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CHAPTER ONE

As he sharpened the knife, he found himself humming an old song. Something about all the ways to leave a lover. He’d left a lot of lovers. An expensive bangle or cold, hard cash often did the trick to smooth over his exit so he could walk away clean.

What he didn’t like was one that gave him trouble. The few that had put up an argument had gotten to see the ugly side of him he worked to keep hidden. After glimpsing the less charming side of him, they were smart enough to realize the affair was over and graciously accept his goodbye gift, glad to disappear from his life and not look back.

But this latest one… He shook his head. He hadn’t expected her to be a problem. She was young, a student, a free spirit. Unfortunately, she, too, had a hidden part of her that when it came out wasn’t just ugly, it was dangerous. She’d fooled him and would now make more than a fool out of him if he didn’t stop her. This one had turned treacherous with her threats and her desperation. No, this one wasn’t going away quietly.

He gently touched the pad of his thumb to the knife and felt the bite of the blade as he remembered the gleam in her eyes when she told him all the ways she would destroy him and the life he’d built. His fingers began to ache as he gripped the knife handle harder at the memory. He had tried to warn her where her threats would get her, but she wouldn’t listen. He would either divorce his wife and marry her or she would bury him.

She’d given him no choice. He told her he would make her dreams come true when they met tonight. He couldn’t wait for the moment when she realized she’d set her sights on the wrong man.

As he carefully wrapped the knife in a cloth and put it in his briefcase, he couldn’t get that darned tune out of his head. This time, there was only one way to leave his lover.





Amy Sue Brand was lost, because this couldn’t be the place she’d rented. She fought back the sense of panic that threatened to overwhelm her as she tried to see into the pitch blackness. “This is what happened when a Montana girl right off the farm goes to the big city,” she said, her voice cracking a little inside her SUV as she made another pass through the cul-de-sac. Her headlights revealed the skeletons of houses still under construction before she reached the address she’d been given.

“This can’t be it,” she said, not for the first time. Yet this was definitely the address she had on her phone along with the code for the door in the back. Why hadn’t she just gone to a hotel? Because she’d gotten a good deal online for a small apartment for the week.

The building was narrow, two stories high, and it did look as if the construction might have been completed. She checked the address again on her phone; maybe she wasn’t wrong. Maybe this was it. She just hadn’t expected it to be so far from Billings or so spooky out here with few to no lights.

Low clouds hung over the city like a wet blanket suffocating any light. Out here miles away there was only blackness and no sign of people anywhere near. The stark outlines of unfinished structures rose out of the night like ghosts in what appeared to be a new subdivision.

If only she’d gotten here in the daylight. She’d been held up first with road construction and then by a semi rollover that blocked both lanes of the two-lane highway. If that hadn’t made her late enough, she’d gotten caught in a cattle drive not far out of Dry Gulch. A father and son had been moving the herd down the middle of the road.

Now the night was black; she was tired and felt completely turned around. She looked at the narrow, tall building in her headlights. This was the short-term rental apartment she’d booked? All the windows were dark. Was the place even finished? Maybe.

A gust of wind rocked her SUV, cold blowing through the cracks around her car door. She wouldn’t be surprised to wake up to snow in the morning. At twenty-eight, she’d seen it snow every month in Montana one year or another, she thought, instead of thinking she might have been scammed by the nice-sounding young man who’d rented her the place sight unseen. He’d required cash for the full week up front, which she’d sent him.

Remembering his directions, she pulled alongside the narrow building, driving through the deep shadow to the back. “Don’t let this be a scam,” she said under her breath as she imagined what her sister would have to say about this.

Her headlights shone on a huge pile of dirt directly behind the unit where she was told she would find the back door. Determined to see this through, she grabbed her purse and, shoving open her door with effort against the wind, stepped out into the night.

Shivering from the cold, she moved to the rear of the SUV and opened the hatch to get her suitcase and winter coat. It was too cold and windy to make two trips, so she had to trust this was the right place as she made her way along the dark side of the building next to her vehicle.

The young man had told her that there was a light by the back door, so all she had to do was key in the code he’d given her and she’d be all set.

As she turned the corner of the building, she found it much darker back here. She could barely make out the outline of the house right next door. Why had she dropped her phone into her purse? She was going to need the flashlight to even find the door, let alone the keypad to put in the code.

With a growing sense of dread, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been scammed and was now wasting time. She should just go to a hotel. But if this was the apartment she’d seen online…

As she dug blindly in her large, deep purse for her phone, she moved cautiously along the back of the building. “Just get this over with,” she whispered to herself. Yep, her sister Josie would have a whole lot to say about this. Which was exactly why she hadn’t told Josie about the cute little apartment she’d rented instead of staying at the hotel with the rest of the workshop attendees. At least the photos the man had sent her had been of the inside of a cute little apartment.

Her ears pricked up for a moment. Was that the sound of a car she’d heard over the wind? She moved quicker, feeling her way along the back wall. She’d just found a slightly recessed doorway and was still groping for her phone when she was startled by the sound of car doors slamming and a vehicle engine as one car left.

Someone was here. She froze for an instant before she heard voices, a man’s and a woman’s muffled by the window. A few seconds later she caught movement as the two passed by to go to the back of the house next door. A light came on inside the house.

With a flood of relief, Amy Sue realized that she wasn’t completely alone out here. Though she couldn’t imagine that the house was occupied. As lights came on upstairs, she saw that she was right. The entire house was still under construction. She could see the bare studs of an unfinished wall and plastic hanging from a doorway as a woman stepped into view, a man right behind her. With a shock she saw that the woman had a blindfold over her eyes. Both were dressed in semiformal attire as if headed out to dinner.

From where Amy Sue stood in the darkness behind the small apartment building, she saw the man move the plastic aside as he urged the blindfolded woman deeper into the house. The woman, who’d appeared excited at first, now seemed reluctant to go any farther into the construction area. She was trying to untie the covering on her eyes, but the man seemed equally determined to stop her.

While Amy Sue couldn’t see the man’s face, she could see his hands pulling hers away from the blindfold. The woman shook her head adamantly and struggled to push past him back the way they’d come in.

Spellbound by what she was seeing, Amy Sue hadn’t moved, had hardly taken a breath. She saw the man grab the woman roughly as she tore off the blindfold. He had his arms around her as if trying to restrain her from leaving. It all seemed to happen in seconds, Amy Sue’s horror growing as she watched them locked in a battle of wills.

But just as quickly as it had started, the woman stopped struggling and slumped against her date. As she did, he jerked the construction plastic from the doorway, wrapping it around her as he began to lower her body to the floor.

Amy Sue stared in shock at the bright red stain on the man’s white dress shirt and the blood-stained knife in his hand. Her held breath expelled in a gasp as she realized what she’d just witnessed.

She stumbled back, bumping into the rear wall of the building. As she reached out to steady herself, she activated the light by the door she hadn’t been able to find earlier. Now standing in a blinding puddle of gold, her gaze flew to the house next door to see the man framed in the window looking directly at her.

As their gazes met, she felt stunned.

She recognized him.

For an instant, her feet refused to move. Her fingers opened, dropping her suitcase. She turned, running back the way she’d come only to crash into the front of her SUV as it appeared out of the darkness. Limping, she worked her way around to the driver’s side in terror that she would hear his footfalls on the path behind her.

Hands shaking, she unlocked the driver’s-side door, yanking it open and throwing herself into the seat behind the wheel. As she grabbed the door handle and slammed it shut, she frantically reached to start the engine, the doors locking as the engine roared.

She realized her phone was still in the bottom of her purse, but she didn’t dare take the time to find it. Slamming the SUV into gear, she glanced out into the darkness, terrified that she would see the man running toward her with the knife in his hand.

As she hit the gas, the vehicle jumped forward, startling her to realize that she’d accidently put the car into Drive in her panic. She managed to slam on the brakes before the SUV crashed into the pile of dirt illuminated in her headlights.

Fingers trembling, she threw the vehicle into Reverse and sped backward, flying past the side of the building and coming to a stop at an odd angle in the middle of the cul-de-sac. When she looked up, she saw him.

He was standing on the second story balcony of the house where he’d murdered the woman. She stared at him for a moment, confused. He hadn’t come after her? Why was he just standing there so calmly watching her? Didn’t he realize she was going to the police to tell them what she’d seen?

She shuddered, chilled at the sight of him as she slammed the car into Drive and hit the gas. As she sped off, she looked back and saw that the balcony was empty.

He was coming after her now.

Her whole body shook even as her mind tried to make sense of what she’d seen. Gripping the wheel and fighting the urge to drive too fast, she kept watching her rearview mirror expecting to see the man’s headlights suddenly appear behind her as she drove toward the lights of the city. She didn’t pull over until she reached a well-lit busy gas station. Digging her phone out of her purse, she called 911.

“I just saw a murder!”




CHAPTER TWO

Amy Sue couldn’t remember the last time she’d ugly-cried. But just the sight of her sister coming through the door of the police station made her burst into tears.

Josie rushed to her and quickly wrapped her in her arms, patting her back with one hand and pulling a tissue from her purse with the other. Her sister, the lawyer, was always prepared for tears, though not normally from Amy Sue.

Josie was always prepared for most things because she was like their grandmother. She had some version of second sight that meant she sensed things before they happened. But after a recent fall and head injury she’d said the “knowing” was gone. Which might be true since Josie certainly hadn’t seen this coming any more than Amy Sue had.

“Glad you’re here,” the nicer of the two detectives, Russell Tate, said to Josie once the four of them were seated in the interrogation room, a cup of bad coffee in front of each of them. Amy Sue had noticed how differently he dressed from the other detective. Detective Tate wore a Western shirt, jeans and freshly polished boots. She’d seen the Stetson hanging by his desk when she’d come in half out of her mind trying to get someone to help her.

She’d liked Detective Tate better than the other detective right away. An attractive man with a full head of curly brown hair and warm brown eyes, he was closer to her own age. When he looked at her it was with kindness rather than suspicion. She didn’t have her sister’s second sight, but studying him and his sun-browned hands, she knew he would be good with horses.

That her mind had gone that route made her even more sure that she’d lost her mind tonight.

“She claims she witnessed a murder,” the other detective, Curtis Hanson, said to her lawyer sister, leaning heavily on the word claims. Short and stocky with what appeared to be a permanent frown, Curtis Hanson was older than his partner by at least ten years. He was dressed in a suit, the tie loose, the jacket wrinkled and smelling like the spearmint breath mint he’d popped in his mouth. He made Amy Sue nervous as she watched him weave his pen through his fingers restlessly as he studied her from across the table.

With her adrenaline waning, Amy Sue felt wrung out. She’d been here all night, she’d told her story repeatedly and, to her exasperation, hadn’t been believed.

“I know what I saw,” she said for the hundredth time. “He killed her right in front of me.” From the moment she’d walked into the station, the police had been skeptical after she’d told them that she’d recognized the killer. “I saw Jack Marshall stab the woman, then grab the plastic sheeting hanging from the doorway to wrap it around her body as he lowered her to the floor. When he stood up, his shirt was soaked with blood. That’s when he looked out the window. I recognized him and stumbled back, bumping into the wall behind me. An outside light came on and he looked right at me.”

“Jack Marshall? The man from the car ads?” her sister asked, sounding as astonished as the cops had been.

“I know what I saw,” Amy Sue snapped.

From the chair next to her, Josie reached over to take her hand, squeezing it gently. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t questioning what you saw. I was just surprised like the police are that it was him.”

“One of our most prominent citizens,” Hanson said. “He owns the largest car dealership in the state. He and his wife are very active, donating thousands of dollars a year to local charities. They’re also active in politics, host the governor when he’s in town.”

“Thank you, Detective,” Josie said. “We get the picture.”

“It was him,” Amy Sue cried. “I recognized him right away. I’ve seen his inane ads on TV enough over the years. It was Jack Marshall. He looked right at me.”

“You say he definitely saw you?” her sister asked, concern edging her voice.

“He saw me. He saw my car and since he owns a car dealership, he’d know the make and model even if he didn’t get my license plate number when he watched me leaving.”

Hanson made a disbelieving sound. “Leaving the scene of what you thought was a murder. Dropping your suitcase and running? Why not just call the police?”

“I’d witnessed a murder,” she said, unable to hide her exasperation. “I wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. I was afraid to take the time to dig my phone from my purse to call the police until I’d gotten away.” She saw Hanson exchange a look with her sister before he spoke directly to Josie.

“When we arrived at the house, we found no sign of an altercation, no sign of a murder and no body.” Hanson shook his head, still twirling the pen. “No blood, no nothing. No sign that anyone had even been there. Also, there were no sheets of plastic like your sister described.” He raised his hand without looking at Amy Sue as he quickly added, “We called the general contractor. He said he’d ordered the plastic on the floors and doorways removed yesterday morning because the Sheetrock guys are coming Monday.”

Amy shook her head. “That can’t be right,” she said, trying not to raise her voice. “I saw him grab the plastic sheeting from the doorway before he put down her body. There must have still been plastic on the floor as well. It explains why he didn’t seem in a hurry to cover up his crime. He must have known that he had plenty of time to get away before I could report it and you could get out to the house. With all the plastic around, of course there wasn’t any blood or evidence of the murder.”

“Sounds like you have it all figured out,” Detective Hanson said. “So, who was the woman he allegedly killed?”

Amy Sue started to speak, but her sister squeezed her hand to stop her. “I believe that’s your job,” Josie said. “My sister has already told you she didn’t recognize the young blonde woman. She’s explained what she witnessed, and you’ve taken her statement. Have you been able to reach Jack Marshall?”

“He’s out of town,” Detective Hanson said, sounding pleased at the news. “He’s been gone all weekend,” he added, as if daring Amy Sue to argue the point.

“According to whom?” her sister inquired.

“His wife,” Detective Tate, the cowboy cop, said.

Josie sat back and let go of Amy Sue’s hand. “Yes, the wife is always the last to know, isn’t she.”

The detective dropped the pen. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating.”

“Of course you do,” Josie said. “My sister has told you in her statement sitting in front of you exactly what she saw. They appeared to be a couple. He was showing her the house, which would explain her excitement—until he killed her. It is perfectly clear that my sister witnessed a murder and got a good look at the killer. Now do your job.”

“What was your sister even doing there in the first place?” Hanson demanded. “That apartment she said she’d rented wasn’t finished, let alone available to rent. We talked to the owner of the property. He didn’t rent it to her.”

“It doesn’t matter what she was doing there. She rented the place online and was clearly scammed since as you say, the apartment isn’t finished. Her accidentally being there has nothing to do with what she witnessed. I’m sure the killer picked that spot because he thought no one would be there,” Josie said in her calm lawyer voice. “Clearly someone took advantage of her online. Unless you’re interested in tracking down the person to get her money back… I didn’t think so. My sister saw Jack Marshall kill a woman. I don’t know how he did it, but you can bet he did.”

Hanson sighed. “Look, I don’t know what your sister thought she saw, but she didn’t see Jack Marshall. Jack has an airtight alibi. He was at a conference in Great Falls all weekend and isn’t expected back until tomorrow.” The detective glanced at his phone screen. “Make that today, since it is now Sunday. Business associates at the convention will verify that he was there.”

“But you haven’t talked to all of them, have you?” Josie shook her head. “How convenient he was out of town, yet you have an eyewitness who says he was not in Great Falls at a conference but here in Billings stabbing a woman to death. You also have a time of death because my sister saw the whole thing.”

“Right,” the detective said. “But what we don’t have is a murder victim.”

“Yet,” Josie said, and rose from her chair. “We’re finished here.”

Rising as well, Amy Sue looked at the two detectives, Hanson with his suspicions and Tate with his sympathy, which was almost worse. She felt sick to her stomach after what she’d witnessed. But the real horror was that they didn’t believe her, making her wonder if she could have been wrong. If Jack Marshall was in Great Falls all weekend, then how could she have seen him? Exhaustion, confusion and her waning adrenaline had her fighting tears as she followed her sister out of the interrogation room.

“What if I’m wrong?” she said to Josie as they left the police station. “What if I only thought it was him?”

Her sister stopped walking to look at her. “I know you. If you said you saw Jack Marshall kill that woman, then that’s who you saw. It’s up to the detectives to find out how he did it.”

“They won’t, though!” she cried. “They don’t believe me.”

“But I do,” Josie said.

Amy Sue felt overwhelmed to have her sister on her side. “What would I do without you?”

“You’re never going to have
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