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PROLOGUE

Will you die today? Maybe tomorrow?

The question wove through Jak’s mind, deep and slow, like he was hearing it from under a deep pool of water. Will you die today? The echo of the words the man had yelled seconds ago made a trickle of fear move down Jak’s spine, but everything was…dreamy, not…real. He couldn’t see. He could hardly hear. His head felt foggy and…strange.

Am I dreaming?

Was he trapped inside a nightmare? Would Baka shake him awake any minute, telling him to keep it quiet with her sharp voice and soft eyes? The last thing he remembered was falling asleep in his own bed and then…this.

He wrapped his arms around himself, his teeth making clicking sounds as they chattered together.

No, not a dream. Dreams are never this cold.

All of a sudden, something was pulled from his face, and he let out a short yell as he realized something had been covering his head. He blinked into the darkness, starlight catching his gaze, flecks of light in a dark-blue sky. The circle moon shined yellow, big and round and bright.

He turned his head around, his breath coming from his lips in clouds of white. Snow. Snow everywhere. Trees. And—he cried out, tripping back from the edge of what he now saw was a cliff right in front of him. His backside hit the snow, his bare hands sinking into the freezing powder almost up to his elbows.

His heartbeat went fast, the fog in his head moving away as fear raced through his body.

“Get up.”

Jak’s head turned, and he stared at a tall man behind him, his face hidden in the shadows of his hooded coat. “Get up,” he repeated, only now it was a low growl. Jak pulled himself to his feet as fast as he could, catching movement to his left. Now that his eyes could see in the darkness, he noticed that there were three other boys standing at the edge of the cliff, only a few steps from each other. Two dark-haired boys, one small with eyes too big for his face, filled with confusion and fear, one tall and skinny, and a blond boy, who was shaking even worse than Jak was.

Why? Who? What is this? Where’s Baka?

“Will you die today?” the man repeated from behind them. “Maybe tomorrow? Next week? Many years from now a lauded warrior? Celebrated?” Jak didn’t know all those words, didn’t know what the man was talking about, and when he started to turn his head, the man stopped him with a mean-sounding “face forward.” His shivering got more, he was so scared, and he could barely stand up, his thoughts rolling all over each other, but slowly, too slowly. He couldn’t think. Why is my head all funny?

“You will die. Or you will survive. But that is up to you. It will all depend on your will to live.” The man suddenly placed his gloved hands on the side of the blond’s head and leaned in close, the darkest of the shadows. “Do you have a will to survive? To fight for your life? Tooth and nail? Heart and soul?”

The blond nodded his head in a jerky way. “Y-yes,” he said, but tears were sliding down his cheeks, and a sob came after the word. Jak’s hands fisted. He was scared, so scared, but he wanted to do something. Make this stop. He looked at the big-eyed boy next to him, and that boy was staring at Jak’s clenched fists. He looked up, meeting Jak’s eyes for a second before looking away.

The bad man let go of the crying blond’s face. “Good.” Jak heard snow crunching under the man’s feet as he stepped farther back behind them. “Now, in a minute, I’ll tell you what is happening. After that, the only rule is to survive.” He paused. “Survive or die.”

What does he mean? What’s going to happen? A sudden cloud of white filled the air in front of Jak’s face as he let out a fear-filled breath. The blond sobbed again, and the dark-haired boy with the big eyes tilted on his feet, his hand going into the pocket of his coat. Jak looked away quickly, so he wouldn’t bring the man’s eyes to whatever the small boy to his left was reaching for.

He felt a tap on his hand, and the boy slipped something hard and cold into his palm. Jak took it, dropping it into his pocket fast. His heart was thumping so hard it felt like it might jump right from his chest, but that feeling of being underwater stayed. His mind grabbed for something to hold his thoughts still.

I can’t think. I can’t think. Why can’t I think? His baka had told him he was a “smart monkey too big for little britches,” and she had said it with a frown on her face but in the way that made him think she was happy with him anyway. But he didn’t feel smart now. He felt…scared out of his mind.

Jak gave a quick look over the cliff and saw that even though it wasn’t a straight drop, it was far down to the bottom. Really, really far down. He didn’t know how to describe it in numbers, but he was smart enough to know that if he jumped to get away, he would die. The only rule is to survive. Or die.

Why? Why why why? This can’t be real. This can’t be real.

A cracking sound exploded around them, making Jak cry out in shock and terror. But before he could question where the noise was coming from, he felt a gust of cold air, and then the ground started to move. Slide. The snow went out from under his feet, and he slid forward, grabbing at the empty air for something to hold on to. But there was nothing.

He heard the bad man yell something, and then he yelled too, along with the screams of the other boys as they all slid over the edge in an explosion of white powder.

His thoughts were still slow. Everything was slow…but then he was awake suddenly. He could hear every fast beat of his heart. He could feel the stinging of the wind as it hit his face, and he could smell something green that he couldn’t name any better than that.

Someone grabbed his hand. The small boy next to him. Their eyes met for one quick second, the dark-haired boy’s gaze filled with the same fear that must be in his own. With a grunt of strength, he turned his body as the world dropped out from under them, putting his hand on the other boy’s wrist and holding on tight so they were falling together.

They whirled and tumbled and hit something solid—a piece of ground—with a loud grunt and a short scream. Pain exploded through Jak’s body. He felt the other boy’s hold loosen, so he gripped harder, and they kept going down, down, still holding on to each other.

Tumble, roll, fall, hit. Pain.

So fast. They were flying so fast. He couldn’t catch hold of anything, his empty hand reaching, grabbing, slipping.

Smack. They both yelled as they landed on a small ledge, immediately flipping off, their empty hands shooting out and catching hold of the edge.

Do you have a will to survive?

Yes!

We can do this. We can do this.

They stared, tears streaking down the smaller boy’s cheeks, their breath coming out in sharp pants. The other two boys raced past them, their screams echoing into the dark nothingness below.

Jak’s lungs hurt with every breath, and his body screamed in pain. Terror grabbed him. All his feelings were suddenly real. He felt real, not underwater anymore, not half-asleep, and it was an awful, terrifying wake-up.

Still gripping the other boy’s hand, he raised them both, grabbing the side of the ledge so they were each holding on with both hands. In a quick glance, he saw that the ledge was too small for two boys, but there was a skinny tree root next to it that looked like it might lead to stronger ground. A chance. A small, small chance.

From the low light of the moon, Jak saw that the boy’s large eyes were starting to close, blood streamed from his nose, his face was bruised and bloody, and his head was rolling on his neck like he might fall asleep. His arms were shaking, his fingertips dark with holding on. Oh God.

Don’t use the Lord’s name in vain. Where you hear that expression? That fat, stinky mailman?

His baka’s voice in his head gave him a small burst of strength, and he gripped tighter, knowing he could pull himself up if he tried. The ledge, though, was only big enough for one. The boy’s half-closed eyes met his, his mouth opening a little, blood trailing.

He was about to let go.

If Jak was going to pull himself up on the ledge and slither along the root like a snake, the way he did in the backyard at home where he was king of the forest—the woods area that he played in most of the day because his baka believed that children shouldn’t be bothering, always bothering—he’d have to do it now. Or…he could save the other boy and take his own chances with the fall.

These thoughts streaked through his brain quickly, and all at once, his body got a message he didn’t know he’d sent as he moved his hands over and grabbed the other boy around his waist just as his hands slipped and he cried out.

“Climb up me,” he grunted, using the last of his strength to keep them both from falling. “Now!” he ordered. With a sharp cry, the boy, much lighter than Jak, grabbed at the ledge again, putting a foot on Jak’s shoulder as Jak removed one hand and used it to push the boy up onto that tiny piece of solid ground.

Jak’s other hand slipped. “Live!” Jak shouted, demanding it with the last breath in his lungs as he rushed toward the unknown below.




CHAPTER ONE

Present Day

Deputy Paul Brighton gripped the steering wheel of his patrol car. Christ, his hands were still shaking. He turned on the wipers as snow flew at the windshield, creating a field of whirling white. He squinted, barely able to see the road in front of him. “Just what I need,” he muttered, trying to slow his racing heart. He’d never seen a crime scene like that, though there’d been a similar one in town just the week before. What kind of psycho went around committing murders with a bow and arrows? He’d heard about the first one—all the gory details, as a matter of fact—but the sheriff had answered that call, and now Deputy Brighton knew that hearing about something and seeing it up close and personal were two very different experiences. The picture of the victim from the scene he’d just left appeared in his mind, and he grimaced. The victim had been—fuck—he’d been nailed to the wall by an arrow, for Christ’s sake, his blood spreading across the floor like—

Deputy Brighton slammed on his brakes and turned sharply as a man, larger than life, rose up out of nowhere, looming in front of his windshield. His tires slid on the icy ground, and for a moment he thought he’d lose control of the vehicle. But he managed to hold on, correcting his slide, and the SUV skidded to a shuddery halt on the side of the road. Deputy Brighton’s breath came sharply. Who the fuck was that? He’d looked like a goddamned…caveman. He shook his head to attempt to set things straight in his brain.

He quickly opened the door, the ding ringing out into the silent, snowy landscape, the only other sound the low hum of the engine. Deputy Brighton took cover on the side of the vehicle, removing his gun from the holster for the first time in his career.

“Show your hands!” he called into the frigid onslaught, using his forearm to shield his eyes as he looked cautiously over the hood. He saw the man’s shape first—huge, muscular. “Show your hands!” he said again, his voice wavering.

The man stepped forward, his hands raised, details coming into focus. His legs were clad in denim, but the rest of him was covered entirely in…animal fur from his boots to his jacket to the hat on his head, pulled low so his eyes were partially covered. Who the hell is he? What the hell is he? “Get down on your knees!” he yelled.

The man paused as though considering but then did as he was told, his hands still raised. Deputy Brighton saw that his eyes had narrowed. Snow clung to his dark-bearded jaw, and thick, unruly hair grazed his chin. The man watched him, waiting, his gaze moving between the gun and his face. He’s a savage. The thought ran through Deputy Brighton’s mind, the gun shaking in his grip as he stepped from the cover of the car. When he moved forward, he noticed the final detail about the man.

He had a bow and arrows slung over his shoulder.




CHAPTER TWO

“Harper, there you are.” Keri Simpkins slid a pencil behind her ear as she stood from her desk, walking quickly to Harper, who was hanging her parka on a hook by the door. “Did you hear the news?”

“News?” Harper rubbed her hands together, attempting to warm them as Keri glanced behind her toward the back of the small county jail.

Keri bobbed her head. “Mm-hmm. That murder the town’s been buzzing about? There’s been another one. And”—she lowered her voice—“they have a suspect.”

Harper’s heart constricted. “Another murder?” She frowned, the surprise of the news prickling her skin. Here? In Helena Springs? And a suspect?

“Mm-hmm. And get this, the suspect is some kind of wild man.”

“Wild man? What do you mean, wild man?” And why in the world had she been summoned to the station?

Keri glanced toward the back again, and when she spoke, her voice was rushed. “Like the guy’s never lived in civilization before. Like a…like a caveman. Wait until you see—” Keri’s words cut off abruptly as footsteps sounded, and a second after that, Dwayne Walbeck, Helena Springs’s sheriff, emerged from around the corner, tipping his chin as he spotted Harper.

“Harper. Thanks for coming.”

“No problem, Dwayne.” Harper glanced at Keri quickly, but she had already turned away toward her desk. Wild man? Harper turned her attention back to Dwayne. “What’s going on?”

Dwayne looked to where Keri had taken a seat at her reception desk, her head tilted in a way that let Harper know she was hanging on every word. Despite Harper’s current confusion—and the trickle of dread moving down her spine knowing that something awful had happened to someone in her small town—a smile teased at her lips. Keri was as sweet as she was nosy, and everyone in a twenty-mile radius knew exactly where to go if they wanted to find out the latest gossip. It was a wonder Dwayne kept her around. Although normally, her loose lips weren’t too much of an issue—generally, the most newsworthy thing coming out of the station was an occasional drunk and disorderly.

“Keri, hold my calls, will you?” Dwayne shot over his shoulder.

“No problem, Dwayne,” she sang.

Dwayne placed his hand on Harper’s shoulder as he led her to the back of the station where his office was located, along with two holding cells and a small interview room that mostly served as a break area for Dwayne, Keri, and the two deputies, Paul Brighton and Roger Green.

“Dwayne, what in the world is going on?” Harper asked once they’d entered the interview/break room and he’d closed the door.

Dwayne picked up a remote and turned on a monitor hanging on the wall to Harper’s left. She turned toward the screen. It showed one of the two holding cells, and a man was sitting on the bench attached to the wall, staring straight ahead.

Harper tilted her head, moving closer, her gaze zeroing in on the man. He was wearing regular blue jeans, stretched taut over muscular thighs, but his jacket was anything but usual. Was it made of…animal fur? Patched together in a way that made it look hand…sewn. She couldn’t make out the details of the jacket’s specific construction from the picture on the screen, so she didn’t even know if that was the right word. In any case, his boots—footwear—were made of the same pieced-together animal skins and went halfway up his calves. He suddenly looked up, his eyes moving directly to the screen as though he knew she was there—or at least knew a camera watched him—and Harper took a step back like he really could see her and she should be embarrassed for staring at him the way she was.

“Recognize him?”

She shook her head, taking in his face still aimed directly at her. Straight brown hair framed it, choppy in a way that made her think he’d cut it with some sort of dull cutting tool. His jaw was shadowed by facial hair somewhere between heavy stubble and a short beard, and despite his overall unusual appearance, she could see that he was handsome, albeit in a way that made her wonder if he bathed.

And if so, where? In an icy stream? The picture her mind conjured wasn’t unpleasant, and ashamed of herself, she pushed the image aside.

“You sure you never ran across that guy either on a guided tour or when you were out by yourself?”

No, I’d remember him. Harper shook her head again.

“He might’ve been wearing something less conspicuous. Especially if it was summer.”

Like what? A loincloth? Somehow, she didn’t think that would be any less conspicuous. “I’m sure. Who is he, Dwayne?”

Dwayne blew out a breath, shutting off the monitor. Harper felt a momentary twinge of loss that was totally bizarre. But truthfully, she wanted to study the man. She wanted to be left alone in this room and watch him on that camera for a little while just to see what he would do. As if he’s some kind of alien life and not a human being? What’s wrong with you, Harper?

“Says his name is Lucas. That’s it. No last name. Just Lucas.”

“I don’t get it.”

Dwayne rubbed at his eye, and Harper suddenly realized how tired he looked. “I don’t either yet.” He leaned on the edge of the table. “I suppose Keri mentioned there’s been another murder?”

“Yeah. Can you tell me who?” She’d kept her mind from drifting to the question that made her stomach clench because she knew that whoever it was, she’d probably either know them or know them well. With a population of two thousand residents, Helena Springs was too small for that not to be the case.

“A man by the name of Isaac Driscoll, who lived in a cabin about twenty miles south of town.”

She let out a slow breath. She didn’t know that name. But…south? There was nothing south except plains, mountains, rivers, and valleys, miles and miles of unforgiving wilderness. Snow- and ice-covered unforgiving wilderness at the moment. Nothing particularly habitable…or so she’d thought.

Dwayne continued. “The victim was somehow able to reach his cell phone and dial 9-1-1. He didn’t speak, but a cell tower helped pinpoint his location, and he died before Paul could get there. The old cell tower used to get us to within a thousand feet, but the new system gets us to within thirty. Nice piece of technology. Anyway, Paul thought it was probably the usual, a lost hiker or something of that nature.” The lines around his eyes tightened for a moment. He looked concerned that those words would hit her in a personal way, and he was right.

But she shook off the feeling and focused on the situation at hand. A hiker? Anyone hiking out in that direction this time of year would have to have a few screws loose. Or…be very lost. The memory rose again, and with more effort, she mentally pushed it aside as Dwayne continued.

“When Paul got out to the remote area where the ping had come from, he spotted a cabin in the distance.”

“Oh.” She was surprised there was road access out that far or even flat land by which to travel.

“Luckily, there was a small break in the weather, so Paul could get out there because the snow really started coming down before he had even left the crime scene.” Dwayne riffled through a folder on the table and pulled out what looked to be a photo printed from the internet. He handed it to Harper. “This is the victim. Ever see him on one of your tours?”

Harper studied him. He was a nondescript older man. Sixties. Gray, balding hair, glasses. Short beard. A thick neck leading her to believe he was stocky. Harper handed the photo back to Dwayne. “Not that I can remember.”

Dwayne placed the picture back in the folder, and Harper glanced at the blank screen. “What does he have to do with all of this?”

Dwayne sighed again. “Suppose you heard about the murder weapon used on the woman staying at the Larkspur.”

A statement, not a question, but Harper nodded. “I did.” She didn’t need to mention that Keri had confided to her—and half the town—that the woman had been shot with a bow and arrow at the one establishment in town that was available for out-of-town guests.

Harper grimaced internally at the picture that still formed in her mind when she thought of the unknown woman she’d heard about a week earlier, an arrow shot so powerfully that it had come out of the other side of her body and still had enough force to lodge in the wood of the wall.

“The weapon used in that crime is the same type of weapon used in Isaac Driscoll’s murder.”

“Oh,” she breathed.

“Yeah. Unusual to say the least. Not too many people use them in general, and especially not to commit murder. Much less two.” Dwayne glanced at the blank screen the same way Harper had. “Paul had just left the scene and almost ran that guy over on his way out. Acted like he’d never seen a truck before—which, come to find out, maybe he hasn’t. Anyway, Paul was already shaken having just discovered a macabre crime scene, and here this guy comes, right across his path, carrying a bow and arrows on his back.”

Harper widened her eyes. “Carrying—You think he’s the murderer?”

“He says he’s not, and there’s no evidence at this point to say he is except the bow and arrows. Though the one he was carrying has arrows different in appearance than the ones used in the two crimes. And there are spots for each arrow in the case he was carrying and none were missing. We took it into evidence. But add in the fact that he knows how to use one and that he lives in the vicinity of Isaac Driscoll, and he’s at least a person of interest.”

Harper stared at the sheriff for a moment. “They both live out there?”

“Appears so. Says he lives ten thousand, five hundred seventy-three steps from Driscoll, in the direction of the three mountain peaks.”

“Huh?”

“I know. That’s how he described the distance between their residences. Strange.”

To say the least. She led guided tours into that wilderness—nature lovers, campers, hunters. But she couldn’t imagine living there permanently—in every season. It would be… practically impossible to survive, at least without a whole hell of a lot of gear.

“Did they know each other?”

“Lucas says he traded things with Driscoll, who made trips into town. Fish Lucas caught for clothing items, etcetera. He said other than that they didn’t have much of a relationship—he didn’t consider the man a friend. Just someone he did business with.”

Business. “Fish he caught? So…that man in there has never been to town?”

“That’s what he says.”

“So he couldn’t have killed the woman at the bed-and-breakfast.”

Dwayne shrugged. “We’re going on his word alone right now because it’s all we have. We won’t have forensics back for a little while, but so far, nothing places him there. We really have nothing to hold him on.”

Harper went back over Dwayne’s words. Never been to town? Never been out of that wilderness? How was that possible? Her questions were endless. But that wasn’t why Dwayne had asked her there. He wanted information from her, not the other way around. “I don’t typically take tours south, and hunting is better east of the river. But in any case, I’ve never run across either one of them that I can remember. And I’ve never come across a dwelling of any sort. I’m as surprised as you are.” Twenty miles made a hell of a difference as far as terrain, but it wasn’t so far that someone couldn’t live a more comfortable life in a populated town and still enjoy the wilderness for all it offered. She didn’t get it.

Dwayne stood up from the table, gesturing to a small fridge near the door that she assumed held drinks. She shook her head, and he removed a water bottle, uncapping it and taking a long sip before saying, “We called in the Missoula crime lab to process the scene, but we’ve had to call in the Montana Department of Justice to investigate. We’re simply not equipped to deal with a crime like this. The agent they sent is at the first crime scene at the Larkspur, but he should be back shortly to ask Lucas a few more questions. And”—he paused, creasing his brow as if he was worried about what her reaction would be to his next words—“I’m hoping you’re okay that I’ve offered up your services. We could use your help.”




CHAPTER THREE

Agent Mark Gallagher stood still, taking in the room as a whole, memorizing the layout, waiting for anything that immediately seemed out of place to catch his attention. Nothing did except the large dark stain on the carpet. But he’d expected that. The woman who’d died here had not experienced a peaceful death.

No, there had been fear and suffering and finally death, though a quiet one, as the arrow that had been driven through her throat had cut off her air and the scream he was sure had been trapped within. He’d seen the crime scene photos. The woman was wearing nothing but a T-shirt and white cotton underwear—presumably what she’d worn to sleep in—and her eyes were open in horror. Judging by the thrown-back covers, she’d been halfway between the bed and the window—she’d attempted to run but hadn’t gotten very far.

Of course, she hadn’t had much of a chance. Killing with a bow and arrow didn’t require close proximity. That was kind of the point, wasn’t it? The killer hadn’t had to move much farther than the doorway, where he’d entered by picking the flimsy lock while the woman slept.

Mark opened a dresser drawer. Nothing. She had a duffel bag holding several items of clothing, and there was toothpaste on the sink, but it appeared she hadn’t intended on a long trip. Or the woman didn’t own much.

There was a stack of books on the nightstand, and Mark picked up the one on top. The Giver. He placed it aside and looked at the next three: Ender’s Game, The Maze Runner, and The Lightning Thief. Mark’s brows lowered. He didn’t know anything about the victim, but the titles seemed like odd choices for an adult woman the ME had estimated to be in her mid- to late thirties. Mark recognized them as books geared toward young adults.

Mark spotted something on the spine of The Giver, and upon closer inspection, it appeared that a sticker had been there but had been peeled off recently. Some of the remaining glue was still sticky. A price tag? Although…the books on the nightstand were well used. Maybe they’d come from a used bookstore. He inspected the other books and found visible traces of glue and small pieces of yellow sticker on the spines of those ones as well. Huh. So they’d probably all come from the same place. Somewhere in town that might remember this woman? He opened the book covers one by one and saw that the first page of each one had been torn out. Weird. They could very well be books the woman had owned for years, old favorites she’d brought along to reread. Still…they felt out of place, and that nagged at him. He snapped a couple of quick pictures of the pile of books on the nightstand.

“Sir? Agent Gallagher?” The woman standing in the doorway wringing a dish towel in her hands was small and thin, in her late sixties he estimated, with a blond bob that ended at her jaw. She was wearing an apron, a smear of something bright red on the skirt. In the midst of a bloody crime scene, the vision was decidedly unsettling.

He smiled. “Mrs. Wilcox?”

The woman he knew to be the owner of the Larkspur Bed & Breakfast/Restaurant nodded, glancing nervously around the room and then taking a step back. He led her into the hallway and closed the door behind him. “Terrible what happened here.”

She bobbed her head, swallowing, her hands still wringing the towel. “Oh, I can hardly sleep for thinking about it. Right under my own roof too.” She grimaced. “Do they know anything about that poor woman yet?”

“Not yet, ma’am. I was wondering if you could tell me anything about her that might have stood out to you?”

She looked to the side and frowned in concentration. “Mostly the fact that she was staying here at all. We don’t get many guests in the winter. We only have the three rooms. The restaurant is our main business through all the seasons, but especially the cold ones. We get the occasional person passing through town who needs a place to stay for the night or someone visiting relatives who wants a space of their own, but it’s rare. So I was surprised when she rang the bell last Wednesday and said she wanted to rent a room for the week.”

He jotted that down in the notebook he kept in his jacket pocket. A week.

“She didn’t mention she was visiting anyone then?”

“No, and I asked. ‘What brings you to Helena Springs?’ I’d said. She got this faraway look on her face and then told me she was here to try to right a wrong. Well, I didn’t know exactly what to say to that, but she changed the subject anyway, asking about the restaurant hours.”

Here to right a wrong. Mark wrote that down as well, tapping the pen on the pad for a second before he asked, “She paid in cash?”

“She did. I asked for ID, of course, per protocol, but she told me her wallet had been stolen recently, so she didn’t have any. Well, not having ID made me hesitate to rent the room to her, but she was paying up front, and it was so very cold out. It wouldn’t have been Christian of me to send her back out into that weather with nowhere else to stay in town.”

“Of course. I understand.” Mark gave Mrs. Wilcox a pleasant smile, which she returned, her shoulders dropping as if she was worried he’d disapprove of her lack of following protocol. “Did you happen to see if someone dropped her off?” There hadn’t been a vehicle left in the parking lot, which meant the woman had either walked or been driven by someone else.

“No. I didn’t even hear her come in. I was watching a show when I heard the bell ring at the front desk. Took me completely by surprise,” Mrs. Wilcox said.

“What can you tell me about that night?”

Mrs. Wilcox had ceased wringing the towel, but at the reference to that night, she started up again. Mark wondered if it would tear in half. “I heard yelling,” she whispered, glancing back down the hall over Mark’s shoulder as if someone might suddenly appear and overhear her say something she shouldn’t. “I couldn’t hear everything, but I did hear him yell, ‘How could you? How could you? You ruined everything.’”

“And it was definitely a man’s voice?”

“Oh yes. No mistaking that. I thought about coming up here. Guests aren’t allowed to have other people stay in their room without paying for double occupancy, you know? And there was the fighting… That was concerning. But then the yelling stopped, and I decided to address it in the morning.” She frowned, shaking her head. “I did the wrong thing, didn’t I?”

“No, ma’am. It’s understandable. There’s no way you could have known it was anything more than a couple’s spat.”

“Nothing like this has ever happened in Helena Springs.” Her hands stopped working the towel as she leaned forward. “There have been accidents where people lost their lives. The Ward family comes to mind, of course.” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “That poor girl, Harper, losing both her parents that way. Well,” she said, drawing her shoulders back and seeming to catch herself talking of things she hadn’t been asked about. Mark was used to that, though. It was a thing people did—they looked to fill the silence, so he made sure to leave plenty of it available. Because often, that uninhibited chatter contained useful information. Having worked the job for almost thirty years, he’d learned to wait, listen, and store information away, just in case.

He handed Mrs. Wilcox his card. “If you think of anything else, anything at all—no detail is too small—give me a call.”

She took his card, slipping it into the pocket of her apron and nodding. “I absolutely will.” She began to turn. “I’d better get back to those pies. I bake when I’m nervous. It helps—” She waved her hand around. “Anyway, Agent Gallagher, I’ll call if I think of anything.”

He tipped his head. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She gave him a nervous smile and then turned, heading back toward the stairs to the kitchen where he could smell the sweet and tart aroma of cherry pie baking.

Laurie used to make cherry pie—the crust woven together like a basket so the little spaces in between bubbled red and gooey when the pie was hot. That smell made him yearn, made the empty spots inside him throb with the reminder of what had been. He shook it off, concentrating on things he’d jotted in his notebook, turning his mind back to the two murdered people deserving of justice.

He needed to get to that second scene. He wanted to look at it as soon as possible after examining the first—see if something about them seemed familiar in a way he might not recognize if the timing was further apart. Tomorrow morning wouldn’t be good enough. He’d told Laurie he’d be home for dinner, but she’d understand that with a new job, he had to give it his all. Not that he’d do less regardless. It wasn’t in his nature to half-ass anything, never had been. Although he wondered distantly if he was doing everything he could where his marriage was concerned. He pushed those thoughts aside for the moment. That would take time. He hoped. God, he hoped.

It felt like he’d been hoping for a long time. Too long maybe.

As he walked to his truck, snow was falling again, the icy air burning his skin. The sky was gray and low, as though at any moment it might descend lower and crush everyone beneath it. It made him feel depressed and claustrophobic. Jesus, how did these people survive months and months of this? He guessed he’d know soon enough, but he already missed the endless blue California sky.

The sheriff had told him he had a local girl in mind who knew the terrain well. Good, because he’d need her. His knowledge about wilderness could fill a shot glass. And him trekking around alone in the snow sounded extremely unpleasant and mostly pointless.

After he’d slid inside his SUV, turned the ignition, and started blasting the heat, he checked the name he’d jotted in his notebook. Harper Ward. I thought so. It was the same girl Mrs. Wilcox had mentioned. That poor girl, Harper, losing both her parents that way. The sheriff had told him her father had been the previous sheriff in Helena Springs, and a guilty look had flashed in the man’s eyes that Mark didn’t have enough information to understand. He wondered what it meant and figured he could find out easily enough if he wanted to—there was always someone—or twenty someones—willing to talk about their neighbors in a small town. But he’d rather keep his focus on what was important to his case and solve this crime—crimes—before anyone else in this small town got hurt.

Or killed.
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