Arlen wasn't my father, he was my stepfather. My father died when I was young and Polly married Arlen about four years later," Grace explained. "But thank you anyway," she hastened to add, as though afraid she hurt Nathan's feelings. Grace leaned back and looked from Margaret to Nathan. "Are you married or something?"

Margaret glanced at Nathan then shook her head. "Just good friends. Nathan's with the FBI. I met him a few months ago."

"Slightly more than good friends." Nathan's hand moved to Margaret's shoulder.

Margaret raised an eyebrow but didn't comment. He was getting fussy lately about their relationship, dropping hints that he wanted them to get serious. In the eight months since they met, they progressed quickly from casual acquaintance to torrid affair, finally settling into a comfortable but sporadic relationship. Nathan's schedule as an FBI field agent made it hard to plan ahead and the fact she lived in St. Louis and he lived in Chicago meant they had large phone bills and stolen weekends whenever they could. Margaret dodged his questions about the future, more because she wasn't sure how she felt than anything. Their relationship was fun, spontaneous, and simple. Margaret wasn't looking for complications.

Of course, being tossed into the middle of a murder investigation is a complication. She put her left hand on his leg, feeling the solid warmth. Nathan was big and sturdy like a football player, with thighs almost as big around as her waist. His bulk always surprised her when she saw him after a long absence.

"Why are you here? Did they call you in because of the tribal connection?" Grace looked anxiously at Nathan, her eyes like green pools of summer water. "The FBI has jurisdiction in tribal matters. It's always been a problem."

Nathan shook his head. "Nope, I'm not here on business. I just came to keep Margaret company. We were supposed to take a vacation together and we decided, well, heck, we may as well come to Possum Bottom."

He smiled at Grace as though this was the most logical thing in the world. Only Margaret heard the underlying irritation in his casual tone. She sighed. She'd have to make it up to him somehow. Their lost Bahaman adventure was going to be a sore point with him if she didn't.

"Did you come for the reading of the will?"

His light tone seemed to alleviate Grace's nervousness because she visibly relaxed. Margaret noticed that when Grace relaxed, the men in the room came to attention. And probably at attention in more ways than one. Margaret looked at Nathan out of the corner of her eye and saw his polite focus on Grace. His hand tightened slightly on her shoulder and he smiled as though to say, You won't catch me ogling your cousin. Margaret rolled her eyes and settled back into his light embrace.

"Kerry thought I should come. He said Daddy Arlen left me something. And I wanted to see Kerry, anyway. It's been a long time since I lived here. I was eighteen when I went east to stay with my father's family and go to school. I used to spend summers here but since Mom died, I've only come back once or twice." Grace pushed her hair over one shoulder and the long curls bounced with a life of their own.

"How come?" Nathan propped his right ankle on his left knee. The action made Margaret slide even closer to him so she was tucked securely under his arm. "Wasn't this home to you?"

Grace looked surprised by the question. "I don't know. Mom felt I should travel and my father's family was out in Boston." She looked around at the assembled law officers, many of whom watched them. "It's not a very comfortable place to live if you're Indian," she
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