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      Secrets, lies, passion, and murder. A small town sheriff meets her match when a huge grizzly enforcer comes to town posing as a federal agent. She thinks he wants her case, but all he really wants is her.

      Follow the couple through a stream of murders, a mysterious company mining beneath the small town, and truths that shake their lives to the core.

      
        
        Snag your free book, exclusively available to Keira’s email list!
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          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      Peanuts, liquor, and sweat—Finnley’s Bar always smelled the same. Like all of the buildings on the riverfront, Finnley’s had maintained its classic stone wall construction that dated back to when the town was first built. The lighting was poor and the floors were sticky, but it was the only place in town to sit down after work for a cold beer. I doubted a newer, cleaner establishment would draw any customers away. The old dive was charming, and the regulars made it feel like a second home.

      The room was full of men looking for a chance to unwind with friends after work: loggers, clerks, and miners alike. Sometimes even the occasional deputy or sheriff. Patrons segregated themselves at the small bar, just as they did everywhere else in town. On one side were long-time Riverwood residents, and on the other the Eventide miners clustered together. The miners were big, hairy, biker types, half as loud as the rest. Eventide Resources kept a flow of unfamiliar faces coming in and out of town, so I only got a chance to get to know the ones who caused trouble.

      Charlene balanced her tray of drinks like it was nothing, even as she spun from the closest table, offered me a friendly smile, and poked me in the cheek.

      I flinched at the surprise contact.

      “Is that a new shade of lipstick, Sheriff Emma?” Charlene asked.

      “Chapstick.”

      “Well, it suits you.” With that, she was off to wait on the next table.

      “Thanks?”

      My boots stuck to the dirty hardwood as I crossed the room toward the bar, the sticky floor boards squeaking with the lift of each footstep. A few people looked my way, but most laughed, drank, and ignored me.

      Ernie Sherman, the deputy, was easily recognizable with his thick horseshoe of salt and pepper hair and only a few long, thin strands crossing his shiny dome. Even if the buzzing fluorescent lights weren’t reflected off of his head, the bold, yellow print on his brown jacket would have made him stand out in the sea of denim, plaid, and black leather.

      “Hey, Ernie,” I said, taking the stool next to him at the bar.

      He kept his eyes on a bearded miner sitting on a stool on the other side of the room, but spoke to me. “Hey, boss,” he said, lifting his glass.

      “How was your day?” I asked.

      A sour look came over his face. I should have gone home instead of coming here. Once Ernie got started with his complaints, it was hard to get him to stop.

      “How was my day?” Ernie sat up straight and met my eyes. “Got a nail in my tire. You know where it came from.” Ernie scowled at the same bearded giant across the room.

      The giant met Ernie’s stare with a cold, blank expression.

      “Did you get it fixed?” I asked.

      “First thing was a pothole,” Ernie said. “The corner of Pine Street and Chestnut. Car bounced right down and back up. They’re supposed to be making the town money, not making us pay to clean up after them.”

      “Did you call down and put in a service order?” I asked.

      “Well maybe I would have if as soon as I bounced out I hadn’t popped a tire.”

      “But you got the tire fixed, right?” I asked again.

      “Yeah, sure,” Ernie said, waving his hand at me, but holding his gaze across the room. “I called Pete. He came right over.”

      “Good.”

      “You know no one else is leaving nails in the street,” Ernie said.

      “Call in the work order,” I said, and waved to the bartender. “They’ll send someone out.”

      I would have explained that sometimes nails popped tires, and that it wasn’t necessarily Eventide. Sometimes tires popped before Aleister Sharpe had come to town with his promises and problems. But with Ernie, I knew it was no use. Indulging the line of conversation would only give him an excuse to get more riled up.

      “Sheriff Hiller,” Paul Finnley said with a smile, “can I get your usual?”

      “Please,” I replied.

      Paul filled a frosted glass from the tap, and I appreciated the way his thin, black t-shirt fit over his toned abs. He glanced up at me with that practiced grin that must have melted all of the girls’ hearts when he had been away at college, before he had returned home to work at his father’s bar.

      Paul set down the glass and leaned forward.

      “Thanks,” I said and turned back toward Ernie.

      “Any plans for dinner?” Paul asked, trying to keep my attention. “I get off of work soon.”

      Too young. Too complicated. I took the icy mug in my hand. “I’m good, thanks.”

      Paul gave me a maybe-some-other-time smile, then walked back to tend to the city maintenance workers who were downing shots like it was a race.

      “He’s into you,” Ernie said.

      “I noticed,” I replied, and took a swig of beer.

      “Not the first guy you’ve shut down,” Ernie said.

      “Nope.”

      “For someone who works for the people, you don’t seem to like people all that much,” Ernie said. “I mean, no offense or nothin’, but would it really hurt to say yes to one of those poor boys that look at you with their googly eyes?”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “I don’t see you off on any hot dates, either.”

      “Well, Emma,” Ernie said, “look at you and then look at me. You should be having the time of your life, meeting men and finding one to make pretty babies with. I take what I can get.”

      “I tried the whole marriage thing,” I said. “I prefer having my space and alone time. It’s hard to balance a family and a career.”

      “Okay,” Ernie said, “but if I were you, I’d catch one now, while you’re still young and pretty.”

      I sighed. “And if I were you, I’d keep my rude comments to myself.”

      He blinked, considering a moment. “Fair enough. I only meant to help though. I’m looking out for you.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      I sipped my beer and listened to the noises that made Finnley’s great. Bellowing laughter came from two stools down, where Mack Clark had clearly won the drinking contest with his buddies. One of the men lay on the floor, while the others looked queasy. Charlene giggled, and deep voices discussed fishing and sports. Though the miners looked more formidable than the Riverwood residents, they were the quieter of the two groups. Some talked about women and laughed, others whispered beneath the louder voices.

      “I don’t much care for the way they multiply,” Ernie said, scowling as he scanned the big men in leather jackets.

      I didn’t want to spend my evening off talking about my lack of social life or about Eventide Resources, but at least I knew Ernie wouldn’t hit on me.

      “You want them to make the town some money, right?” I asked. “If they deliver on Sharpe’s promises, we’ll have plenty of funds to fix the roads.”

      “It wouldn’t need to be fixed if they weren’t driving those big trucks back and forth,” Big Ralph yelled over the chatter, with a nod to Ernie.

      Conversations cut short, leaving the room quiet, and the two sides stared daggers at each other.

      There was some truth to the accusation, but the problem was more complex than Riverwood versus Eventide Resources. Well it should have been more complicated, since it was the Mayor who brought them in. But the people didn’t see it that way.

      With tension running high, it was only a matter of time before things got worse, and fast.

      “Don’t you go getting any ideas,” Ernie said, standing. He held his hand over his gun and strolled over to the miner he had been eyeing. “I’m the law in this here town. And you gotta respect the law.”

      The bearded man got out of his chair, and so did the rest of the entire biker half of the bar.

      Charlene gasped, dropped her tray to the floor, then darted across the room. That stick-thin woman could really move in those tall, wedge heels. She cowered behind Paul, whose gaze went down to the place beneath the counter where his father kept the shotgun.

      Eddie Sparks rose from his seat, following Ernie’s lead. He walked slowly toward the biker half of the room, and I knew that look on his face.

      “Let it be,” I said, following behind him.

      Sparks kept walking, ignoring my words. With a flick of the wrist, he tossed his beer against the white t-shirt of a thick-armed miner with pork chop sideburns.

      Faster than I could follow, the wet man was three feet from where he had been, and Sparks was on his ass.

      “What the fuck?” Sparks said, holding his red jaw.

      The miner stood over Sparks, baring his teeth in a face-contorting snarl. There was no mistaking that face. I had met this miner before. His name was Roscoe Hicks, and he was twice the trouble that Sparks was. A deep, guttural growl escaped his clenched teeth with every ragged breath. His knuckles whitened with the tension in his balled fists.

      I moved between the two men.

      “This ends now,” I said in an even tone, looking back and forth between the two.

      Hicks released his fists and rolled his shoulders. That was a good first step. I turned my glare to Sparks.

      “I ain’t sorry,” Sparks said.

      I replied, “You will be if you spend the night in a cell.”

      The sharpness in his gaze dulled. He shrugged.

      The situation was well on its way to being under control until Ernie whipped out his gun.

      “Ernie, don’t—” I started to say.

      But he’d had a few drinks too many, and he swung his weapon in front of him over the crowd of tense miners.

      “Time to go,” he squeaked. “All y’all need to respect the law. I am the law in this town. You can’t just show up and leave nails and holes in the street for someone to get his tire popped or his axle misaligned. That is not respecting the town. That is not respecting me.”

      “That’s enough, Ernie,” I said.

      “She’s the law too,” he said, glancing at me for a moment.

      That tiny flick of Ernie’s gaze away from the bikers was all the time it took for hell to break loose. Glasses shattered onto the floor, fists flew, and the two groups that had chosen to sit separately mixed in a mess of violence.

      The bearded man that Ernie had been staring at swung his fist at the side of Ernie’s head. I kicked the back of his knee with my boot, knocking him down to all fours. I wasn’t in time to catch Hicks’s blow that knocked Ernie to the ground, but as light shimmered off the jagged end of a glass bottle, I snapped my attention to the weapon. I caught Hicks’s wrist, with the broken glass only an inch from Ernie’s neck, then twisted, forcing him to drop the glass.

      Hicks wrapped his thick fingers around my neck and squeezed, blurring my vision. With all of my strength, I forced the palm of my hand up into the center of his ugly face. Hicks released my throat and hunched as he cupped his bloody nose. His hateful glare told me it hurt as much as he deserved.

      Ernie climbed up off the floor, rubbing his hand across his swollen cheek. “That’s assaulting an officer of the law,” he yelled. “That kind of violence will not be tolerated. Maybe you weren’t listening before.”

      Hicks wasn’t listening now. His eyes were locked on me, and full of fire. “We know where you live, little bitch,” he growled, just loud enough for me to hear.

      “But I am in charge around here,” Ernie said. “If you missed the star on my chest, there’s no way you could miss the letters on my back: D-E-P-U-T-Y. Maybe it should have the word ‘law’ too, so there’s no confusion. Clearly you missed it.”

      I met the hatred on the biker’s face with a small smile. “Well, I know where you’ll sleep tonight,” I said, then handed my cuffs to Ernie.

      “You can sleep in a cell,” Ernie said, putting a cuff around one of Hicks’s wrists. He pulled on the metal behind the giant. Hicks didn’t budge as Ernie tried to collect the other arm.

      “Let’s call this trouble ended for the night,” I said to the room, looking across the crowd of angry miners and townsfolk. “I’d hate to have to bring in anyone else.”

      “Let it go,” one of the miners said to Hicks, and tapped him on the shoulder with his palm. The large miner relaxed his arms and allowed Ernie to restrain him.

      “That’s it, big guy,” Ernie said. “You don’t want me to hurt you putting these things on.”

      Hicks stared hard at me. The heavy weight of his attention didn’t lift until Ernie dragged him out the door.

      My boots stuck to the wood floor as I walked back to my waiting beer. I sat on the stool with the duct taped vinyl and listened to the chatter return to what it had been before the scuffle. Charlene rubbed her hands around Paul’s biceps as she stepped out from behind him. His back straightened at what looked like unwanted contact. The fortunate distraction meant he wasn’t hitting on me. I looked around the room at what had become the new normal in Riverwood—townsfolk and Eventide Resources, content to share a bar one minute, then at each other’s throats the next. Considering the tension, it was lucky that all I had to deal with was Ernie and the occasional bar fight. That I could manage.
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I held the bear claw easily in my palm. The shape of the pastry was similar to its namesake, but the size was all wrong. Sweet, soft, and full of raisins—the pastry was much more delicate than the real thing.

      After finishing the pastry, I crumpled the greasy paper in my fist and aimed for the can across the room. The trash hit its mark, landing on top of a pile of breakfast sandwich wrappers and the Styrofoam cup from my first meal of the morning.

      The basic digital alarm clock on the nightstand read eight thirty-six. Close enough, I was tired of waiting.

      The cheap mattress squeaked with my movement as I rose from the edge of the worn motel bed. The floral comforter was stained almost as badly as the spattered brown carpet beneath my boots. Smoke, sweat, and the stink of someone else’s sex clung to the fabrics and the yellowed paint on the walls. The chemical scents of lemon disinfectant and floral air freshener did nothing to mask the filth from my hypersensitive nose. But I’d slept in worse, and likely would again.

      Grabbing my bag and dropping the keycard on the nightstand, I left the motel without looking back.

      The size of a town or city could be measured by its smell. Smaller towns were closer to nature, with more plants in the yards, and more wood and stone in their construction. Cities were full of trash, metal, perspiration, and desperation. No matter the city, those same four scents were always there. Elkston was no different. If I got lucky, my next assignment would be far from any city.

      I followed the river of foot traffic past a book store and a coffee house. Amongst the crowd, a woman talked loudly on her phone, seemingly unaware that the quality of man she’d shared her bed with last night was being heard by twenty strangers who walked down the street with her. After crossing a busy intersection, I arrived at my stop, and the rest of the flock continued past.

      Brute Pawn—the tall white letters of the shop’s sign glowed against the brick. Below them, a window displayed a fire-engine-red electric guitar and a tube TV that might have been worth something in the nineties.

      “Mostly your type that goes in there,” a shaky male voice said. I looked down at the man sitting on the corner just past the window. His clothes were much too big for his tiny frame, and his scraggly, white beard showed his age.

      “My type?” I asked.

      “Big,” the man said. “Big, and alone mostly. Sometimes two together.”

      “I guess big guys like old TVs,” I said.

      “Nah,” the man said. “Your type never buys a thing.”

      “Maybe the prices are too high,” I said.

      “Could be,” the man said. “Or could be something else.”

      “Sure,” I replied, and looked again at the door.

      “I’m not interested in getting involved, though,” he said. “I don’t need trouble with the mob or anything.”

      “I don’t work for the mafia,” I said.

      “Of course not,” the man said. “I can’t get mixed up in anything. I need to find some way to make it. Then I can go back home. See my wife.”

      “If you have someone waiting for you, why not just go?” I asked.

      “Can’t go back with nothing,” the man said. “She’s counting on me. Lost my job when the factory shut down, our house with it. I thought the city would be the place to go, but I’m about out of hope.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I said.

      “It’s just the way of life,” the man said. “Puts you through trials and you have to rise up as best you can. Try not to drown when it gets hard.”

      The gentle click of a turning lock drew my attention back to the door.

      “Best of luck,” I said.

      The man waved.

      Wrinkled, brown fingers flipped the sign hanging on the inside of the door’s window. I waited a moment, then entered. The small bell hanging above the entrance dinged as I stepped inside.

      Even if Leonard hadn’t been expecting me, he would have recognized my scent, just as I recognized his. Moist soil, broad leaf evergreens, and an exotic spiciness—nothing had changed since I had met Leonard Wakeford, except now he carried the minty tang of Bengay. Even in his old age, that man could move—he had crossed the room before I had a chance to come inside.

      Leonard waited for me behind the waist-high display case. His short, curly hair was whiter than it had been when I had last visited Elkston’s Brute Pawn. There were more wrinkles beside his warm, dark eyes, and his glasses were thicker than they had ever been. But his smile was as wide and kind as I had remembered.

      “Liam Blake,” Leonard called. “Look at you, all grown up. What’s it been? Ten years?”

      “Fifteen,” I said, crossing the room. “But I was no child the last time we met.”

      “So stoic.” Leonard laughed and placed an envelope on the counter before rounding the glass to meet me. “You were an adult in age, a child in experience.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, taking the hand he offered. His dark brown fingers were calloused from fifty years in the field—years of heavy labor and fierce combat.

      “I think you’ve grown,” Leonard said.

      “Experience comes with time, and I’ve completed my share of jobs,” I replied. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “I know, your next mission. I’m glad it’s me that gets to give it to you. And I meant you’ve grown in size,” he laughed. “You’re as wide as a forest.”

      “Maybe you’ve just shrunken with age.”

      “Could be, could be,” Leonard said. “So how’s life?”

      “The same,” I said. “And you?”

      “Oh, life’s been kind to me these past few years,” Leonard replied. “I finally settled down and took a mate. Can you believe that?”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I thought that I had reached a point where it would just never happen for me,” he said. “I gave what I thought were my best years to the Tribunal, as you well know. But since I’ve taken assignment duty, I’ve had time to reflect on life. I made room for Hilda. And as it turns out, I didn’t throw away my best years, I just hadn’t gotten there yet. It’s Hilda, and always has been.”

      “That’s nice, Leonard. I’m happy for you.”

      “You should come have dinner with us sometime, before this mission or after. Hilda can cook and we can catch up on the last fifteen years. Boy can she cook.” Leonard patted the soft stomach where his flat abs used to be.

      “I’d like that,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure. I had never been a sit down with the family for dinner type, and I kept busy with work.

      “And don’t give me some excuse that you haven’t any time between missions,” he said. “That’s what I would have done, and I know you’re the same. I didn’t choose to work with a partner, and I see you going out alone just like I would have done. Give yourself time to be social, to have a life that’s not just for the Therion Tribunal.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “Can I have my assignment?”

      “Of course,” he answered, and pulled the manila envelope from the counter, scribbling something on the corner before handing it over.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said and turned toward the door.

      “Hope to see you around, Liam,” he replied, voice more somber than when I had entered.

      The little bell dinged as I exited, leaving my old friend behind. He’d written Leonard 555-1034 in a small, neat script on the envelope. It was a kind offer, and maybe I would call, but we both knew it was more likely that I wouldn’t. This mission would lead to the next, and I couldn’t take the time to reminisce when there was work to be done. Wordlessly I repeated the number to myself, 555-1034. He’d be my only contact nearby if I ran into more than I could handle.

      I peeked inside the envelope before moving on. Everything that should have been included was there: papers, cards, photographs, a single key, a burner phone, and a pile of cash.

      Grabbing a few hundreds from the envelope, I passed the old man by the window on my way behind the building. Leaving the bills in his previously empty coffee cup, I continued on my way.

      “Thanks, man,” he called after me.

      “Just make it home,” I replied.

      The small lot behind Brute Pawn had three parking spots and a large dumpster. One of the spaces was empty, which limited my options to a silver, early nineties Buick station wagon and a black, Chevy pickup from the late seventies. Either could have been left for me. I pulled the key from the envelope and tried the truck first. The key fit, so I climbed inside.

      With everything I owned in my bag, and a new assignment acquired, I was ready to go. After setting my black backpack on the rough bench, I pulled out the contents of the assignment envelope.

      There was more than enough cash to get me through to the next job, just as there always was. A new driver’s license and marshal’s badge named me William Blake Lilyfeather. It seemed Leonard Wakeford still had a sense of humor. I could just picture his face when he made the ID, smiling wide as he imagined me having to call myself Agent Lilyfeather. At least it would be easy to remember.

      Next in the envelope was a picture of a thin, fair-skinned man with a dark handlebar mustache. A baseball hat was pulled down low over his eyes, his hands were in his front pockets, and he was looking over his shoulder. Clearly he knew he had a reason to be followed. His long, sharp nose dominated his scruffy face. From the look of him, my best guess was weasel shifter.

      The large stack of papers offered the most information. The guy’s name was Brody Fowler, a wolf shifter. My mission was surveillance—observe and report. Sounded easy enough.

      I checked the glovebox and found a camera with a long scope—just what the mission called for. Flipping through the report, everything I needed to know was provided. There was no information as to who Fowler was or why it was important for me to track him, only where, when, and how long. It was what I needed and nothing more, exactly the way every mission started. Straightforward, uncomplicated, simple—perfect.
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      Stomping feet echoed across the ceiling. I stared up at the exposed beams, unwilling to move from my cozy place on the hard mattress. Muffled yells carried back and forth from opposite sides of the room above, one male, one female. Both attempted to top the other, like screaming louder would make the other person better understand his or her point. It was the same thing two or three times a day, which was likely why the Youngs’ basement apartment had been available when I had needed it. Since Eventide Resources had rented every room of the only apartment complex, living quarters were slim picking.

      Mr. and Mrs. Young made terrible neighbors, but they were fine for landlords, and the worst part about the place wasn’t their fighting. The worst part about the situation was that I preferred living alone in this one-bedroom basement to living with Jimmy in our old townhouse.

      The thudding feet and raised voices continued as I stared at the wooden beams. With a stretch of my arms, I rolled to the side and checked the clock. Nine thirty, later than I had expected. The cool, morning air brought goosebumps to my bare legs as I pulled back my comforter.

      First thing, coffee. Sharing a meal with my parents would be torturous, but it was for Logan’s birthday. My baby brother was worth anything, even the nagging I’d have to endure.

      The thin carpet did nothing to insulate the floor from the icy cement slab beneath, a blessing in the summer, but not so much in the spring. One of the benefits of the tiny apartment was that the distance from the bed to the dresser was only three steps, so I was able to reach my fuzzy socks quickly. I pulled on my warmest pair of knee-highs and topped my tank with a thick sweater that hung down to mid-thigh. All snuggled up, no need to bother with pants.

      Warm enough to venture from the bedroom, I made my way to the kitchen for coffee. My Keurig was the only expensive thing I had taken with me when I had left. Jimmy had wanted me to take more, or to keep the house, but this was the right thing. I took the guest bed and dresser, and bought myself a couch when I had moved in. This place had come with a small kitchen, and the laundromat was close by. It was all I needed, really: a few pieces of furniture and the coffee machine.

      I watched the single stream of dark liquid pour just the right amount into my favorite mug. The aroma of roasted beans brought a smile to my face before I even touched it. A spoon of sugar and I was ready to go.

      I curled up on the small, white sofa and nursed the cup of energy while the Youngs continued their spat. If I had to guess, Fred was in trouble for staying up too late drinking at the bar, since he had still been there when I left at midnight. And he likely thought Nancy didn’t appreciate the hard work he had to complete every day. Fixing potholes had become a full-time job lately, and he had taken a few shifts a week at the library. It was a fight they had often. Or it could have been about something else. There was always something for them to fight about. I wasn’t sure if they were doing the whole relationship thing right or not. Before I had been married, I would have said that if a couple fights all of the time there must be something wrong. But my experience proved that you don’t have to yell at each other to be unhappy. So who was I to judge? Maybe the screaming worked for them—letting their feelings be known, then having hot sex after.

      By the time I emptied my mug, the house was quiet. I washed my only non-disposable dish, and set it next to the sink for the next morning. I’d be eating a big dinner, so I opted for a Greek yogurt to start the day. When I was finished, I tossed the container and cheap plastic spoon into the trash, then swapped my sweater and socks for exercise shorts, a big t-shirt, and a sports bra. After lacing my running shoes, I pulled my hair back in a tie and headed out the door. Another benefit of the Youngs’ basement apartment was that there was a separate door for me to come and go from, without having to go up into their house. Even in an apartment complex there would be shared space in hallways and elevators. Here I could go out my own exit without dealing with anyone.

      The neighborhood was only two blocks from the river, my favorite place to run. I started at a brisk walk, warming my muscles for the trek ahead. The cool air would be pleasant once I started really moving. Each house on Pine Street smashed against each other was a slightly different neutral shade, giving the appearance that it wasn’t just the same tall-but-tiny house repeated over and over again. Children played in small yards, and Big Ralph pushed his mower across his grass. The crisp breeze didn’t seem to bother the big man at all, as sweat soaked his white t-shirt to the point that every curly hair on his chest was visible through the thin fabric. Birds chirped from the scattered trees and from the forest down past the townhouses, singing their songs of spring, barely audible behind the noise from the mower and the squeals of the delighted children.

      As I moved closer to the water, the sound of the current rose above the others. Buildings crowded up and down the river’s bank, along the oldest street in Riverwood. The ground was paved with bricks and the old houses had been made into storefronts selling antiques, clothes, and just about everything.

      I crossed Main Street and followed the sidewalk around the library to the back of the riverfront buildings, where a dirt path followed the water’s edge. Encouraged by the natural movement of the water, I took off into a full run, racing the currents that traveled by my side. Cool air filled my lungs, carrying moisture from the water and the scent of the newly budded flowers of the season. I ran until I reached the forest’s edge, though the path and river continued. Light broke through the tall evergreens, decorating the forest floor in whimsical patterns. A family of Canada geese waddled down the path, two parents and two goslings, traveling ahead of me into the woods.

      One fuzzy gosling fell to the ground, then the other, and then I felt it. The earth beneath my feet shook, knocking me off balance. Needles fell from the towering pines like rain, and a large branch fell to the ground by my side. The earthquakes in Riverwood were new, and each time one started, I hoped it would be the last.

      Just as quickly as it came, it passed. Time to head back. I couldn’t forget Logan. It was his eighteenth birthday, and the meal with our parents would likely be as painful for him as it would be for me.

      So I left the woods and my nervousness about the quake behind me, and followed the river toward town. When I reached my apartment, I showered, ate a small lunch, and picked a yellow sundress to wear for the party. I blew my long, dark hair dry, and grabbed a sweater and sandals to complement the dress. I’d learned my lesson at Christmas—don’t wear jeans without a man on your arm, or Mom’s wrath was tenfold. For the sake of my brother, I wanted to keep the gathering as pleasant as possible.
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      More windows than stone, the Highland hotel reached the sky. Fancy pillars and details were sculpted between the light-reflecting glass. The building screamed ‘money.’

      Nothing about Brody Fowler fit with the type of person who would stay at a place like this. Why he was here didn’t matter, though. What mattered was where the weasel went from here. The mission was to follow Brody Fowler and record his meeting with his employer, however long it took to get clear photographic evidence of his dealings. Simple enough.

      My parking place was across the street and a block down, far enough that Fowler wouldn’t catch my scent. Just to be safe, I kept the windows of the pickup closed. With the long-range camera lens, I could easily see the details of every person’s face that came and went from the Highland.

      After a few hours of surveillance, I dug into the American sub I had picked up at the convenience store along the way from Brute Pawn. Rule thirteen: prepare to remain still on a stakeout. It was Stakeout 101 material to bring lots of snacks and absolutely no caffeine. The last thing I needed was to have to leave for a meal or bathroom break. Those few minutes spent away from my post could be when the target decided to come out of the building.

      The bread was soggy, likely from sitting in a cooler for too long, but the taste was acceptable. I devoured it and continued my watch. Expensive cars came and went from the garage to the side of the building; their passengers wore business suits and the like. Fancy hair and handsome faces—none were my mark.

      Long after the sandwich was gone, I got lucky. A group of formally dressed men and women climbed out of a stretch limo and gathered on the sidewalk by the entrance to the Highland. A few moments after, a lone man crept out behind them. He wore a black baseball cap. It was different from the one in the picture, but his thin frame matched perfectly. No more than five foot ten, the man hunched his shoulders forward and turned his face from the street. My heart rate increased. No one else had gone through those doors in jeans. It was him.

      Thrilled by the first glimpse of what was certainly my prey, I adjusted the lens and snapped the best shots I could, given the weasel’s attempt to hide himself. From here, I’d need to follow him on foot, keeping plenty of distance. I climbed out of the truck. A disposable would have to do for the rest. I grabbed a throw-away camera and piece of chewing gum from my convenience store bag and left everything else I owned in the truck. Tracking rule number five: never bring more than you need. There was no reason to risk my newly acquired identity by carrying anything that would tell the enemy about me. Leonard wouldn’t be pleased if I had to return for new papers. I didn’t want to guess what kind of name he’d put on the next ID. And if I was forced to shift, it would be reckless to leave the camera and its contents where they could be found.

      With the minty gum in my mouth, I started walking. There needed to be enough space between me and Fowler that he wouldn’t catch my scent. It was best if he didn’t know he was being followed, and from my experience, the mere hint of grizzly was wolf repellant.

      The weasel looked around as he walked, exposing his nervousness and his handlebar mustache. A gentle breeze blew in my favor, carrying the air back from Fowler and toward me. More than two blocks between us would have been required if the wind had traveled in the opposite direction.

      His black cap bobbed up and down in the sea of foot traffic, and I followed. He kept a steady pace, a brisk walk toward the industrial and tenement housing areas. He wasn’t heading to an amicable meeting at a restaurant or an exchange in a park. The farther I followed Fowler, the more likely it became that I would walk into trouble.

      Two blocks from the Highland, I pulled the gum from my mouth. Without missing a step, I used it to stick the truck’s key up under the brick sill of a window on an attorney’s office. My belongings would be safe until I returned, with the key far from me and the door it opened.

      Hot, meaty aromas filled the air, putting my sub to shame and making my stomach growl. Food carts lined the streets where the foot traffic was heaviest. After this was over, I would have to come back for whatever greasy meat was fried on those sticks.

      We traveled through the city, me as Fowler’s shadow, always in the same direction. Elegant, well-maintained skyscrapers were replaced by shorter buildings with barred windows. Business suits were replaced by low-hanging jeans and concealed weapons. Our destination became clear: the industrial district.

      As the crowds dispersed, it grew more difficult to follow him without being noticed. Few traveled into the industrial district on foot. At six-foot-two and two hundred fifty pounds of muscle, it was difficult enough for me to hide in a crowd, let alone where there was no one left to hide behind. I was forced to leave more space between me and my mark, allowing for an increase in opportunities for him to escape me. Fowler’s pace slowed, and he checked over his shoulder more frequently as we went from the cover of the city’s heights and into a large blacktop lot.

      Red and blue metal shipping containers sat stacked and spread across the pavement around a large, three-story steel building. Unmarked box trucks came and went from the building with no sign. It was unclear what I was walking into, but I appreciated the cover that the shipping crates offered.

      With the disposable camera, I snapped shots of my surroundings—the crates, the trucks, the building, and Fowler pulling off his hat as he stepped through a door. Human and wolf scents filled the air, with a mix of metal and stone. What was in the crates wasn’t the mission, and this seemed a poor choice in location for a den, with no amenities.

      I moved silently between the metal containers, using their size to shield me from the view of the humans around the exterior of the building. By scent it was clear that inside I would only encounter wolves, at least three of them. It would be difficult to get close enough to record the meeting without the wolves catching my scent, but I moved ahead silently, closing the distance between me and my prey.

      There were no windows and only one visible entrance on the ground floor. A thin ladder on the side of the building offered access to the roof. It was my only chance to get within sight of the suspects without strolling through the front door. That is, if I was lucky enough to find an entrance or window up there.

      Ducking between containers, I went for it. One last glance at the humans working around the building, then I moved up the ladder faster than their slow eyes could follow. The roof stank of wolf, but I was alone. There was no door, but the sloped, glass skylight was even better.

      I leaned over the skylight’s opening and snapped shots. Four men stood talking; one was Fowler. He shook hands with one wearing a business suit. The blond man in the suit stood taller than the rest, with his shoulders back casually. After the shake, he returned his hands to his front pockets. By his demeanor, the one in the suit was clearly in charge. There was a metal table covered in papers, and tall metal shelves full of wooden crates. I photographed it all.

      “Hey, asshole,” a deep voice snarled behind me.

      Fuck.

      A boot slammed into my back, and the glass below me shattered with the impact of my weight against it. Free falling three stories into the waiting pack, I reflected on my mistake. Should have checked the roof between taking pictures. The dick must have followed me up the ladder. If only I had been more vigilant.

      As the ground approached, I closed my eyes. This was going to hurt.
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      Since the bail had come in from Eventide for Roscoe Hicks, he had to be released. More likely than not, Ernie hadn’t done it. Dealing with Hicks had to be priority before dinner with my family, though I looked forward to both activities as much as a trip to the dentist. I pulled out my keys and headed down the hall to the holding cell.

      “Took your sweet time coming back for me,” Hicks sneered. “And so girly in that little dress. Here to find a man that can tame you?” He grabbed his crotch and puckered his lips.

      “I don’t date scum,” I said.

      “Who said anything about a date?” Hicks laughed.

      “Let’s not make a habit of spending the night in here,” I said. “It’s no fun for me, either. I have extra paperwork when I have to deal with you.”

      “Who said I’m not having fun?” Hicks asked. “And we can have some more when you open up this cage.”

      “You touch me and I’ll kick your ass,” I said. “Again.”

      “Smug little bitch,” Hicks said, eyes full of fire. It was like the flip of a switch—horny to hateful.

      “Now is that any way to treat the one releasing you?” I asked, turning the key in the lock.

      “You can’t keep me here,” he said, stepping into my personal space and towering over me with a wicked grin.

      I would not be intimidated.

      “Looks like we just did,” I replied, then stepped back into the hall and headed toward the front of the station. “You can follow or I can lock you back in.”

      “Eventide’s always got my back,” Hicks said as he followed me down the hall.

      I put his keys on the counter when we reached the front desk.

      He took them and plodded to the door, then turned to me and scowled. “You think you’re high and mighty,” he growled, “but you’re fragile. Fragile things are easy to break.”

      “Thank you for sharing that dictionary definition,” I said. “Now go before I change my mind.”

      He did.

      After he had time to leave, I locked up and returned to my squad car. I took Pine Street to Chestnut, Chestnut to Berry Lane. The drive was shorter than I would have liked. I quickly found myself parked outside the house I had grown up in, dread filling my stomach.

      Twisting my fists on the wheel, I took in a deep breath. It was only one meal. It was for Logan.

      I grabbed the gift bag from the seat, then climbed out of the squad car and smoothed my skirt. The short driveway held the usual cars: Mom and Jack’s forest green Suburban and the battered Civic that had once been mine, and now was Logan’s. That boxy bucket had been old when my parents had taught me to drive twenty years ago. After expecting it to finally break down, time continued to pass, and I became fully convinced the Honda would last forever.

      Uncle Frank’s red Beetle was parked along the curb just in front of my squad car. Mom’s brother never missed a birthday party, even with the drive from Elkston. Jimmy’s hybrid was nowhere to be seen. Maybe my mother had finally stopped inviting him. Probably not.

      The house looked exactly the way it always had—a timeless relic that never changed, and never would so long as my mother lived there. The two-story brick cottage had thick green trim along the base of the slanted roof and tall, wooden shutters in the same hue. I followed the expertly trimmed hedge of rosebushes down the sidewalk and up the driveway.

      The front yard was more flowers than grass. Crossing the stepping stones to the porch, I was surrounded by blooms of red, yellow, white, and pink. I always believed my mother’s green thumb was magical—an ability to grow the largest, most vibrant flowers I’d ever seen. Whenever I walked this path during the spring, I looked down at the blossoms so near to my feet, half expecting to catch a glimpse of a fairy. There were only bees.

      The hot scent of slow-cooked beef hit me and made my stomach growl as I opened the door. Mom was cooking a roast—Logan’s favorite. Conversation stopped, and all eyes turned to me as I shut the door. All of the men sat in the living room, with a football game on the TV and bowls of junk food between them on the coffee table. My baby brother dwarfed Uncle Frank, who sat beside him on the sofa. Jack sat across from them in his usual spot, the leather recliner.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Emma, hi,” my stepfather said.

      “Emma,” Logan said, rising from his seat, “good to see you.”

      Logan wrapped his arms around me, squeezing me in to his massive chest. Every time I saw my brother, it seemed like he had doubled in size. It hadn’t been that long ago that he was a lengthy tween with braces; now he looked like a serious body builder. It had only been a few weeks since I had last seen him, yet he had changed so much. Puberty.

      “Good to see you too,” I said, “and happy birthday.”

      “Thanks,” Logan said, taking a step back. His dark hair swept across his face, resting just above his warm, chestnut eyes. Our father’s coloring was about all we had in common for looks.

      “Been working out?” I asked, smiling up at the man that he’d become.

      “Not too much,” he said. “Football more than anything.”

      “Well, you look good,” I replied.

      “He looks like he’s on steroids.” My mother’s voice carried from the kitchen.

      “Here.” I handed my brother his gift.

      Logan reached his huge hand into the bag and pulled out the autographed football.

      “Does this say what I think it does?” Logan asked.

      “Burt Nelson,” I said with a nod.

      “Wow, this is some gift,” Logan remarked. “Thank you.”

      “I knew it was something you’d like,” I replied. “Quarterback of Northwest Tech.”

      “You were right,” Logan said. “I love it. Come sit, and watch the game. Northwest is playing right now.”

      I followed Logan back to the sofa and took a seat between my uncle and my brother. Logan towered over the both of us and took up more than a third of the cushion space. Uncle Frank was closer to my size, a small man with white and blond hair, and delicate features. Neither of us could reach the top shelf of anything, just like my mother.

      “Hi, Emma,” Uncle Frank said.

      “Hey, Uncle Frank, how’s life?”

      “Oh, fine,” he replied. “The Smithsonian referred me to a case on a small island just off of Turkey. I’m going next week.”

      “Really?” I asked. “That’s great. How long is this trip supposed to last?”

      “It’ll be a solid month it looks like. They’ve run across a huge crater. The locals are talking about monsters.” His eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “So they have bones that they want you to look at,” I said. “To reassure the locals that everything is actually human.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So why will it take a month?” I asked.

      “It looks like there was some kind of disaster,” Uncle Frank replied. “The body count keeps going up. Locals found bodies all around the site. Some of the remains were just bones, others were much less decomposed. Bones of humans and animals alike.”

      “Sounds like the start of a campfire horror story, like the guy with the hook hand.”

      “I know,” he said. “It’ll be great.”

      “Watch yourself. If the locals believe there are monsters down there, they could become overzealous,” I said.

      “Ever the protector.” Uncle Frank laughed and tapped his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t you worry, officer. I’ll be vigilant.”

      “Okay, just mock me,” I replied with a smile.

      “Really though, Emma, I’ll be fine. I’ve done this so many times before. It’ll just be dull work, separating one skeleton from another, and doing my best to identify those in the ground. It’ll be a whole team too, not just me,” he said.

      “Have fun,” I said. “I look forward to hearing about it when you get back.”

      “I’ll send a postcard,” he said, grinning at me.

      Logan and Jack watched the football game, much more interested in which team scored than what we were saying.

      “Come on,” Jack yelled at the TV, and sat up straight in his chair.

      “So what’s new with you?” Uncle Frank asked.

      “Not much,” I replied. “Just work, really.”

      “Seeing anyone new?” Logan asked, turning his attention to me.

      “No,” I answered, knowing the subject was coming.

      “Hard to compare to Jimmy,” Mom said from the doorway to the kitchen. Her arms were crossed as she leaned her shoulder and hip against the doorframe.

      As always, my mother, Mona Hathaway, was gorgeous. She could be covered in dirt from her garden and still look more beautiful than any woman had a right to. Her thick, wavy, blond and white hair hung over her shoulders, and she glared at me with judgment in her bright blue eyes.

      On occasion I had heard that we looked alike, but the only similarities I could see were the thin nose, oval face shape, and full hips and breasts. My mother seemed to be able to keep herself in shape without trying, and had the ability to look elegant and feminine no matter the situation. My skin was tanner than hers, and my hair dark brown. With fuller lips, and opposite coloring, I didn’t see much resemblance. Plus, I never scowled like that.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said.

      “It’s time for dinner,” she told the room. “Nice dress, Emma.”

      The men rose from their seats and headed straight for the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Yours is nice too.” Her emerald wrap dress flattered her fair skin, and went well even with the spotless white apron she wore when she cooked.

      “Too bad Jimmy couldn’t make it,” she said as I walked past her toward the table.

      “You didn’t call him again, did you?” I asked. Of course she did.

      “Of course I did,” Mom replied. “It’s not like you were going to bring someone else. You know you should just apologize. He might even still take you back.”

      “Let’s not do this again,” I said.

      “Emma, you’re not getting any younger. You are thirty-five years old, and I want grandkids some time before you’re barren.”

      “Well, it’s not really about you, is it?”

      “Of course not. It’s about you,” she said. “I don’t want to see you grow old alone. God knows it’s hard not to have someone.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “You had to do everything alone. Life was so lonely raising two kids by yourself.”

      The men sat quietly at the table, not looking in our direction.

      “It was,” she said. “But this is about you. I found my Jackie. You threw away that wonderful Jimmy. Maybe he wasn’t perfect, but alone is not better.”

      I turned and walked to the table without another word. Another joyous family dinner. Yay.
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      Daggers of glass pierced the skin on my back. The moisture of vitality seeping from my wounds was warm as it pooled beneath me. My eyes fought to focus as pain throbbed from the back of my skull. Why was I on my back? Wolves. My nose was filled with the stink of wolves. Intense jabs of pain to my ribs pulled my attention downward. A boot. Then one on my other side. There had been the four in the warehouse, one on the roof. Why were there only two boots assaulting my torso?

      “Let’s just finish him,” a deep voice said.

      “He doesn’t smell right,” a second said. “What the fuck is he?”

      “Smells like a bear. You want to wait to find out?” the first countered.

      A canine snarl came from above my head, and the boots continued their assault. The fog had cleared enough. With a flick of my arm, I made contact with the calf of one of my assailants. I turned toward him and twisted his leg, crushing the bone and knocking the shifter to the floor. The broken one screamed out in pain and panic. I recognized his face—Fowler.

      Fear flooded from the pores of the pack. A boot slammed into my back and something heavy and blunt bashed my skull.

      I looked up and saw two wolves and a man. There was one more behind me, in human form. He held a wooden board in his hands, and lifted it over his head. His canine allies closed in. Their snouts were down, teeth bared. The board came down fast, aimed at my skull. Not fast enough. I grabbed the wood and ripped it from the shifter’s grasp.

      “Fuck,” he snarled.

      Both wolves struck at once, assailing my shoulder and arm with sharp fangs. The boot at my back increased its speed of attack. With my blunt weapon in both hands, I swung into the legs of my assailants with all of my strength, knocking each down in turn. The wolves released my flesh, and with my attackers stunned, I seized an opportunity. The advantage was always mine; the wolves just didn’t realize the truth of it until I was on my feet.

      Throwing the board across the room, I looked over my prey. Five wolves lay stunned. I pulled off my shirt and unbuckled my pants. The two in wolf form charged forward, while their companions began to strip. Only Fowler remained human and backed away along the floor, dragging his broken leg behind him.

      Popping sounds filled the air, bones cracking, both those of the wolves and my own. Pain erupted all over my body from within, the shattering and restructuring of base building blocks of my form. My skin burned as thick fur sprouted over every inch. The sensations filled me with excitement, a precursor to the strength and power of being free. My fingers shortened. Claws burst from what had been my fingertips.

      The scents of my opponents’ uncertainty and their sweat, the sound of their increased heart rates became so much clearer. The closing of the wolves’ jaws on my shoulder and arm barely hurt. Their fear filled my nostrils, fueling my excitement.

      Gloriously transformed, I swiped at the tiny wolves diving at my throat. They were nothing compared to me in grizzly form. I growled at my relentless attackers, letting out a guttural sound that overtook the smaller beasts’ snarls.

      The deafening sound of the firing pistol silenced me. Stinging pain followed the bullet that penetrated my shoulder. I looked to Fowler, leaning on a metal table across the room. He held a gun and took aim for his next shot.

      Without regard for the wolves, I barreled forward and scraped my claws down the length of Fowler’s body. He fell to the floor and his head hit the cement. His bloody chest continued its movement up and down, but his resistance was at an end.

      What was left of the fight was little more than a blur. Teeth and claws tore at my flesh, but the wolves were no match for my size and strength. I barreled back through the group of attackers, tackling them to the ground, and swiped at those that refused to stay down. Until they all did.

      I towered over the five men, all unconscious but still breathing, and took in the scents of blood and victory. Rule number two: always leave them breathing. Even when I let go of control and let the grizzly take over, the rules were always there. Without rules, we would be nothing more than beasts.

      Shallow breaths across the floor told me it was over, so I gave up the thrill of the bear and shifted back to human form. The world around me dulled, and the pain of my injuries resurfaced. The glass shards had dislodged from my back during the shifts. Tooth marks, cuts, and bruises seemed to be everywhere. The bleeding would stop soon enough, and the bullet would exit my body without requiring any care.

      I dressed slowly, with the fabric of my clothing agitating every wound and sore muscle. Then I checked the clothes of the wolves scattered around the room. Keys and a burner phone on Fowler. The lack of identification wasn’t a surprise. They were likely to be similar to me in part—Rule number five: don’t bring more than you need. Nothing much on the others, except for a single business card in a pair of discarded jeans.

      
        
        
        Eventide Resources

        13 Main Street

        Riverwood

      

      

      

      Somehow the tiny piece of paper felt significant, though I couldn’t say why. I slid it into my pocket and picked up my disposable camera, which lay on the floor. A few shots of the motionless shifters and I moved on to the crates. The splintery pine lids were nailed shut. Easy enough to break through by applying a little pressure. I smashed through a crate and struck gold. Literally. Large and small coins were piled with necklaces and rings, royal crowns and goblets. Sparkling gems decorated some of the pieces, others were carved with intricate details. All looked like they belonged in a museum. All were made of the same soft metal. In a second crate, I found more of the same.

      With the building stuffed with these crates, there was more than enough to buy anything. Who did this place belong to? How could he trust Fowler and friends with his riches? Maybe I’d find my answers in Riverwood.

      One thin box stood out from the rest. It was as tall and as wide as me, but only a foot deep. I pulled a board off the front and found an intricately carved, golden picture frame. After removing each board from the front carefully, I uncovered a painting of a woman. She was classically beautiful. Her fiery red hair was styled up above her face with long, white feathers fanning from the side, and her green eyes stared off into the distance. High cheekbones and a sharp nose made the woman look regal. The combination of the column in the background, her pose, and the puffy draping of her decorative green dress made me think the work was painted in the 1800s. Maybe the owner of the crates was an antique collector of some sort. Debating whether they were to be displayed, traded, or sold didn’t help anything.

      Burner phone in hand, I dialed Leonard, 555-1034. After two rings he answered.

      “Brute Pawn, this is Leonard.”

      “It’s Liam,” I said.

      “I’m guessing this isn’t about catching up at dinner,” he said, reading my tone.

      “It’s about catching up to the mark,” I replied. “Things went south. I’m at a warehouse in the industrial district. Big metal building off Barton Street.”

      “I know the place,” Leonard said. “I’m guessing you were spotted?”

      “Place reeked of wolves,” I replied. “Missed one behind me.”

      “Wouldn’t have happened if you had taken a partner,” he said.

      “Maybe,” I replied, knowing full well he was right. But a partner may have fucked things up before that point. Plus, there wasn’t anyone to ask. No one I wanted to ask, at least.

      “I’m just too fond of you to see you make a mistake,” he said. “One wrong move and you could get yourself killed.”

      “Thanks for the concern,” I replied, “but I’m fine.”

      “So were you able to get anything?” Leonard asked.

      “There’s five wolves here that need to be dealt with, including Fowler. Warehouse is full of antiques. Enough gold to buy the world twice. Got the pictures that were requested.”

      “But you were seen. That may cause a plan change,” Leonard said. “No matter. It’s always a risk. I know from experience that field work can’t always go the way it’s planned on paper. Good work in finding the place.”

      “I’ll wait here until someone arrives for cleanup,” I said.

      “I’ll make the call,” Leonard said. “Is there anything else?”

      Flipping the small piece of white paper back and forth in my hand, I debated the question. Was it relevant to the case? Maybe, maybe not. There was no indication that it was, but if I turned it in, someone else would go to Riverwood instead of me. It had to be me. I knew it did, but I didn’t know why.

      “No,” I said. “That’s it.”

      As I waited for a Tribunal cleanup crew to arrive, I considered the business card. Never before had I held onto a mission when it was time to move to the next. What was Eventide Resources, and what did they need crates full of golden relics for?
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      When I was a child, I had hated the way that everything in my mother’s roast tasted the same—a bowl full of mushy, wilted vegetables and meat bits in a greasy brown water. It had been my father’s favorite meal, and now it was Logan’s. Maybe he loved it because of the flavor combination or maybe because it reminded him of Dad.

      The tender beef melted on my tongue, pleasantly but simply seasoned with salt and pepper. Maybe my mother had become a better cook over the years, or maybe adulthood was the death of my tastebuds. Either way, I liked it. There was no conversation as everyone devoured the meal. Before long, Mom brought over the cake.

      “What are you going to wish for?” I asked Logan.

      “If I tell you, it won’t come true.”

      “Wish for more acceptance letters,” Mom said, carrying the large plate of frosted goodness toward the table.

      “I’m taking Elkston’s offer,” Logan replied, watching for her reaction.

      Mom’s mouth tightened into a line, and she set the cake in front of my brother. “You’d be better off with Duke or Cornell.”

      “They didn’t offer me a football scholarship.” Logan smiled up at Mom.

      “Maybe you should wish for that,” she said.

      “Nah,” Logan replied. “I’m happy staying close by, playing football⁠—”

      “Playing with Ashton and Joe,” Mom said.

      “It’ll be great,” he replied. I admired the way Logan let Mom’s criticism roll off of him. If only I could manage to do the same. “It’ll be like playing for Riverwood all over again.”

      “Happy birthday to you,” Jack sang.

      Logan swung his fingers in the air as everyone picked up the tune, conducting the off-key melody. After he blew out the candles, we all took a piece of cake. The men returned to the living room to catch back up with the game. Mom grabbed my arm before I could escape the kitchen.

      “Have you met the guy in charge of that mining company yet?” she asked.

      “No,” I replied, trying not to squint at her.

      “He seems so charming,” she said.

      “That’s his job,” I replied.

      “And handsome,” Mom said. “I saw him on the TV. I believe him—Eventide will bring prosperity to our town. He seems so honest. And I just adore his smile.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, praying that this conversation really was about our town.

      “I hear he’s single.” There it was.

      A ring sounded from my sweater pocket. Saved.

      “Sorry,” I said, pulling away from the matchmaker’s grasp. “I have to take this.”

      I hit accept and stepped outside, grateful for the telemarketer or whoever had given me the excuse to end the conversation.

      “Hello,” I said, and took a seat on the brick step overlooking the tiny field of flowers.

      “Sheriff Hiller,” Ernie Sherman said.

      I should have known it would be work calling. “Yes, Ernie. What
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