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As Haley Winequest hiked through the woods, she couldn’t help feeling as though things would be changing for her very soon. She still questioned whether moving to Sobaco, Oregon, would result in her locating the marijuana plants responsible for her fiancé’s death, but her odds were certainly better here than they had been in Seattle.

She squinted past a copse of trees, wondering where a drug organization would choose to plant their illegal garden. It struck her as rather reckless for a drug cartel to keep their inventory out in the open where an animal could eat through it. Somehow, she’d never considered that a drug lord’s chief competitor might be a bunny rabbit.

Or maybe Michael had it all wrong, Haley thought as she headed down the path carved out for people who wanted to be close to nature but not at the expense of muddying their shoes. Given how ridiculous her fiancé could become when the drugs had him under their control, maybe he’d hallucinated the entire conversation with his dealer, later repeating it to Haley as fact.

Still, this was the only lead she had.

Haley said a silent apology to her new hiking boots before veering off the trail and into a patch of trees, figuring any semi-intelligent drug cartel would opt to plant weed off the beaten path. Despite the branches she had to bat away from her face, Haley felt a pinch of excitement. It took her a moment to recognize the emotion, not having experienced it much during the past few years. Apparently, vigilante missions could be good for the soul.

After walking for another fifteen minutes, Haley spotted what might be the tips of marijuana plants. Her breath caught at the sight. She’d dreamed of this moment so many times that the actual experience seemed almost surreal.

Either that or her desperation to find the marijuana and return to an air-conditioned environment was driving her to hallucinate on this hot July day.

Haley picked up her pace. From this distance, the growth area appeared quite large, about the same size as the two-bedroom condo she had shared with Michael in Seattle. A smattering of trees prevented the cannabis from occupying an uninterrupted expanse, making it difficult to tell exactly how much marijuana was out here. But even accounting for the natural growth, the number of plants looked substantial.

As she neared the area, she squinted at the leaves, trying to conjure up one of the images she’d found online to see if it matched. But instead of a cannabis photo, the image of Michael’s lifeless body slumped in their bed materialized. Before his death at age forty-one, she had always assumed only geriatrics and avid bacon consumers could suffer from heart attacks. Of course, before then she’d never considered how dangerous street marijuana could be either.

Haley started as movement caught her eye. A man straightened on the opposite side of the garden, mopping sweat off of his forehead using the sleeve of his black T-shirt.

She jumped as the man lifted his head and locked eyes with her. In spite of the many times she’d dreamed of confronting one of Michael’s drug suppliers, now she felt a spurt of fear. She swore a fearful look passed over the man’s face as well, although from this distance it was difficult to tell. Given her unimposing five-foot-six stature, the man’s reaction cinched her suspicion that these were marijuana plants.

Haley watched as the man spun on his heel and hustled toward the dense growth of trees on the opposite side of the patch. Whatever fear she had felt earlier vanished, now superseded by her burning desire to prevent his escape. Given that this grower had been in operation for at least four years—the duration of Michael’s bout as a loyal client—Haley couldn’t rely on the police to catch him. If he got away, he’d be free to sell his toxic product to some other woman’s unsuspecting fiancé, effectively ruining another set of lives.

“Freeze!” she yelled.

Haley jogged forward, stumbling when her foot caught on a branch. As the wood cracked under her weight, she added “lack of cohesive carpeting” to her growing list of reasons for avoiding the outdoors.

The man jerked his head toward the noise before changing directions and running straight at her. Haley blinked, too stunned to react. Then a fresh burst of adrenaline gushed into her bloodstream. Her line of vision shifted, and her gaze locked on to the object in his hand. It could have been a knife or pruning shears or, for that matter, a cooking spatula. Everything was happening too fast for her to focus.

He brushed past her, his elbow knocking into her shoulder as he dashed in the direction of the nature trail. Haley ran after him. She felt almost possessed by the idea of finally avenging her fiancé’s death. Even the possibility of the drug cultivator wielding a knife couldn’t deter her. Vigilante justice didn’t come without perils, and Haley could worry about getting stabbed when the time came.

She’d barely covered several yards when she collided with something heavy. She dropped to the ground as the wind rushed out of her lungs.

“You need to pay attention to where you’re going,” a male voice said.

Haley lifted her face. A different man than the one she had been chasing stood above her.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked. “You’re almost a mile from the path.”

Haley looked around, her frustration mounting when she saw the man she had been chasing was nowhere in sight. She’d come so close to confronting one of her fiancé’s suppliers only to have him get away.

“You shouldn’t be this far from the main trail,” the man in front of her now continued. “The nature trail serves a very distinct purpose: to keep the public from hurting themselves in the wilderness.”

“You could help me up,” she said, wiping her dirty hands on her jeans.

He frowned, not moving. She couldn’t pinpoint what about him irritated her most, his superior attitude or his role in thwarting her chance to catch a marijuana grower.

But after another moment passed, he set something down and extended his hand. He gritted his teeth as she took it, making her wish she hadn’t already brushed most of the grime off her fingers.

Remembering her manners, she offered the man a curt “Thanks.” His sour expression tightened a notch, spurring her to add, “It’s customary to say ‘you’re welcome’ in response.”

He continued to stare at her as though trying to figure out her angle.

Haley glanced at the object he’d set down to free his hand. “What’s that?”

“An animal carrier.”

“Oh.” Haley’s curiosity piqued. As much as she would prefer not to encounter wild animals, she didn’t mind seeing one caged.

She tried to peer through the aerated lid. The cage looked large enough to conceal a cougar. Maybe the big cats roamed through the forests here, feasting off hikers and snacking on marijuana leaves.

He blocked her view by stepping in front of her. “You never told me what you’re doing off the trail.”

“That’s none of your business.” She glared at him. “For that matter, what are you doing off the trail?”

His face darkened, but he didn’t answer her question.

It struck her that she was standing in the middle of the woods with a complete stranger. The thought sent a shiver down her spine. Judging from the thirty-something man’s broad shoulders and impressive muscles, she would be helpless to stop him from overpowering her.

Haley inched her hand toward her jeans pocket, where she’d stashed her BlackBerry. She had to call in her discovery of the marijuana anyway, and the sooner she dialed the sooner she could rectify the problem of nobody having a clue about her current whereabouts. 

Her hand shook as she dug out her phone. She became acutely aware of the man watching her as she punched the big button to bypass her password before making an emergency call.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I need to call someone,” she said, hating the way her voice wavered.

He watched as Haley fumbled her attempt to key in the three-digit phone number. “You don’t need to fear me,” he said.

“I don’t,” she replied, although in truth she didn’t know whether she should be more concerned about the man standing before her or the one she had seen earlier.

He rolled his upper body forward without moving his feet, his gaze aimed at her BlackBerry. “Then why are you dialing 9-1-1?”

His hot breath on her face caused her to lose her grip on the phone. A cloud of dirt puffed up as it hit the ground.

“Darn it.”

She crouched down, but before she could grab hold of the BlackBerry, the man bent over and swiped it.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded. She knew she should be more terrified than ever now, but her emotions and thoughts were getting increasingly out of sync. She wondered if this was what it felt like to be high.

As the man studied the phone’s face, Haley surveyed his outfit. Dressed in a black button-down shirt and matching slacks, he appeared to be wearing a standard-issue uniform. Some sort of logo adorned his shirt, but the fabric was bunched in such a way that she couldn’t make out the words. Maybe he was a park ranger with a subspecialty of trapping wildlife. That would explain his poor grasp of social manners and general boorish nature. The man probably didn’t have much experience interacting with humans.

He slipped her BlackBerry into his breast pocket. “You don’t need to call anyone.”

Haley clamped her hands on her hips. “I do if I want to report that big patch of marijuana growing not fifty feet away from us and the person I saw tending to it.”

His eyes widened. “Marijuana?”

“That’s what I said.” She held one hand out, palm up. “So can I have my phone back now, please?”

“Not so fast.” He ignored her outstretched palm as easily as he did the fact that she actually owned the phone in question. “What are you doing out here next to marijuana plants?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“You’re damn right it’s my business.”

He reached into the back pocket of his slacks, causing Haley to freeze. But instead of a weapon, he extracted what looked to be his wallet. He flipped the front flap over and thrust it two inches from her face, causing her to flinch. 

“I’m with the police department,” he said, giving her a level look.

Haley’s hands fell to her sides. “Oh.”

He shoved the badge back into his pocket. “I’m Officer Justice.”

Haley regarded him, unsure whether she should laugh. “Justice” was the most unoriginal made-up name for an officer of the law if she had ever heard one.

But his face lacked any trace of humor. Apparently he really had been graced with such a surname.

Haley swallowed hard, wishing now that she’d treated Mr. Justice a bit nicer.

“You better have a damn good excuse for tromping around out here cultivating cannabis,” Justice continued.

“Cultivating cannabis?” Haley sputtered. “I did nothing of the sort. I didn’t even know the plants existed until now. I happened upon them by accident.” He didn’t need to know she had stepped out this afternoon on a mission to locate the drugs.

He squinted at her hands. “You sure look like you’ve been gardening today.”

Haley’s gaze dropped to her palms, which were specked with dirt. “I had to brace my fall when you ran into me, remember?”

“When I ran into you? You were the one who came running out of the woods like you’d been up to something illegal.”

“Look,” Haley said, slowing her speech so her words had a better chance of penetrating his thick skull, “the plants don’t belong to me. I just happened to come across them.”

“And you also just happened to come across a person tending to them.” Justice looked around with exaggerated head movements. “A person who is nowhere in sight.”

Haley tilted her chin up. “That’s right.”

“That’s rather convenient, don’t you think? You’re out here in the middle of the woods, far off the trail carved out for hikers, and all these damning events start occurring?”

“As an officer of the law, shouldn’t you keep a bit more of an open mind? Did it ever occur to you that if you stopped wasting your time interrogating me, you’d have a better chance of catching the person actually responsible for the pot?”

Justice didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he fixed Haley under his laser-like gaze again. After a long, uncomfortable moment, he finally spoke.

“All right. For now, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you’re telling the truth.”

“Gee, thanks,” Haley muttered, although her stomach unclenched a little.

Officer Justice reached into his breast pocket, looking startled when his hand emerged holding her BlackBerry. He stared at it for a moment before returning it to her. She snatched it from him, careful to avoid any direct contact.

Justice reached back into his pocket and extracted a notepad and pen. “I’ll need your name and phone number,” he said, flipping to a section somewhere in the pad.

“Are you a narcotics officer?” Haley was surprised a man walking around in the middle of the woods with an animal carrier was equipped to record a witness statement.

Justice regarded her, letting a silent moment pass. “Name and phone number, please.”

She sighed. “Haley Winequest.” She recited her cell phone number.

Justice paused after jotting down the information. “You’re not a resident of Sobaco.”

She figured he recognized her Seattle area code. “I just moved here today.”

Officer Justice dragged his gaze over Haley’s face, prompting her to wonder how much of her mascara had sweated off. “Tell me, on your first day here you felt compelled to wander off the pedestrian trail?” he said.

“I enjoy hiking.” She prayed Officer Justice wouldn’t notice her entire outfit down to her hiking boots was brand-new. With any luck, she’d managed to find all the price tags. “Last I checked, there’s nothing illegal about hiking, even for residents new to town.”

Justice continued to watch her, as if he were waiting for her to elaborate. Haley didn’t know what he wanted her to say.

He shrugged when enough time had passed for even someone as thick-headed as him to realize that she had no intention of admitting to criminal activity. “Tell me what you remember seeing,” he said. A pregnant pause elapsed before he added, “If you can.”

Haley tamped down her inclination to deliver an equally rude reply and opted to simply answer his question. “I was walking through these woods when I saw the marijuana.” The patch as a whole remained largely invisible from their location, so she pointed in its direction. “The plants are that way. They cover a rather large area. I doubt you’ll have difficulty finding them.”

“How do you know you saw cannabis?”

“Doesn’t everyone know what cannabis looks like?”

Sweat beaded on her forehead as Justice scrutinized her. Maybe she should have downplayed her certainty that the plants were marijuana. Thank goodness she hadn’t brought any of the pictures she’d printed off the Internet. She doubted Officer Justice would support her right to free access of information when she stood not fifty feet away from the real thing.

“What did you see after you spotted the cannabis?” he asked.

“I saw a man pruning the plants.”

Justice raised his eyebrows. “Pruning?”

“Or whatever people do to marijuana.” Haley shrugged, trying not to show how smug she felt over not knowing the proper pot terminology. “I don’t really know what he was doing.”

Justice nodded, as if he expected as much from an eyewitness of Haley’s caliber. She glared at him, but he’d already dropped his gaze to jot something on his pad.

“What happened after you saw this man?”

“He spotted me and took off.”

“The man took off?”

“Yes.”

“I need you to recount exactly what you were doing when you interrupted this alleged man.”

Haley bristled from his use of the term “alleged.” Maybe blaming the eyewitness substituted for creative police work in small towns. She had only arrived this morning, but pulling off the freeway exit and navigating through the miles of two-lane streets had left her with the impression that Sobaco was far from civilization. The police likely didn’t even know how to handle a narcotics investigation. Judging from the animal carrier, the biggest challenge Officer Justice usually faced was trapping mischievous nuisance animals.

“I wasn’t doing anything,” Haley said now. “I told you, I was taking a walk, and then I saw the marijuana and the man. He started running. I yelled ‘Freeze,’ and he changed course and headed toward me instead.”

Justice’s hand stilled. “You yelled ‘Freeze’?”

“I wanted him to stop running.”

His face hardened. “So you impersonated a police officer.”

“No. I merely said ‘Freeze.’ Are average citizens not allowed to use such vernacular?”

Officer Justice stared at her for such a long moment that she itched to ask whether he knew the definition of “vernacular.”

He finally returned his focus to his notepad. “You’re sure it was a man tending to the plants?”

“Of course.”

He arched an eyebrow as if skeptical of her ability to identify anyone’s gender without the person yanking down his pants. In fact, in keeping with his current line of fruitless questioning, maybe an inquiry about the man’s pantless state would be his next question.

“Do you remember any details about the alleged man?” he said.

“Yes,” Haley snapped. “He was close enough for me to touch at one point.”

The downward slant of the police officer’s mouth suggested that he didn’t find that observation particularly impressive.

“He looked to be in his forties,” she added. “He wore jeans and a black T-shirt. And he had short hair.”

Officer Justice crooked his pen. “And?”

“And . . . he was tan.”

“Tan?”

Haley nodded.

“Anything else?”

Haley thought for a second. “He was carrying something.”

“What?”

“It looked to be metal. A knife maybe.”

“A knife?”

“I’m not sure.” Haley decided not to mention that the object could just as easily have been a can opener. “Maybe. I didn’t really get a good look at it. It could have been anything really.”

Haley swore he murmured “anything really” as he wrote, presumably jotting it down.

“Anything else?” he asked.

She shook her head, feeling suddenly inadequate for not having paid closer attention to the man’s face. “He ran awfully fast after he saw me.”

Justice nodded. “Once we’re finished here, I’ll comb the presumed path this man took in search of whatever you think he had in his possession, as well as any additional evidence.”

Haley stiffened, figuring his inclusion of the word “presumed” summed up what he thought of her story.

“You say you’re new in town?” he went on.

“I just moved here today.”

“Where from?”

“Seattle.”

Officer Justice frowned, as if she must be responsible for bringing Seattle’s big-city crimes to his little town. Then he flipped his notepad shut and slipped it and his pen back into his breast pocket. “Okay, we’re done here.” He appeared to struggle with something, then he said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

They stared at each other for a moment longer. Finally Justice cleared his throat and pointed off to his right. When he turned, she noticed the holstered gun belted to his side, wondering how she’d missed it earlier. “Head that way and you’ll find the trail,” he told her.

Haley took a step in the indicated direction. “Thanks.”

As she trekked back through the woods, she swore she heard Officer Justice call out a belated “You’re welcome.”
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Despite running into a drug dealer, being knocked to the ground by Officer Justice, and enduring questioning as if she were a common criminal, Haley had been feeling relatively upbeat while in the woods. After all, she’d found a huge marijuana patch, the biggest lead she could imagine in her mission to avenge her fiancé’s death. Even the nagging dread that the police thought she’d planted it failed to dampen her spirits.

By the next morning, however, her euphoria was gone. She woke up and automatically reached across the bed, her hand falling flat against the sheets exactly as it had every morning during the past four months. She was alone again.

The solitude made her chest feel as though it had been hollowed out, her internal organs replaced with a gaping hole. She’d hoped a new environment would at least justify the familiar sense of displacement, but the emotion exceeded the sensation of awakening in unfamiliar surroundings. Haley felt lost in her own body.

She wondered if this was how Michael had felt when the drugs took hold. Before marijuana had entered her fiancé’s life, she had never classified it as a serious drug. She certainly hadn’t believed it to rival heroin or cocaine, the use of which would have been immediate grounds for her to call off their engagement, kick Michael in the nuts, and move out of his condo. But after witnessing his slow decline of ambition over the years, she began to resent the drug as much as she did her fiancé.

Haley sighed and rolled out of bed, shuffling into the living room where she could stare at her unpacked boxes. After driving into town yesterday morning she’d gone as far as unloading her car and the little moving trailer she’d rented, but she had yet to unpack anything except an almost-depleted roll of toilet paper and her cosmetics, promptly using both in preparation for her hike.

She had only brought items she didn’t feel any sentimental attachment to. Anything that reminded her of Michael or their life together she’d left in his Seattle condo for his parents to deal with. This decision had left her with a hodgepodge of things that didn’t have much use without its match. For example, she’d taken the DVD player she’d purchased before meeting Michael but had left the television they’d picked out together. She had saved a handful of utensils abandoned by her college roommate years ago but lacked any dishes because she’d once witnessed Michael rolling a joint on one of their dinner plates.

Her illogical collection looked even more pathetic given the size of her rental. This three-bedroom house spanned almost double the square footage of the Seattle condo, spreading her sparse furnishings out so the items looked more like detritus left behind by the previous tenant.

Haley glanced around, wondering why she had bothered bringing anything at all. She doubted she’d keep on expecting to wake up next to Michael if she slept on the floor, regretting even the guest bed she’d struggled to drag across state lines.

What she should have done was left everything except her extensive collection of makeup, clothes, and shoes, and driven to Sobaco armed only with the papers she’d gathered in preparation for her mission. The papers fit in just one box, the one marked with her late fiancé’s name.

She grabbed the box and sat in her desk chair. Her heart beat faster as she flipped open the lid, exposing all the information she’d accumulated on Michael’s vice.

“I buy it from an old high school buddy,” Michael had told her when she’d asked where he got the damn stuff. “He gets it from a guy who picks it up in Sobaco.”

“Sobaco?” Haley had never heard of the dinky town before then.

“Sobaco, Oregon.” Michael’s eyes had glazed over as he lit another joint and the drugs numbed him to the injustices of the world. “That’s where this stuff grows.”

Haley had stared at the joint he held up, his arm looking like an overcooked spaghetti noodle. She had felt like ripping the doobie from him and throwing it in his face, but she knew that would only start another one of the fights starting to define their relationship.

“But you can’t tell anyone,” Michael added breathlessly, trying not to exhale too soon. “I’m only telling you this because you said we should be open about everything.”

Haley couldn’t explain the fire that had seared through her then. After all, she had said those exact words, months ago when she was livid after discovering Michael had secured a job interview he’d never bothered to tell her about. When she’d confronted him, he had justified the omission by claiming, “Those bastards weren’t going to hire me anyway,” a sentiment that had Haley itching to scream that of course they wouldn’t, not with the cloying smell of marijuana clinging to him like kudzu.

Rationally, she knew he chose to abuse drugs, but she found herself shifting more and more of the blame to the drug’s allure. If she hoped to salvage their relationship, she needed something to pin her ever-present anger on besides her fiancé.

And after his fatal heart attack four months ago, the drug remained the only thing left to blame. Neither Michael nor anyone in his family had a history of heart disease, giving merit to her suspicion that something in the pot had contributed to his weakened heart.

She desperately needed to believe his damaged heart wasn’t her doing.

She had gone so far as to have some of Michael’s pot tested. The results hadn’t surprised her. The street substance was laced with a mishmash of pesticides. The lab couldn’t conclusively say that four years of inhaling the tainted stuff had contributed to Michael’s premature heart attack, but she knew.

That day marked the beginning of her obsession to track down the people responsible for Michael’s pot—the same people who had destroyed her life.

Then, one day, she began to craft a plan. The first step of that plan required her to move to Sobaco and locate the marijuana.

She still hadn’t figured out the second step of her plan.

Sighing, Haley forced her attention away from the papers detailing more about marijuana horticulture than she’d ever wanted to learn. Besides, she already knew every last detail of every paper in the box she’d brought with her. And, after her find in the woods, she needed to concentrate on identifying the culprits.

She glanced at her BlackBerry, surprised to note that an hour had passed since she’d woken up. She wondered if the press had gotten word of the drug bust in time to report the latest in the Sunday paper. Perhaps they’d printed something that would help lead her to the organization responsible. With any luck, the previous tenant had forgotten to stop his subscription and today’s newspaper lay waiting on the doorstep.

Guided by a burst of energy, Haley threw open the front door. Her jaw fell open when her eyes alighted on the police officer who had questioned her yesterday. After his interrogation, she had considered that Officer Justice—if that was his real name—would track her down and arrest her before she’d unpacked, but she hadn’t really treated the idea seriously.

Yet, now, here he was.

Justice eyed her up and down as he approached. Haley tried to smooth out her clothes, wishing she had changed out of her pink pajamas dotted with tiny reindeer. If she had known she might be carted off to jail first thing this morning, she would have taken the time to put on some makeup.

Her self-consciousness didn’t abate any when she noticed that Justice looked pretty sharp dressed in his black work uniform. At least his eyes were bloodshot, she thought, although that might only mean he’d been working all night to convince a judge of Haley’s viability as a drug suspect.

After what felt like an eternity, he dragged his gaze back up to her face. “I didn’t realize you were my new neighbor, although I should have guessed as much.”

“Excuse me?” Haley’s eyes darted toward his hands in search of an arrest warrant.

“We don’t have a high turnover in Sobaco. When you mentioned you’d just relocated here, I should have figured you were the one who’d moved into this house.”

Haley gazed past his shoulder. She realized now that he must not have been standing in her yard but his own. 

She jumped as Justice thrust his hand out.

“I’m Luke,” he said. “Luke Justice, your neighbor.” He attempted a smile but it fell flat. “And local law-enforcement officer.”

She stared at his open palm for a moment before grabbing his hand. Then she shook vigorously to make it clear she hadn’t had anything to do with planting that marijuana in the woods. After all, would a drug supplier greet an officer on their doorstep with such enthusiasm?

“Haley Winequest,” she said, her breath catching from the effort required to maintain her end of the handshake.

Justice disentangled his hand and slipped it into his pants pocket. “I know. I took your statement yesterday, remember?”

“Of course I remember,” Haley spat, recalling how he’d looked at her. She immediately regretted her tone. “I mean, yes, I remember, Officer Justice.”

“Call me Luke.”

Haley hesitated to think of Justice by his first name, but seeing as how she was stuck with the guy as her neighbor she figured she might as well get used to it. Besides, “Luke” seemed a more appropriate moniker for the police officer standing on her doorstep than the ridiculous “Justice.”

Luke rose to his toes as he tried to peek over her shoulder. Reminded of the marijuana printouts scattered all over her desk, she shifted a little to better block his view. She’d have to remember to keep the papers out of sight. She viewed her next-door neighbor’s profession as an extension of her bad luck and silently cursed the foolish impulse that had spurred her to sign a six-month lease.

“You didn’t happen to see the Sunday paper on your way over here, did you?” she asked. She looked around, hoping Luke would abandon his doorway inspection to do the same.

He seemed to get the hint. He set his feet flat on the ground again and redirected his attention to her. “Sunday paper?”

“I don’t have a subscription yet myself, but maybe the previous tenant forgot to cancel his.”

Luke frowned. “Sobaco doesn’t have a newspaper.”

Haley’s jaw slipped open. Sobaco didn’t have a newspaper? How could a town exist without a newspaper, even just a thin Sunday missive offering nothing more newsworthy than the latest crossword puzzle?

“News generally travels by word-of-mouth here,” Luke said. He must have noticed her flabbergasted expression, because he added, “Die-hard news junkies can subscribe to Eugene’s Register-Guard.”

“Would the drug bust be in the Eugene paper?” Haley asked.

“Doubtful.”

Her spirits deflated, but she tried not to show it. She didn’t want Luke thinking she harbored more than the natural curiosity of a nature hiker making an unfortunate discovery.

“I doubt the chief will issue a press release until we finish our collection efforts,” he continued. “In fact, I only took a short break to shower and change.”

“So the chief is in charge,” Haley mused, taking heart that someone undoubtedly more competent than Luke Justice would be leading this case.

Luke nodded. “Although you gave me a statement already, if he thinks it’s important enough he’ll want to talk to you himself.”

“What do you mean ‘if he thinks it’s important enough’?” His statement caused what little confidence she had in the local force to evaporate altogether. “Enough marijuana to buzz an entire third-world country exists out in those woods, for God’s sake.”

Luke rocked back on his heels. She took a deep breath, reminding herself to calm down. She was supposed to be an impartial eyewitness. He didn’t have to know that she’d just now vowed to revisit the woods in search of clues leading to the drug organization’s identity as soon as he left. She obviously couldn’t rely on the police to conduct a decent investigation.

Except Luke didn’t seem to be in a rush to leave. He stood on the doorstep, the edges of his mouth twitching as though he had something else to say.

Haley started counting backward from ten as she waited for him to speak. She made it to seven before retreating a step. “Well, I need to hustle if I’m going to get my hike in before it gets too hot.”

Luke’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not allowed in the woods.”

“What? Why not?”

“We have the area cordoned off. Nobody is allowed in until we’ve confiscated the cannabis and combed through the surrounding location.”

“You’re barricading the entire woods?”

Luke squinted at her as if she’d sprouted two heads. “Not physically. But all visitors will be denied access until police seizure efforts are complete.”

Haley’s heart sank. Although she would bet the police would overlook some key piece of evidence, whatever eluded their attention would almost assuredly be rendered useless after Luke’s cohorts trod through the scene.

“I should tell you, I encountered an individual on the trail yesterday who could be the same person you saw,” Luke said.

Haley’s eyes snapped toward his. “And you didn’t arrest him?”

“I had no grounds to.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d come so close to avenging Michael’s death only to have her efforts result in this: a briefly spotted man who’d gotten away. That disappointment combined with the discovery of an unpleasant, incompetent cop as her new neighbor made her seriously question whether the universe was conspiring against her.

“But I did make a rough sketch of the guy,” Luke added. “You could take a look and confirm whether he’s the person you saw.”

Haley bobbed her head. “Yes. Sure. I’d love that.”

He started across the lawn, and she practically mowed over him in her rush to see this sketch.

He halted, eyeing her down the bridge of his nose. “Stay here, and I’ll get it.”

She froze in her tracks. “Okay.”

After staring at her for another moment, he stepped past her. She watched as he disappeared into the house next door, then decided she’d look less like a psychopath if she waited for his return from her own doorway.

He didn’t take long to reemerge. Haley forced herself not to snatch the sketch from him when he handed it over.

But the drawing wasn’t nearly as helpful as she had hoped. Luke Justice clearly possessed about as much artistic talent as charisma. She could see no resemblance between his amateurish drawing and the man she’d encountered in the woods yesterday.

“The person I ran into was Latino,” Luke said. “That fits with your observation of him being tan.”

Haley presumed the man’s race was what Luke had attempted to capture by shading his drawing. She pointed to a dark circle colored in near the man’s chin, not sure whether Luke had simply lost control of his crayon. “What’s this?”

“A mole. The man I saw had a very prominent mole on the left side of his chin.”

Haley tried to remember if the person she’d seen had any distinguishing facial characteristics but drew a blank.

Luke pointed to where the man’s ear would be if he hadn’t replaced it with a bulbous tumor. “And the angle here isn’t correct, but I spotted a crucifix tattoo behind the man’s left ear. Here.” He flipped the paper over. On the other side, he’d sketched a stick person centered on a cross. “This is what it looks like.”

Haley tapped her foot, frustrated by her inability to recall the same details. Was she really so unobservant?

The marijuana grower had moved rather quickly, she reminded herself as she turned the page back over. If Luke had passed the guy while strolling along the trail, naturally he would remember more about him. He’d probably had several seconds, maybe even a couple minutes, to study him as he approached.

“Does my rendition jibe with your recollection?” Luke said.

“Kind of,” Haley lied. “I mean, he was tan.”

Luke nodded, as though her words actually made sense. He eased the paper away from her. “I figured he was the same guy. His hands were dirty, like he’d been gardening.”

“What was he wearing?” Haley thought back to the man she’d seen. “Blue jeans and a black T-shirt?”

“One and the same.”

“So what happens now?” She rubbed her palms together, anxious to have one of Michael’s former suppliers in police custody.

“Our first priority is to recover the cannabis from the woods. After that, I’ll write up a report and submit it to the chief. Then we’ll discuss next steps.”

Haley’s hands fell to her sides. She wanted to hear that Luke would post fliers on all the town’s telephone poles, scouting the streets for this man until someone located him and the police placed him under arrest. After spending months obsessing over bringing the drug organization down, she wanted him jailed promptly.

She reminded herself that matters of justice always took time. After all, it had taken her four months to come this far. She could wait another couple days.

Luke’s gaze veered toward his house, his longing clear in his eyes. “The chief will have to decide how we approach this case.”

Haley’s irritation rose over Luke’s evident desire to wrap up this conversation—and therefore the “case,” not that there seemed to be one—so he could return to his own place. “I’m not sure why you bothered to interview me if you don’t intend to spend any time pursuing this guy.”

Luke faced her again. “I didn’t say anything about not pursuing this person. This case is a big deal. In fact, I normally don’t even work Sundays, but we’re anxious to seize the cannabis plants as quickly as possible.”

“Well, I apologize for not waiting until your regular work shift before stumbling upon the drugs.”

Her sardonic statement seemed to roll right off him. “I merely pointed out that I need to consult with my superior before we decide how to proceed.”

Haley pressed her lips together to keep from uttering a tart response. After all, was Luke Justice’s desire to seek another person’s opinion really unreasonable? For all she knew, he spent most of his time trapping opossums. He probably had no idea how to handle a drug bust.

“Are crimes like this common in Sobaco?” she asked.

“Until now, as far as the police department was aware, there were no drugs of any sort in Sobaco.”

Haley figured it wouldn’t earn her any points to laugh at the form response he had touted with deadpan delivery. She wondered if there might be more than one drug organization in town. In that case, she would have no way of knowing which one had supplied Michael with his vice. She’d simply have to bust them all.

Although, she considered, what were the odds of two competing organizations living in harmony in a town as small as Sobaco? About as likely as Luke Justice cracking this case, she concluded.

Luke rippled his drawing between them. “If you remember any more details about this man, I’d appreciate you stopping by. My door is always open.”

Haley glanced at his closed front door and suppressed a snort.

“Sometimes witnesses remember more after the fact, once the initial shock of seeing something unexpected has worn off,” Luke continued.

Haley squared her shoulders. “I’m not shocked. And I don’t remember anything else about the guy.”

Luke studied her. She wondered what he was thinking. The man reminded her of a cougar sizing up its prey.

Haley took a step backward and inched the door shut a fraction, no longer willing to serve as his psychological subject. “Well, thanks for stopping by.”

“See you around,” Luke replied, already heading back toward the neighboring house.

Haley closed the door and sighed. If Luke Justice served as Sobaco’s version of a welcome wagon, this small town had a lot to learn about hospitality.
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After her conversation with Luke Justice, Haley tamped down her impulse to sneak into the woods and redirected her energy to unpacking instead. Once she’d unboxed her measly possessions, she called the only Internet service provider listed in the Yellow Pages. The operator told her it would be days before they could hook up her Internet, a response Haley interpreted as a lame joke until the woman hung up on her.

Thankfully, Haley’s cell phone signal remained strong, permitting her to dial into her Monday morning departmental meeting.

“How was the move, Haley?” Nexus Warren asked.

“I finished unpacking yesterday,” she informed her boss. She didn’t mention that even with everything unpacked, her house looked empty.

Neither did she mention her marijuana escapades. Nexus might regret allowing her to telecommute from three hundred miles away if he knew about the events of her first weekend in Sobaco.

“Did you have time to work on the MIT account?” he asked.

“Yes, I updated the go-live schedule.” Grateful he had opted not to dig for personal details, she pulled up the project file for Mitchell Independent Trucking on her laptop. “With Stan aiming to have the new system in place by—”

“Never mind that,” Nexus interrupted. “We have too much to cover this hour. Just upload a summary to the group directory, and I’ll review it later.”

“I’ll do that as soon as I locate a business with Wi-Fi,” she promised.

Silence descended. Haley held her breath
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