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Chapter One

 

Maxwell

It’s a vacation. How bad could it be? Royce would do this for me in a heartbeat.

I kept repeating those words to myself as the bus driver ground the gears loudly and the lumbering vehicle shuddered and lurched forward. The stench of diesel fuel filtered into the passenger compartment from outside, and when I gave a little cough, the pink-and-white poodle in the seat next to me began yowling hysterically.

My head had already been throbbing, even without the dog barking three inches from me. I gritted my teeth, ignoring the pooch, and pressed closer to the cold wall of the bus. My stomach growled with hunger as Dean Martin crooned “Baby It’s Cold Outside” for the millionth time.

According to my calculations, there should only be one more hour before we’d arrive at Giggly Elves Tree Farm and Bed and Breakfast. If I just kept thinking about how happy Royce was that I’d agreed to join him on this excursion, that would help me behave. Our relationship was back on track, and I was determined to keep it that way. He’d made it clear he needed things too, so here I was, sitting next to a miniature poodle who wanted to chew my face off.

The urge to cough returned, but I stifled it. It wasn’t just the diesel fumes irritating my throat. Someone was wearing a sickeningly sweet perfume, and it was making me wheeze a bit. When I shifted and cleared my throat, the dog went nuts again. I winced at the animal’s piercing bark and clamped my mouth shut so I didn’t say anything rude.

“Now, Mary Puppins, you mustn’t bark at Dr. Thornton. He won’t like you if you do that.” Hermina Bloom kissed the growling poodle’s fluffy head. “Naughty little boo-boo.”

I will not say one word. Not even one. Who cares if a grown woman is using baby talk to her dog? Not one word shall leave my lips.

I kept my gaze fixed on the back of Girdy’s head. She was sitting in front of me with her boyfriend, Todd. She’d taken that seat so we could talk on the trip, or so she’d said, but I suspected she was keeping an eye on me. She probably didn’t trust I could behave because River Martin was a part of the group. It was true I’d been less than thrilled to see Lucas and him waltzing up with their suitcases, but I hadn’t said anything. That restraint should count for something.

I was in a bad mood though because that snake, River, had managed to get the seat next to Royce. That was all Hermina’s fault. I’d been saving the seat next to me for Royce, but for whatever reason, she’d just plopped down beside me without even asking. Royce had looked a bit nonplussed to see the seat beside me taken, but before I’d been able to suggest Hermina take a hike, he’d moved on past with a good-natured smile. Now he sat two rows behind me instead of with me. Sometimes I really wished Royce wasn’t the most easygoing person in the world.

Naturally, the second Royce had taken his seat, River had pounced and sat with him. I had to wonder how Lucas felt about that. He’d ended up next to Mayor Penelope Granger, while her husband, Gerald Granger, had ended up at the back of the bus all by himself. If River thought I’d take a back seat to him the entire week, he was going to be sorely disappointed. I certainly wasn’t going to be stuck with Hermina and Mary Puppins for the duration.

“You’re going to absolutely love Giggly Elves Farm, Dr. Thornton.” Hermina’s nasally voice interrupted my grumpy thoughts.

“Am I?”

“Oh, yes.” As she spoke, she unwrapped a string cheese. I was horrified when she let the dog take a bite and then took one herself. “There are so many fun things to do.”

Royce would ignore this, and I should ignore it too.

Pressing my lips tight, I reminded myself that most of the bacteria in a dog’s mouth wasn’t zoonotic, so Hermina was probably in no danger of catching anything life-threatening. Still, I wouldn’t be sharing my food with Grumpy anytime soon.

She waved the stick of cheese around, and Mary Puppins’s head followed the treat intently. “I think you’ll be surprised at how awesome this experience is going to be.”

“I’m hoping to get some reading done.”

“Reading?” she squeaked. “Nobody goes to Giggly Elves Farm to read.”

“Why not? I like reading.”

She gave a teasing smile. “Don’t be such a cranky-pants. You’ll have a marvelous time with all the activities.” Her smile faded as she studied me with her pale blue eyes. “You do like having fun, right?”

“Well…” Since having fun hadn’t been my priority most of my life, I wasn’t sure what to say. The Thorntons weren’t big on frivolity. 

When I didn’t say anything more, she gave an uneasy giggle. “Everyone likes fun.”

Judging by her questioning expression, it was obvious she needed more of a response from me, so I murmured, “Sure. Fun is… the… best.”

“That’s right.” She nodded. “And we’re going to have bushels of fun on this farm. They have hayrides, and we get to make our very own Christmas tree decorations. Doesn’t that just sound like the bee’s knees?”

I was proud of myself when I managed to stifle my groan. I’d once made a Christmas ornament in grade school. I still remembered the feel of the smooth glass ball in my hands as I glued on globs of green and red glitter. I’d really gone to town on that project because my teacher had encouraged me to “express my inner artist.” As I recalled, my mother had tossed it into the trash with a horrified expression the minute I’d shown it to her. The Thorntons weren’t big on frivolity or artistic expression. 

“I made an angel my first time at the farm,” Hermina said with a smile. “I still have it too. I hang it on my tree every year. You just wait. Once you start, it’s impossible to stop. It’s so much fun.”

I cleared my throat, which set Mary Puppins off again. I waited for a lull in the barking to say, “I can hardly wait.” Naturally, I was lying, but it sounded like something Royce might say. I’d already decided he’d be my role model this trip. Before I said or did anything, I’d ask myself, “Would Royce say that? Would Royce do that?” Maybe then I’d make it through the week unscathed.

“I’ve gone on this trip every year since the Rainy Dale city council started renting a bus to transport everyone.” She kissed Mary Puppins’s nose. “The farm is owned by Mona Montgomery and her husband, Ezra.”

“Is that right?” I smiled politely.

“Yep. Mona is just the best person ever. Such a sweetheart. Ezra is nice too.”

Something in her tone made me think she didn’t care for Ezra. “Do you not like her husband?”

She widened her eyes. “Oh, of course I do. He’s… fine.” She grimaced. “He’s just not as warm as Mona.” She laughed uneasily. “They have a son named Dakota. He smiles easily just like his mom, only he’s a tad shyer. But that’s probably just because he’s young. You know how kids have trouble talking to adults sometimes?”

I nodded. “It’s nice that the whole family works the farm.” I was just making conversation. I had no idea if it was nice or not. I’d have been in pure hell if I’d been forced to work for my family when I was younger. But all families were different. Perhaps the Montgomery family was thrilled to work and live together. Some families actually liked each other.

“Yep,” she murmured. “I’d be way too scared to make the drive alone. I’m so thankful for the bus.”

“That’s understandable. It’s a long drive.” I didn’t really share her warm opinion of this rumbling monstrosity. I couldn’t wait to get off the bus, and if I never rode another one, it would be way too soon.

She glanced around at the other passengers. “It’s a smaller group than usual this year. I wonder why more people didn’t come?”

Girdy must have been listening to our conversation because she turned around and peered at us between the seats. “A lot of people got that flu bug that’s going around. They had to cancel.”

I nodded. “True. I did treat a lot of people with the flu before we left.”

“Oh, no.” Hermina gasped.

“They’ll be fine, but they didn’t want to spread it around to the rest of us right before the holidays,” Girdy said.

“Well, that’s awful considerate of them.” Hermina gave another glance at the others. “I hope it will still be fun with such a small group.”

“It’ll be fine.” Girdy smiled. “After all, there are other guests at the farm too.”

“True,” Hermina said softly. “But only nine of us are Rainy Dale people.”

Personally, I thought finding anyone willing to make this trip was amazing. I couldn’t fathom what was so wonderful about chopping down your own tree. Royce had said it wasn’t the tree chopping so much as the time spent with friends and loved ones. That had made even less sense to me.

Girdy swiveled her spying eye to me. “How are you holding up, Max?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but apparently that offended Mary Puppins because she started barking again. Girdy smiled weakly and I shrugged. She looked surprised at my tolerant reaction, which told me I was on the right track.

Todd had been sleeping, and he suddenly jerked awake. “Huh? What’s wrong?” he asked groggily.

Girdy smiled at him affectionately. “Nothing is wrong. I was just talking to Max.”

“Oh, I see.” He turned to peer at me through the vinyl seats too. “How are you holding up, Max?”

I was a bit irritated that they kept asking me that, like I was a patient in a mental ward. They obviously had little faith in my ability to suffer fools. I guess I had no one to blame for that but myself. I didn’t have a lot of tolerance for some people. Most people. However, I was turning over a new leaf, so I gave a thumbs-up sign.

Todd laughed and faced forward again. “See, Girdy, I told you he’d be fine.”

I frowned. “Of course I’ll be fine.”

Girdy laughed and also faced the front of the bus. “There’s normal fine, and then there’s Maxwell Thornton fine.”

Todd chuckled. “That’s true enough.”

Hermina giggled. “They sure do have your number, Doc.”

“My number?” I scowled and then flinched when a string of golden tinsel fell from the ceiling of the bus onto my hair. Most of the string was still attached to the roof of the vehicle, but the loose end rested on my head, dangling in front of my face. There were a few sniggers from the passengers around me, but I lifted my chin and ignored them. 

With amazing restraint, I moved the offending tinsel from my hair so that it was on my shoulder instead. I clasped my hands in my lap and said brightly, “Do you suppose the driver has another Christmas CD he could play?”

Hermina glanced at me. “You don’t like Dean Martin?”

“I do, but we’ve heard the same CD the entire drive. I was simply wondering if perhaps he had another one… we could… er… enjoy.”

“He’s right,” Girdy said. “I wouldn’t mind hearing a different CD.”

“Definitely,” Todd agreed.

“I’ll ask the bus driver if he has another CD,” Hermina said cheerfully. “Oh, yoo-hoo, Hank. Would you by any chance have another Christmas CD? Dr. Thornton is tired of this one.”

I clenched my teeth and slid down in my seat. Why was she singling me out? Girdy and Todd were also hoping for a different CD. 

“Oh! Oh!” River’s voice came from a few rows back. “I have a Christmas CD we could play. I just happened to bring one of my favorites. It’s guaranteed to put a smile on even your face, Maxwell.”

I frowned at him over my shoulder and saw him rifling through his leather carry-on bag. My guess was he’d have some happy holidays positive vibrations rubbish that would make my head hurt even more. 

My gaze slid to Royce, who sat next to him. When our eyes met, Royce winked. I wasn’t generally a winking type of person, so I nodded instead. I didn’t have it in me to smile. Seeing Royce brought back my earlier frustration. I’d have been so much happier sitting next to him. Maybe I could have held his hand and tuned out all these annoying people.

River passed the CD down the rows of passengers, and it eventually made its way to the driver. Hank ejected the Dean Martin CD and slipped in River’s. The sound of The Chipmunks singing “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” came over the speakers, and it took every ounce of control I had not to swear.

Royce gave an uneasy laugh, barely audible over the squeaking chipmunks. Girdy warily peered at me over her seat, as if I were a ticking time bomb. I curled my hand into a fist until my nails dug into my skin, but I smiled. I plastered on the biggest, fakest smile I could muster and I didn’t let it slip, even as sweat gathered on my upper lip.

“Oh, I love the Chipmunks,” squealed Hermina. “Mary Puppins loves them too. Don’t you, baby? Don’t you?” She rained kisses down on the wiggling pup.

“They sure are awesome,” I said through gritted teeth. As I finished speaking, more of the golden garland fell onto my head.

Girdy grimaced. “Oh!” She reached up and tugged the streamer so that it wasn’t directly hitting me. “Better?”

“Thanks.” I ran a hand over my hair.

“I’m sure this isn’t really your kind of music,” Girdy said softly. “You don’t have to pretend to like it.”

“It’s great. Very… festive,” I mumbled. No way was I voicing my true opinion of the music. It felt like a trap.

“You sure you’re doing okay, Max? Your face is awfully red.” Girdy grimaced.

“Of course. This is what holidays are all about, right?”

As if I knew?

“Um… sure.” Girdy nodded.

“I was telling Dr. Thornton about the hayride,” Hermina said cheerfully.

I cleared my throat. “I can’t wait for the hayride.”

“Really?” Girdy wrinkled her brow watching me suspiciously.

“Sure. Fresh air and… things. What could be more holiday-ish?” I couldn’t hold her gaze because my smile was slipping. Instead, I glanced out the window at the barrel cactus–dotted landscape. Metal windmills whipped by as did the occasional buffalo statue and flagpole with the Texas flag flying high. I glanced at my watch for the millionth time.

Has time literally stopped?

“Mary Puppins will be in heaven on the hayride.” Hermina said. “She just loves the outdoors.”

“Who doesn’t?” I interjected.

Girdy blinked at me. “You feeling all right, Max?”

“Of course.”

“Like I said, you seem a little red in the face,” Girdy murmured.

Todd sighed. “Leave him alone, Girdy. You’re like a mother hen.”

Giving me one last apprehensive look, she turned around to face the front of the bus.

I sighed and leaned my head back against the seat. For whatever reason, that made Mary Puppins start howling at me like someone had sat on her tail. Clenching my jaw, I tuned out the hysterical pup and the gratingly cheerful chipmunks, who were now singing “Santa Baby.”

Yes, the bus ride was challenging, but soon enough, we’d arrive at Giggly Elves Farm, and things would probably start going much smoother.


Chapter Two

 

Royce

I’d planned on sitting next to Max, and judging by the look he’d given me moments ago, he was hanging on by a thread. I was frustrated that Hermina had planted herself next to him, simply because I’d been slower about getting on the bus. Her dog kept yapping at Max, and I worried it was only a matter of time before he said something.

I realized he was determined to be a team player on this trip, but he was who he was. It was unrealistic to think he’d suddenly become super tolerant of people. That wasn’t even necessary. He was already so much better in how he responded to anyone who got under his skin. I felt a little guilty about him joining me on this trip, even though it had been his idea. He’d volunteered, but my guilt came from the fact that I knew he didn’t really want to be here. He was simply trying to please me. Which I appreciated, but not if it ended up being too much of a strain on him.

River was beside me, and he laughed suddenly as he stared at his phone. 

I gave him a curious glance.

“I just got a text from Lucas.” River smiled. “He’s ready to kill me for sitting with you.”

“Really?” Max was probably feeling the same.

“Yes.” He sighed. “His feathers are all ruffled now. I’ll have to do some damage control.”

I frowned. “You should have sat with him.”

“I know,” he said softly. “But I wanted to sit with you, Sheriff.”

I ignored his playful tone. River knew I was with Max. I couldn’t understand why he kept flirting with me. I wasn’t the sort of man to date two people at one time. Surely River knew that by now. Even if, God forbid, things didn’t work out with Max and me, River wasn’t someone I’d ever be with.

“Who’s Lucas sitting with?” I asked, craning my head to see behind me.

“Penelope. It’s not a great pairing. As you’ve probably noticed, Lucas isn’t a big talker.”

“No. He’s not. But I wouldn’t think that would matter with Penelope.” I smiled wryly. “She usually does all the talking.”

“That’s very true.” He sighed.

“I notice you spend a lot of time with Penelope.”

“Well, she’s useful to know.” He seemed to catch himself. “I mean, I like Penelope. She was so warm and welcoming when I first arrived.”

“Sure. Sure.” I twisted my lips. “Plus, she knows all the powerful people in town.”

He wrinkled his brow. “While that’s true, she exudes a very positive energy. I’m drawn to people like that.” He gave me another one of his flirty smiles. “You have a beautiful aura, so I’m drawn to you too.”

“Gee, thanks.” Heat touched my cheeks because he was staring at me so intensely. I didn’t trust River as far as I could throw him, but in my position, I had to be nice to everyone. It wasn’t always easy with River though because I was fairly certain he wanted Maxwell gone. He’d already admitted he’d enticed Lucas to Rainy Dale hoping he could replace Max as the town’s GP. In fairness to him, he’d thought Max was going back to LA. Most of the town, including me, had thought the same thing. But Max hadn’t left, and the fact that Lucas was still here made me uneasy.

He cleared his throat. “So it seems things are back on with you and Maxwell?”

“Yep.” His vaguely disapproving tone annoyed me, but I didn’t really give a hoot what other people thought about Max. He suited me just fine, whether they liked it or not.

“He’s a lucky man, Sheriff.”

“I see it the other way around.”

“Do you?” His tone said, “How could you possibly?”

“You folks don’t know Max like I do.” I didn’t like being sucked into this type of conversation, but I felt an instinctive need to defend Max.

Shifting in his seat, River said, “No. That’s true, we don’t. But something tells me that isn’t our fault.”

He had a point. Maxwell was difficult to get close to. Nobody knew that better than me. But I also knew he was well worth the effort. “Oh, I think you’ll all see a different side to Max on this trip.”

“Wouldn’t that be splendid?” River said, peering at his phone.

Whether the people on the trip ended up liking Maxwell more by the end of this or not didn’t really concern me. I liked him plenty enough for all of us, and that was all that mattered. 

When the bus swerved suddenly, some of the passengers let out anxious yelps. The bags in the racks above our heads slammed into the metal bars, but they stayed up on the shelf. As the tires screeched, I gripped the seat in front of me, peering toward the front to see what was going on. Hank had a death grip on the steering wheel, and he was swearing at a red sports car in front of us.

“Jesus,” River rasped, pressing his hand to his chest. “That was close.”

“What was that guy thinking?” Gerald Granger yelled from the back. “What kind of damn fool passes a bus on a blind curve? He could have got us all killed.”

“That red car barely missed that semitruck,” Penelope wailed.

The bus slowed down, and Hank said in a wobbly voice, “It’s okay, folks. Everything is under control.”

My heart was pounding as I looked over to check on Max. Hermina was clutching her dog, looking petrified, and Maxwell was talking to her in a low, calm voice. Max could often be impatient with emotional people, so it was good to see him trying to soothe the older woman.

“You okay, River?” Lucas called out from behind us.

River turned his head and gave his friend a weak smile. “I think so.” River’s knuckles were white from gripping the arm of the seat so hard. “You?”

“Awesome. Although, I might need a new pair of boxers,” Lucas said sardonically.

“Everything is fine,” I said to no one in particular.

As everyone murmured excitedly about what a close call that had been, Hank shifted gears and slowed the vehicle down. I thought maybe he’d pull over because he looked a little rattled, but the big bus continued to wind around hairpin curves that hugged the rocky hills. Gradually the flat terrain on the one side of us began to change, and soon the road was hugged on both sides by rugged hills, thick with pine trees.

After thirty minutes or so, Hank turned onto a dirt road. The bus passed through the iron gates, where a sign indicated we were now entering Giggly Elves Farm. I gave a sigh of relief because I was more than ready to get off the bus. Hank steered the bus down a long, bumpy drive that was surrounded by Leyland and Arizona cypress trees.

Giggly Elves was a forty-two-acre working tree farm. They were open year-round because they were also a bed-and-breakfast, but their busiest seasons were autumn and winter. People came for the pumpkins and the Christmas trees but stayed for the country charm of the bed-and-breakfast. The cook, Elle, also made one of the best pecan pies I’d ever eaten. I always made a point of taking one of her pies home to serve at my Christmas meal. This year I’d have Max with me on Christmas Day, and I was over the moon excited about that. I really wanted him to experience how wonderful a holiday could be, if you were with the right people.

Even though we were now officially on the grounds of Giggly Elves Farm, it was still quite a drive to the actual farmhouse. The dirt road was surrounded by thick trees, and at one point, we crossed a small wooden bridge built over a river that cut through the farm. When we came to a large parking area to the side of the road, Hank pulled into the lot and we all gave a collective sigh of relief.

There were two school buses already parked in the lot, and my eyes narrowed when I also spotted a bright red sports car. It looked exactly like the one that had almost gotten us killed earlier on that curve. I realized there were plenty of red cars in the world, but this one had the same bumper sticker the other car had had: Bankers do it with interest.

“Okay, folks, someone from the farm will be here shortly to pick you up.” Hank shut off the engine and stood to face us. “Now you get to experience one of the best parts: the hayride.”

I flicked my uneasy gaze to Max, but his expression was blank. I knew him well enough to know hayrides weren’t on his bucket list. He was a city boy through and through. In fact, I’d had to talk him into wearing jeans on this trip, instead of his usual suit. Luckily, he’d listened to me. He’d have looked pretty ridiculous perched on a bale of hay wearing one of his custom-made suits.

“I’ll see you all in a week when I come back to pick you up.” As Hank spoke, he pushed a lever, and the doors of the bus swooshed open. “You have a wonderful time during your stay.”

When I stepped off the bus, I eyed the red car parked a few feet away. I was positive it had to be the same car. I wanted to have a word with the driver, but I didn’t see anyone around. Since I couldn’t find the driver at the moment, I moved over to where Max was standing with Girdy. There was definite tension along his sharp jaw, and his eyes had a hint of anxiety gleaming in the blue depths.

I smiled at him, and he seemed to relax ever so slightly. “We’re here,” I said.

“Yes. That bus ride certainly was… long.”

I grimaced. “I know. Sorry. There’s no other way around getting to where the trees grow.”

“Of course.” He nodded. “A necessary evil. But now we’re here.”

“Exactly.”

I was pleased when he leaned into me with his shoulder, as if he needed that contact. He didn’t show affection that often, so it was nice when he did something like that. I rubbed his back, and he sighed. His obvious tension worried me a bit if only because the trip had barely begun. He’d probably be fine once we were safely in our private cabin. He’d be able to unwind then.

Movement out of the corner of my eye made me glance over. The driver of the red car had returned. He was leaning against his car, his dark hair slicked back, wearing a very expensive-looking suit with a red tie. He had his phone out, and he was playing around with it, frowning.

Clenching my jaw, I said, “I’ll be right back.”

Max looked curious about where I was going, but he didn’t say anything.

I strode toward the guy in the suit, steeling myself. He looked arrogant. He hadn’t even spoken to me yet, but I could tell he was going to give me attitude. I stopped in front of him, and he took a few seconds before he flicked his dark gaze up.

“Can I help you?” he asked in a bored voice.

“I’m Sheriff Royce Callum.”

He frowned. “Okay.”

“You passed our bus back on the main road.” My voice had an edge to it. “You were driving recklessly.”

He laughed. “You’re a sheriff riding on a bus?”

“What about it?”

“Well, that seems weird.” He scanned me from head to toe. “How do I know you’re a real sheriff? You’re not in uniform. I don’t see a badge.”

“I’m off duty.” Gritting my teeth, I tugged the small leather case that housed my flat badge and showed him. “You endangered not just your own life, but the lives of everyone on that bus, in addition to the semitruck you almost plowed into.”

Once he saw my badge, he looked slightly less cocky. “Look. I’m a good driver. I had plenty of time. Obviously, since we’re all still alive.”

“You were lucky. I could arrest you for reckless driving.”

He widened his eyes. “I wasn’t driving recklessly. The most you could accuse me of is driving fast.”

“Reckless driving means that you drove with conscious or deliberate disregard for the safety of others. That describes what you did to a T.”

“No.” He shook his head. “That’s just not true.”

I studied him, taking in the gleam of sweat now showing on his forehead. He wasn’t nearly as smug now. He was still argumentative, but he wasn’t as arrogant. “What are you doing here at Giggly Elves Farm?”

His gaze flickered. “I’m… I’m here for a holiday break.”

“You’re cutting down your own tree?” I arched one brow. He struck me as more of an artificial-tree kind of guy. 

“I’m looking for some holiday cheer. I’m just spending a few days. I don’t need a tree.”

“Where are you from?”

He frowned. “Are you allowed to question me like this?”

I laughed. “Is it a problem to tell me where you’re from?”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “No, I just don’t get why you care where I’m from.”

“I’m trying to get a sense of who you are so I can decide whether or not you should get off with a warning or if I should charge you with something.”

“Oh. Well, I’m from Nevada.”

“Your car doesn’t have Nevada plates.”

He swallowed. “It’s a rental.”

I frowned. “You put a bumper sticker on a rental?”

He shrugged. “I like to express myself. I’ll remove it before I return the car.”

“Seems like a lot of trouble.”

“Like I said, I like to express myself.”

Brag is more like it.

“What’s your name?”

“Richard Walker.”

“Do you have any ID on you?” I asked.

He slumped, but he tugged his wallet from his back pocket. He showed me his license, looking demoralized. “Sheriff, I have enough problems. Can’t you just let this go? I was distracted because I just broke up with my girlfriend, Carla. That’s all. It’s a sucky time of year to be alone. I’ll drive more carefully from now on, I promise.”

I wouldn’t have put it past him to make up the girlfriend thing, but his name and address matched what he’d told me. “This is a long way to come for a few days of rest and holiday cheer.”

He tensed. “I wanted to get away from Nevada. It reminded me too much of my ex. You must know how that is?”

Yeah, I did. When Max and I had been broken up, every restaurant we’d ever eaten in had been a painful reminder of losing him. “I’ve been there.”

“So you get it.”

“I do.” I was leaning toward letting this guy go. Not because I felt sorry for him, but because I didn’t really want to get involved in arresting him. I’d have to contact the local authorities, and it would be a whole big thing. I was here to enjoy a vacation with Max and leave my job behind for a while. But Richard Walker definitely needed to drive more carefully, and I wanted to impress that upon him. “So you accept that you were driving recklessly?”

He grimaced. “Not intentionally. I, uh… let my emotions get away from me.”

“Life would only get harder if you kill someone by driving like a maniac,” I said gruffly.

“Yes. I agree.” He held up one hand. “I promise to stick to the speed limit and be much more careful behind the wheel.”

I wasn’t sure I believed him, but at least he was saying the right things. Pursing my lips, I studied him. “Okay. I’ll let you off this once.”

He let out a sharp breath of relief. “Oh, thank goodness.”

At that moment, a bright orange tractor came rumbling around the bend, pulling a big open trailer with hay bales in the back. The trailer was decorated with strings of red and green blinking Christmas lights. A bunch of school kids was in the back, laughing and blowing bubbles into the crisp winter air. 

When the driver parked, he jumped out of the cab and went to help the kids down. They swarmed toward the buses, buzzing with excitement as they clambered aboard. Once the kids were safely on the buses, the tractor driver turned and strode toward us with a cheerful grin.

“Howdy, folks. I’m Jax. You must be my next group.” He wore a tattered gray cowboy hat, and wheat-colored hair poked out around his collar. His eyes were a piercing blue and his smile confident. “Hope you all had a good trip here?”

“It was long but well worth it,” Penelope said brightly.

“I’m glad to hear it.” Jax tipped his hat.

Penelope gave Jax an admiring look. “I remember you from last year.”

Jax smiled. “I remember you as well.”

Gerald put his arm around Penelope possessively. “I remember you too, Jax. My wife and I come here every year.”

My lips twitched at the thought Gerald thought he had to protect his wife from Jax. If anything, Jax would need to watch out for Penelope. She liked flirting with younger men. I suspected that was one reason she’d latched on so firmly to River.

“It’s good to have you folks back again.” If Jax noticed an edge to Gerald’s voice, he didn’t show it. “Now, who’s ready to have some fun?”

Our little group gave a collective happy cheer.

While Jax had been talking with the Grangers, I’d moved back to where Max stood. He was eyeing the hay bales in the back of the trailer with a frown.

“You don’t suppose rats live in there, do you?” he asked softly.

“I doubt it. Don’t worry, the hayride isn’t that long,” I said.

“I’m prepared for anything.” He lifted his chin, looking determined.

I laughed. “Settle down there, fella. We’re not going into battle.”

“You sure about that?” he murmured, still suspiciously eyeing the hay.

“If you have an open mind, Max, you just might have some fun.”

He sighed. “One man’s fun can be another man’s torture.”

“Nah, it’s going to be great. When we get to the farmhouse, the staff will be waiting with hot chocolate. We also have the option of adding a shot of whiskey if we want.”

Max perked up a bit. “I certainly won’t turn down a shot of whiskey in mine.”

“Nor will I.” I grinned.

Girdy smiled at Max. “They’ll show us to our rooms as soon as we get there, Max. You and Royce will be able to unwind.”

Looking hopeful, Max asked, “So, it’s just the hayride and we can go to the room?”

“Yep. Then we don’t have to do anything until dinner,” I said.

“I wasn’t sure if the arts and crafts would begin immediately.” Max grimaced.

I said, “No. That torture starts tomorrow.”

Girdy laughed. “Aww, come on. It’s fun to make ornaments.”

“Is it?” I smirked. “Is it really, Girdy?”

Todd snickered. “To each his own, I guess. I think it’s kind of fun.”

Girdy linked her arm with his. “He’s so well trained.”

Grinning, Todd said, “But what I’m really looking forward to is dinner. As I recall, the cook Elle feeds us like kings and queens.”

“She sure does.” I nodded. “Her biscuits and gravy are legendary.”

Max sighed. “Oh, I’d love a hearty meal. All I’ve had today was a bag of corn nuts and an apple.”

I frowned. “That’s it? I thought you grabbed a turkey sandwich when we stopped at that convenience store at the halfway point.”

Max sniffed. “I did. But when I opened it up, the bread was hard as a rock and the meat slimy. It was inedible.”

“It really was.” Todd shuddered. “I’m pretty sure the meat was actually moving.”

“Why didn’t you return it and get something else?” I asked.

Grimacing, Max said, “I didn’t notice until we were back on the bus. Girdy insisted I take a bag of corn nuts she had in her purse because I was famished. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had anything but that apple.”

“You should have said something. I’d have shared my burrito with you,” I said. “It was huge.”

“Next time I’ll speak up,” he said. “I know you have a big appetite, so I was reticent to take any of your food.”

“Don’t be silly.” That hesitancy about asking for things he needed was something I hoped Max would get over eventually. He didn’t seem to grasp that people who cared about you wanted to help. Probably a result of never having had anyone actually care about him in the past.

“Next time I buy moldy food, you’re the first person I’ll come to,” Max said.

“Good.” I smiled. “Man cannot live on corn nuts alone.”

Further conversation was halted when Jax called out, “Climb aboard, folks. We leave in five minutes.”

There were other people besides our little Rainy Dale group hovering in the parking area too, and they hurried toward the tractor. Maxwell hung back a little, and I stayed with him. When I put my hand on the small of his back, he smiled at me. That warm smile made my pulse speed up a bit. I was definitely looking forward to some alone time with Max. I felt like I’d barely seen him the whole trip, probably because I hadn’t.

Max and I climbed into the back of the trailer and found a seat next to each other. Before sitting, Max gave the bale of hay an uneasy glance, and he wiped at it with his handkerchief. I had to stifle my laugh because he had to be so far out of his comfort zone at the moment. But his attitude was good, which was all I needed.

Once everyone was seated, Jax climbed back in the tractor and started it with a loud roar. A thick plume of black smoke rose into the blue sky, and the trailer jerked into motion. Max grabbed my arm to steady himself, and Girdy let out a happy little squeal. The tractor bounced over the dirt road and scraped the thick trees growing on either side. The owners made sure to hide fun little details along the journey. There were inflatable Santas and snowmen around every corner. White lights twinkled in the trees overhead, and Christmas music boomed from a pair of speakers attached to the trailer.

Max’s fingers tightened on my arm every time we hit a big bump in the road, which was often. The age range of our group was all over the place. Most of the guests were thirty and up, but there was one kid about sixteen who was with an older man I assumed was his grandfather. Richard Walker was also on the trailer, looking about as thrilled as Maxwell.

The weather was cold and breezy, which made me glad the ride to the farmhouse wasn’t long. Overall, everyone seemed to be in good spirits, with the exception of one couple at the end of the trailer. The guy had a dark goatee and a man bun, and he seemed to be arguing with his girlfriend. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and she wore a tight Gucci T-shirt. The man kept glancing around as if embarrassed, but the woman didn’t seem to care if anyone noticed they weren’t getting along.

When we finally left the thick trees, the farmhouse and bed-and-breakfast cottages came into view. The main house was a long white building with a huge wraparound porch. Smoke spiraled from a big brick chimney, and there was a gigantic oak in the front yard with a red swing big enough for three people. The guest cottages were built around the main house in a horseshoe shape, with enough distance between each one for maximum privacy. A group of people stood out front and as we neared they moved up to the tractor with welcoming smiles.

Mona Montgomery was a middle-aged woman with short gray hair and rosy cheeks. Beside her stood her husband, Ezra. He was a tall, thin, dour-looking man with a shiny bald head and thick black beard that touched his chest. Mona exuded warmth, while Ezra looked like he was greeting us because it was expected of him. In addition to Mona and Ezra, their son, Dakota, was there, smiling shyly. Also a part of the welcoming committee was the cook, Elle, and her daughter, Chloe.

When Jax stopped the tractor, the silence was almost deafening. Jax jumped down and came around the back of the trailer, where he helped everyone down. Elle approached quickly with a tray of hot chocolate with or without whiskey. 

“Good to see you again, Elle,” I said cheerfully, grabbing two of the spiked cocoas and handing one to Max.

Elle smiled, her chubby cheeks pink. “Royce, how the heck are you?”

“Can’t complain.” I grinned and glanced at Max, who stood beside me silently, sipping his cocoa. “This is Maxwell. He’s with me.”

Max swallowed quickly. “Hello,” he said.

“Nice to meet you, Maxwell.” She winked at me. “He’s cute.”

“Yeah, he is.” I laughed and glanced at Max, who looked self-conscious. “Elle will be in charge of most of our meals.”

“I look forward to sampling the cuisine. Royce can’t say enough good things.”

Elle beamed. “That’s awfully nice to hear, although I can’t take all the credit. My daughter, Chloe, helps out with all the meals too.” Sighing, Elle looked over to where her daughter was handing out drinks from a tray. “Chloe is talking about going away to college next year. UCLA if she can swing a scholarship. Not sure what I’ll do with her so far away.”

“That will be hard on you, for sure.” I smiled sympathetically.

“She’s talked about going there since she was a kid. Her dad went there.” Elle sighed. “I guess she wants to make going there a family tradition, even if it breaks my heart. When she turned sixteen, her dad gave her a big sweatshirt and necklace from his alma mater. I think even then he was hoping she’d go to his old school. He was grooming her.” Elle laughed.

“She must have been very close to him,” I said.

“She sure was.”

“It’s natural she’d want to explore her independence,” Maxwell said, watching Chloe move among the guests. “All kids do it.”

“It’s just hard when you’re the parent left behind,” Elle said.

“Oh, right. Of course. I suppose it would be… difficult.” He glanced at me. “I just meant developmentally, that’s a normal thing for a young adult to want to do.”

I got the feeling Maxwell was worried he’d said something to offend Elle, so I added, “It is normal. When I was Chloe’s age, I was chomping at the bit to spread my wings too.”

Elle laughed. “Come to think of it, so was I.”

Mona made her way into the middle of the group. “I want to welcome everyone to Giggly Elves Farm.” She wore a bright pink-and-blue checkered shirt that went along well with her cheery demeanor. “I hope your trip here was good?”

“We’re happy to be here finally,” Penelope said.

“We’re thrilled to have you.” Mona smiled. “Remember, if anything isn’t to your liking, please don’t hesitate to tell us.”

“I know Penelope won’t hesitate to let you know if things aren’t perfect,” Gerald called out with a grin.

Penelope slapped his arm. “Oh, hush.”

Mona laughed. “Good. We won’t be offended if you bring issues to our attention. All we want is for every single guest to have a fantastic time.”

“It’s my first time here, but I’m excited,” River said, giving Mona one of his most charming smiles. “I’ve heard nothing but amazing things about this place.”

“Well, I surely do love hearing that.” Mona beamed.

Maxwell shifted and leaned in to whisper, “River is kissing up. What do you suppose his angle is?”

I smirked. “Maybe he wants to set up a holistic clinic here.”

“That would suit me just fine.”

“Anything to get him out of Rainy Dale?”

“Exactly,” Maxwell muttered.

“As those of you who have been here before know,” said Mona, “tonight after dinner we’ll confiscate all of your electronic gadgets.”

There was a collective groan.

Laughing, Mona said, “I know. I know. But the whole point of the farm is to get away from the stresses of modern life, right? Don’t worry, we’ll keep them safe and return them to you once your stay with us is over.”

“Does that mean you’re taking our cell phones too?” River called out.

“Oh, yes.” Mona nodded. “The cell phones are the worst culprit. But you’ll see, after a few days of no phone calls or negative news from the internet, you’ll wonder why you even have a phone.”

Richard Walker looked horrified at the thought of not having his phone. “I need my phone for work.”

“People don’t come here to work. They come here to relax.”

“But… but…” Richard frowned.

Mona shook her head. “Sorry, no phones allowed after tonight. If you can’t comply, we’ll be happy to give you a ride to your car. But I think you’d regret missing out on all the fun.”

Judging from Richard’s disgruntled expression, he did not agree.

Mona called out to her husband, “Ezra, can you get Jax and Jameson to help with the luggage?”

“All right. Hey, Dakota, how about you help out with the luggage too?” Ezra said gruffly.

Looking surprised, Dakota said, “Oh, uh, okay.”

“What?” Frowning, Mona shook her head. “No. I’d like him to help me show the guests to their cabins.”

“Well, I think it would do him some good to work with me and the boys on the luggage, dear.” Ezra’s jaw had a stubborn set to it. “Elle and Chloe can help take the guests to the cabins.”

“And I prefer Dakota does that,” Mona said. “I told you that already, dear.”

I exchanged a glance with Max, and he raised his dark brows. Mona and Ezra had never struck me as a lovey-dovey type of couple, but they didn’t usually bicker in front of the guests.

Dakota looked between his parents, obviously unsure of what to do. “I’ll do whatever. I… I don’t really care.”

“You’re helping me, Dakota. I want to teach you this side of things. I’ve discussed this with your father already.” Mona gave Ezra a hard look. “Isn’t that right, Ezra?”

“Sure. I guess I forgot.” Ezra gave a brittle smile. “Go ahead and help your mother, son. Me and the boys will handle the men’s work.”

Pink tinted Dakota’s cheeks, but he didn’t respond.

Mona gave Ezra a resentful look, but then she forced a smile. “Okay, if I call your name, you’re with me, and if I don’t call your name, Dakota is escorting you to your cabin.”

Everyone nodded, and one by one Mona started naming names. Max and I ended up being in Dakota’s group along with Lucas, River, Richard Walker, Hermina, and the older man and his grandson. 

Once everyone’s name had been called, Dakota ushered us over. We formed a half circle as he studied his clipboard. “Okay, folks, bear with me if I’m not as good at this as my mom.”

“You’re doing just fine,” Lucas said.

Dakota shot him a grateful look. “Mom makes it seem easy.”

“So long as we end up somewhere, we’ll live.” River grinned. “We just need a bed and a roof over our heads.”

“That I can manage.” Dakota laughed. “Okay, everyone, follow me.”

We filed after him, making our way along a gravel road toward the row of cabins. Most of the small guesthouses were brightly colored, and a few of them had chimneys. Even if we didn’t get one with a fireplace, I knew the cabin would be great. I’d never once stayed on the farm that my accommodations hadn’t been cozy perfection.

Sometimes the farm used golf carts to take us to our cabins, but today they had us walk. I didn’t mind walking. It felt great to stretch my legs after sitting on the bus all day, and the air was so crisp and clean, it was like drinking in pure oxygen.

As we neared the first cabin, Dakota cleared his throat. “I almost forgot, I’m supposed to tell you guys a little bit about the history of the farm.” He grimaced. “Is that too boring? I don’t have to tell you anything.”

Maxwell said, “I’d love to hear some of the history. This is my first visit.”

“Mine too,” the older man said, putting his hand on his grandson’s shoulder. “Joe Jr. and I would love to hear how it all started.” The younger boy nodded.

Dakota cleared his throat. “Oh, okay.” He cleared his throat again. “Well, Giggly Elves Farm was started by my grandfather, Charles Preston, in 1965. He called it Giggly Elves because he was trying to come up with a name that made people think of Christmas without actually using the word ‘Christmas’ in the name.”

Hermina laughed. “Really?”

“That’s what Mom says.” Dakota nodded. “Of course, we also have a pumpkin patch for during the autumn season, so maybe that wasn’t the best name. Elves and pumpkins don’t go together so great.”

“You’ve got a lot of loyal customers. I doubt it’s a problem,” I said.

“You’re right. We’re busy in the autumn too.” Dakota smiled. “I suppose when you’ve been around as long as we have, reputation is what matters.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed.

Hermina said, “Mona has done a great job keeping the place going all these years.”

“She has. We also have great help too. They’re like family. Some of our people have been here as long as Mom. Some of you who come year after year know all our long-term employees.”

“I was happy to see Elle and Chloe are still with you,” Penelope said. “Is Leo still here too?”

“He sure is. He’s been here as long as Mom has been running things.” Dakota nodded. “Jameson has only been here a few months, but he’s great. Madison is still in charge of housekeeping, and she and Jax started dating the last year.”

“Sounds like a close group,” Lucas said.

“Yep. Like I said, we’re kind of family.” Dakota laughed. “Only maybe better.”

We all laughed too, but then Maxwell asked, “Was your mother Charles’s only child?”

Dakota frowned. “Yep. Even so, Mom almost didn’t inherit the farm because of his old-fashioned thinking.”

I wrinkled my brow. “Is that right?” I’d never heard that side of the story before. It seemed Dakota was more candid about the family dynamics.

Sighing, Dakota said, “My granddad was a bit of a misogynist. He wasn’t sure he wanted his daughter running the farm. He didn’t think she could handle the responsibility because she was a woman.”

Maxwell said, “She seems like a very capable person.”

“She is. But Granddad planned to sell the farm instead of passing it down to her. When she married my dad, Granddad decided that he’d keep the farm in the family after all.”

“I’m glad it all worked out,” I said. “She’s a good businesswoman.”

Dakota laughed. “That’s putting it mildly. Mom is a brilliant businesswoman. Our business has grown exponentially over the years. She put ol’ Grandad to shame with the work she’s put into this place.”

We stopped in front of a yellow cabin with flower boxes filled with pansies and snapdragons. Dakota looked at a clipboard he held. “Hermina, this is you. You’re in the Marigold Cabin.”

Hermina looked thrilled. “I was hoping I’d get this one again.”

“Yep, Mom made sure it was available for you.” Dakota handed her a key that had a small wooden elf attached. “Need help opening the door?”

“No. Me and Mary Puppins can handle that.”

“Jax should be along in a minute with the luggage.”

“Sounds wonderful.” Hermina took the key from him. “Come on, Mary Puppins, let’s go rest before dinner. It’s been a long day.”

We continued on the gravel road, and one by one, Dakota handed out the keys. Max looked disgruntled when River and Lucas were placed in the cabin next to ours. I didn’t see the harm, seeing as each cabin had plenty of yard separating them. Apparently, just having River anywhere close annoyed Max.

“And last but not least,” Dakota said, “you two get the Deer Horn Cabin.”

I eyed the brown log cabin, wondering what Maxwell thought of it. When I glanced over, he was nodding. I smiled and turned back to the cabin, taking in the log steps that led up to the front porch and the barn-red rocking chairs. “This is nice.”

“The Deer Horn is a guest favorite,” Dakota murmured as he scribbled something on his clipboard.

“It’s very quaint.” Max moved toward the steps. “I like it.”

Dakota smiled. “I’m glad. It’s really nice inside too. It doesn’t have a fireplace, but it has a tiny kitchen, which most of the units don’t have.” 

“Oh, that means we can make coffee in the morning.” Maxwell looked excited.

I laughed. “Life without coffee isn’t worth living.”

Blinking at me, Dakota said, “I like Coke.”

Jax and Jameson came huffing up the path. I’d expected them to bring the luggage in a golf cart like usual, but for whatever reason, they were hoofing it instead. That couldn’t have been an easy job. As Jax neared, I grabbed my suitcase from him, hoping to lighten his load.

“Thanks,” he said, breathing hard. “The last cabin always kills me.”

“What happened to the golf carts?” I asked.

Jax stood with his hands on his hips, breathing hard. “Both of the golf carts are out of service at the moment.”

Dakota grimaced. “One of them died last week, and then the other croaked this morning.”

“Damn.” I shook my head. “I don’t envy you boys this task.”

“No. No one would.” Jax watched Jameson wheeze to a standstill a few feet away. “I’m really hoping they can get one of the carts fixed soon.”

“Mom’s working on it. Dad insists we don’t need them, but I’m not sure about that.” Dakota frowned.

Jameson gave a breathy laugh. “Your old man doesn’t like parting with money.”

“No, he doesn’t. Mom knows we need to spend money to make money, but Dad…” Dakota shook his head. “He sees it differently.”

“I’d think making all of your jobs easier would be a good thing,” Maxwell said, taking his rolling suitcase from Jameson. He frowned when the little wheels didn’t work well on the stone-covered ground. With a scowl, he picked up the suitcase and strode toward the cabin.

“Couldn’t agree more.” Jax grinned. “I like when things are easy.”

“I thought Dad was helping you guys. Where is he?” Dakota asked.

Jax said, “Oh, uh… he had something he needed to do.”

“Really? After he made a big stink about me helping with the luggage?” Dakota looked annoyed.

Shrugging, Jax said, “It’s not my place to question him, kid.”

“No, I guess not.” Dakota sighed and held out a key to me. “This is for you, Mr. Callum.”

I took the key from Dakota, wiggling the little elf on the end. “These are a cute touch.”

Dakota laughed. “Chloe thought of that. The guests kept losing their keys, so she made those by hand. The guests are way more careful now with the keys. Probably because the little elves are so cute.”

“I’ll bet you’re right.”

“Well,” Dakota said. “Let us know if you need anything. There’s an intercom system in all the cabins.”

Jax started to leave but then stopped. “Did you tell them dinner is at six, Dakota?”

Dakota grimaced. “Not yet. Uh… dinner is at six.”

Jameson laughed, his dark eyes amused. “Better late than never.”

“I’ll remember next time,” Dakota mumbled.

Jax slapped Dakota on the back. “Can’t remember everything, right?”

“I guess not.” Dakota sighed. “I forgot to look at the checklist.”

Jameson snorted a laugh. “Ezra thinks this part is easy. He has no idea how much there is to remember. He hates Dakota doing this side of things because he thinks it’s women’s work.”

Dakota winced. “Whatever that means. Mom works as hard as any man.”

“Sure, but your dad isn’t happy about you learning the administrative stuff.” Jameson shrugged. “He doesn’t even bother hiding it anymore.”

Giving Jameson a warning glance, Jax said, “Don’t go gossiping in front of the guests, Jameson. You know better.”

“Uh, right. Sorry.” Jameson shoved his hands in his pockets.

Jax’s smile seemed forced as he turned to me. “I apologize for that. Jameson has loose lips.”

“No problem,” I said.

There was obviously some sort of tug-of-war going on between Ezra and Mona where Dakota was concerned. I’d never noticed that in the past, so maybe it was just because Dakota was older now. Maybe Ezra wanted more of a hands-on role training the boy. Dakota was a very quiet, sensitive kid. Ezra was the opposite of that. He might have had an old-fashioned view about toughening up a kid like Dakota.

Dakota cleared his throat. “So, anyway, if you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to tell us.”

Max was on the porch waiting for me, so I moved to join him. “You bet. We’ll see you folks at dinner tonight.”

As the three of them left us to head back down the road, Jax leaned over and said something to Jameson, and the other man seemed to wilt. Dakota walked with his head down, not saying a word. 

In the past, the vibe at the farm had seemed light-hearted. This year, the harmony of the place felt a bit fractured. If they didn’t get their happy mojo back, maybe they’d need to change the name of the place to Grouchy Elves Farm.

 


Chapter Three

 

Maxwell

After the smelly bus and dusty hayride, I hadn’t expected the cabin to be so nice inside. It smelled of lemon polish, and it was spotlessly clean. There were hardwood floors and a queen-sized bed with an off-white iron headboard. The bed had a fluffy white comforter and tons of pillows, with a colorful red, blue, and yellow patchwork quilt at the foot of the bed. The walls of the log cabin were striped white and brown, mimicking the log cabin look. A distressed black wooden mirror hung on one wall, and the windows had tan canvas drapes, pulled aside to let in the natural light.

To the right was a tiny kitchen with a brass farm sink, small stove, and white old-fashioned-looking fridge. There was a small wooden slab table with fresh-cut blue and yellow flowers in a vase. It was obvious that someone had taken great care to make the cabin feel warm and welcoming. Something told me Ezra hadn’t been that person.

“This is really cozy,” I said, meeting Royce’s uncertain gaze.

He looked relieved. “I was worried it might be too rustic for you.”

“Nope. I like it.” I eyed the bed. “Good-sized bed too. We won’t be on top of each other too much.”

“Aww, but I like being on top of you.” Royce smiled, a flicker of heat in his eyes.

My pulse sped up as we held each other’s gaze. “Somebody is feeling frisky.”

“I’m just really happy you’re here with me.”

“I’m happy to be here.” I smiled. “We should unpack before we do anything else.”

“Sure. We can do that. I know you like things organized.” He gestured to the horizontal dresser against one wall. “You can have the top three drawers; I’ll take the bottom three.”

“You sure?” I rolled my suitcase over to the dresser. “I don’t want you to throw your back out.”

“If I do, it won’t be because of that.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re just raring to go, aren’t you?”

He grinned. “Am I coming on too strong?”

“No. I like it when you’re like this. It takes all the guesswork out of things.” I’d worried this getaway would lack romance because there were so many people on the trip with us, but apparently Royce’s libido wasn’t dampened in any way.

He pushed his suitcase closer. “I can’t believe you’re here with me.”

I unzipped my bag and began placing things carefully in the drawers. “I can hardly believe it myself. If anyone had told me a year ago I’d be chopping down a Christmas tree, I’d have thought they were insane.”

“I’ll bet.” He studied me, his honey-brown eyes sincere. “Sorry we didn’t sit together on the bus.”

“I fully intended for you to sit with me. Hermina and her rat of a dog stole your seat before I realized what was happening.”

He sighed. “I figured it was something like that. I knew you didn’t intentionally ditch me.”

“Of course not. In fact, I, uh, missed you today.” While I found making emotional declarations embarrassing, Royce loved hearing them. Since I wanted to be the kind of partner he needed, I’d make them all day long if need be.

“Did you?” Royce looked pleased.

“Definitely.” I sighed. “How was it sitting with River?”

“That wasn’t my choice.”

“I know.” He didn’t mind River like I did, but he wasn’t a huge fan either. Royce pretty much accepted people for who they were. Something I wanted to learn to do. “Did he try to seduce you, like usual?”

Royce gave a bark of a laugh. “Uh… no. He was mostly on his phone the whole time. I suspect Lucas and him were making fun of the group the whole ride.”

I sniffed. “Wouldn’t surprise me.”

“On the ride back, we’ll have to plan more strategically.” He grinned. “Maybe we should sleep on the bus the night before we leave so no one can outsmart us.”

“Sounds good to me. Whatever I need to do to sit with you, I’ll do it.” I slipped my arms around his waist and pressed my lips to his. He gave a happy little sigh, and when the kiss ended, I said softly, “After all, I’m only here to be with you.”

He pushed the hair off my forehead, his eyes warm. “I’m only here for you too, Max.”

I smiled teasingly. “I thought you were here for the Christmas tree?”

“You thought wrong.”

“If that’s true, then next Christmas let’s go to the Bahamas. I’d much prefer that.”

He laughed. “Come on now, you just got here. It’ll be a ton of fun.”

“If you say so.” I leaned in and took his mouth again, and he opened to my kiss. Our tongues slid together in a practiced, lusty dance. I began to unbutton his shirt, and he did the same for me. I slipped my hands inside his open shirt, loving the smooth glide of his skin beneath my palms.

“New plan. Shower first, unpack later?” he asked breathlessly.

“Yes, please.” I’d never felt this insatiable about anyone before. Royce was different in every way for me. He brought things out in me emotionally and physically that were new and terrifying. But I couldn’t walk away.

Mouths joined, we stroked and rubbed each other and then moved into the bathroom. The bathroom was bigger than I’d pictured, and the shower was downright luxurious. There was glass from floor to ceiling and beautiful pale pistachio-green tile. It took seconds to shed our clothing, and Royce opened the shower and turned on the water. We amused ourselves with long, sensual kisses as the bathroom filled with steam. 

We got into the shower, and the touching continued. I was hard and eager to get to the main event. I’d missed being with Royce on the trip, and it was so perfect to now reacquaint ourselves naked. Royce had been smart enough to grab the lube and a condom from his suitcase on the way into the bathroom. I’d been way too distracted by need.

He pressed me against the wall of the shower, and I winced a bit as my bare skin touched the cold tile. But mostly I was consumed by his taste and masculine scent. The water was warm as it cascaded down our bodies, and then his lubed fingers were invading that sweet spot between my ass cheeks.

“Welcome to Giggly Elves Farm,” he rasped, gently slipping two fingers inside of me.

I gasped at the delicious invasion, pressing my face to his broad chest. “Thanks for… having me,” I mumbled, shivering as he worked his fingers in and out, coaxing groans from my tight throat. I wound my arms around his neck, not just because my legs were weak. Mostly I wanted to be pressed close to his muscled body. Nothing felt better than being against him, giving and taking pleasure.

Taking both of our cocks in hand, I stroked them, using apple-scented lube to slick the way. He groaned and kissed me harder, pulling his fingers from my body. Once the kiss ended, I turned to face the wall, trembling with anticipation. The rip of a condom packet, and then he was pushing inside of me in a slow, burning glide of ecstasy.

“Fuck,” I rasped, pressing back for maximum penetration.

His slick fingers dug into the flesh of my hips as he began to thrust. Every time he entered me, he groaned and whispered how much he loved me. I felt loved too. For the first time in my life, I believed someone truly loved me. When we had sex, it wasn’t just a physical itch that needed scratching. It was a joining of our souls, an emotional melding that felt as intimate as anything he was doing to my body. Maybe more so because every single time, the raw emotions of the moment stunned me. Scared me. Fixed me.

“Royce,” I whimpered, wanting to express the overwhelming vulnerability I felt but finding words difficult.

“I know,” he whispered. “I know, Max. Me too.”

He pressed his body to mine, and his movements became less coordinated. My dick throbbed as my climax spiraled through me, and then I was coming. Creamy streams of release painted the mint-colored tiles as a wanton groan escaped me. His hips moved faster, his breath hot on the back of my neck.

“That’s right, let go. Let go.” His voice wobbled, and his breath caught in his throat. “Fuck,” he moaned.

“Oh, God.” When he came, I felt the swell of his cock inside me, condom or not. I squeezed my eyes shut, my body trembling with indescribable pleasure. My legs shook as I struggled to stay upright, and I was grateful for his arm around my waist.

He held me tight, giving a few weak final thrusts as he finished inside me. He kissed my shoulder and gave a self-conscious laugh. “So good.”

I nodded, breathing hard. “Perfect.” I didn’t want him to pull out. I wanted to stay joined in this wet steamy shower forever. But, of course, he did gently slip out of me, although he still held me close.

I turned, and we kissed tenderly. Love was a new thing for me, but it meant I was allowed to be vulnerable with him. There was no need to hide my feelings for Royce. He wouldn’t use my love against me. He wasn’t saving up my weakest moments to humiliate me. Royce was kind. Genuine. Knowing that about him, I could revel in the intimacy of the moment. This was love. This was what it meant to really be with the right person. There was trust. I actually trusted Royce. That was a mind-blowing thought for me.

“I love you,” I said softly.

He put a finger under my chin, and he forced me to look him in the eye. His eyes were warm, and happiness glimmered in the depths. “Yeah?” He smiled. “I love you too, Max. Can’t live without you.”

“Good.”

He kissed me gently and then let go of me. “I feel very relaxed.” He rubbed soap over his body and then handed the bar to me. He grabbed the shampoo and started washing his hair.

“Me too.” I spread soap over my arms. “This is my favorite moment so far on this trip.” 

He grinned and dunked under the water, briskly rubbing his blond hair to get the shampoo out. I joined him, and soon we were both squeaky clean. We stepped carefully out of the shower and dried off with fluffy white towels. There were robes for our use, but we both decided to dress instead. 

“I was thinking maybe we could take a walk before dinner,” Royce said, buttoning his blue-and-yellow flannel shirt. “What do you say?”

“Sure.” I shrugged, pulling up my jeans. “We really have free time until dinner?”

He smiled. “Yes.”

I frowned. “I pictured every second being structured.”

“Nope. There’s always lots of downtime. Frankly, we don’t have to join in any of the activities if we don’t want to. But then you miss out on the charm of the place.”

I was proud of myself for holding my tongue. The old me would have found it necessary to announce that for me, the “charm” of the place was Royce, and only Royce. But saying that wouldn’t be in keeping with the new, more easygoing me. Instead, I smiled and nodded, hoping I looked agreeable.

He grabbed his warmer jacket. “Don’t forget your coat. It’s only going to get colder as the sun goes down.”

I pulled my coat from the small closet and slipped it on. “What sort of food do they serve here? Do you think they have anything vegetarian?”

Grimacing, he said, “Not sure about that.”

“Hmmm.” I was definitely hungry after barely eating all day. The hot cocoa and whiskey had held me over for a bit, but now I was starving again. There were only a few hours till dinner, but I was concerned about what the meal might be. “Hopefully they won’t serve buffalo or baby animals.”

“One thing’s for sure, they use a lot of bacon.”

“Huh.” I liked bacon, but being a doctor, I was always conscious of eating too much fat. “I’m guessing you don’t mean turkey bacon.”

“You guessed right.”

I said brightly, “Well, I’m sure everything is delicious.”

“I’ll see if Elle can scrounge up a salad at every meal.” 

I smirked. “But then won’t I miss out on the charm of the place?”

He laughed. “The charm of the place won’t mean much if you’re in the bathroom the whole time with stomach issues.”

“Good point.” I moved to the door. “I’m ready to walk the grounds.”

“Then let’s head out.” He followed me out of the cabin. He locked up the building, and we made our way down the steps. “Let’s go this way.” He pointed to a small path that disappeared into a grove of oak trees.

I followed him and glanced over when I heard voices from the direction of River and Lucas’ cabin. My heart sank when I saw the two men coming out of their cabin. I really didn’t want them to join us on our walk. But I also didn’t want to look like a baby to Royce.

“Hurry,” Royce said in a hushed tone as he grabbed my hand. “Don’t let them see us.”

Surprised he too was hoping to escape River and Lucas, I grinned and trotted after him. “What if they see us running away?” I hissed.

“Who cares?” He tugged me. “Hurry. River has a radar where I’m concerned.”

We disappeared into the trees, and I felt kind of like a kid playing hooky. Royce often did the right thing, whether he wanted to or not, simply because it was the right thing. It was a relief to see that even he had his limits. 

Once we were sure we’d escaped, Royce stopped running, and we grinned at each other. “That was close,” he said.

“Where do you suppose they were off to? I find it hard to believe River wanted to go hiking.”

“Lucas likes the outdoors though. Maybe he was dragging River along.”

“Maybe.” I inhaled the sweet scent of cape honeysuckle. “This is nice. It’s weird to not be seeing patients. I’m not used to having free time.”

“It’s easy to get in that rut.” He stared up at the tree canopy overhead. “We both need to learn to take more time off. I didn’t care about that much in the past, but now I have a reason to have days off.” 

“Yeah. Time off is more than just laundry day now.”

He put his arm around my shoulders, and we walked along the uneven path. “How are the plans coming along for rebuilding your clinic?”

“The plans should be done by the end of December, and then the first of the year construction will begin.” I frowned. “I’m excited to have a new, updated space, but also leery of how the people of Rainy Dale will feel about it all. They’re so set in their ways.”

“There wouldn’t be much point in rebuilding it exactly the way it was. It was never quite what you wanted or needed.”

I frowned. “Why do I feel like people won’t care about that?”

He laughed. “Just do what you want, Max. If they can handle River’s Zen-like clinic, I’m sure they’ll be fine with anything you do.”

“I hope so.” I was startled when a man came walking out of the undergrowth. He looked as shocked to see us as we were to see him.

“Oh.” He blinked at us, wiping leaves from his dark hair. “Hey there.”

I recognized him as the driver of the red sports car that had almost caused an accident. Royce had spoken to him earlier, but he hadn’t shared exactly what he’d said to the guy. However, I felt Royce tense up at the sight of the man. 

“Out for a walk?” Royce asked in a gruff voice.

“Uh, yeah.” The guy forced a smile. “It’s a lovely day, so I thought I’d go for a stroll.”

I couldn’t help but wonder why he’d come out of the brush. If he was just out for a walk, why hadn’t he been on the path?

The guy met my curious gaze, and he held out his hand. “I’m Richard, by the way. Nice to meet you.”

“Oh, uh, hi.” I shook his hand. “I’m Maxwell.”

An awkward silence fell. Usually Royce was good at making conversation, but I definitely got the feeling he didn’t like Richard. 

“How’s your cabin?” I asked politely.

“It’s fine.” Richard grimaced. “I’m used to fancier places. I’m in banking.”

“I see.” I didn’t see. In fact, I wasn’t sure what that had to do with anything. “Did you end up here by mistake?”

“No. I booked my stay here.”

I frowned. “But you didn’t know what the accommodations would be like?”

“I knew. There were pictures online.”

I blinked at him, feeling puzzled by the conversation.

Royce shifted beside me. “As I recall, you just broke up with your girlfriend?”

Flicking his gaze to Royce, Richard looked momentarily confused, but then he said, “Uh… that’s right. Me and Tiffany called it quits.”

Royce narrowed his eyes but stayed silent.

“That’s too bad,” I offered. “Must be difficult to go through that around the holidays.” I only said that because it seemed like something Royce might say, only he wasn’t saying anything, and the silence was getting to me.

“It’s been heartbreaking.” Richard’s tone was blasé as he glanced around. “Well, I guess I’ll see you guys at dinner.”

“Sure,” Royce said, eyeing Richard.

Richard strode off in the direction of the main house, still glancing around every few moments as if he worried he was being watched.

“Something about that guy just seems off,” Royce murmured.

“He does seem a bit shifty.”

“When I talked to him earlier, he said his girlfriend’s name was Carla, but just now he called her Tiffany.”

“Really?” I rubbed my chin. “Maybe one is her first name and the other her last?”

“Maybe, but I’d bet money that isn’t the case.”

“Why would he lie about having a girlfriend?”

Shrugging, Royce said, “To get out of being arrested for reckless driving. He played the sympathy card with me.”

“So you let him off?”

He turned his gaze on me, and it warmed. “I guess after what we just went through, I felt sorry for anyone who broke up right before the holidays.”

“I see.” I smiled wryly. “You’re such an empathetic little fellow.”

“Yep.” With a sigh, Royce seemed to shake himself. He took hold of my hand. “Where were we? I’m not here as a cop, I’m here as a guest. I need to remember that.”

“Yes. Richard is odd but most likely harmless.” We continued our walk through the trees. Above us, a yellow-breasted bird sang in short bursts of varying squeaks, chuckles, squawks, followed by short pauses as if listening for a response.

Regardless of his good intentions of dropping the subject of Richard, Royce muttered, “Maybe that guy is just acting oddly because I make him nervous or something. Cops make a lot of people uneasy.”

“Could be, although that doesn’t explain why he’s crawling around in the bushes.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

I gave him a curious glance. “You seem tense, which is unusual for you.”

He frowned. “Do I?”

“A bit.”

“Hmmm, maybe I am. I can’t shake the feeling that there’s some sort of trouble brewing here on the farm.” 

I lifted my brows. “Really?”

He grimaced. “Maybe that’s too dramatic. I just remember the place seeming more harmonious in the past.”

While I had no idea what the norm was, I did agree there was definitely some tension between Mona and Ezra. “Running an operation like this must be difficult.”

“Yes, but I’ve never noticed the palpable strain between Mona and Ezra before.”

“At least Dakota seems like a nice kid.”

“He is. I think he really wants to help his parents. A lot of kids his age wouldn’t care about the farm. They’d want to run off to the city.”

“You mean like Chloe?”

Royce grimaced. “I can’t blame her for wanting something different. She’s spent her whole life here. She’s at that age where she’ll want to meet a guy and live her life.”

“Yes. Have all the staff been here forever?”

“Not all of them. Elle has been here since Mona started running things. Her husband worked the farm, but he died a few years back. Mona was a big help to her raising Chloe.”

“I’ll bet.”

“You haven’t met Leo yet. He’s been here since Mona took over too. He looks rougher than he is. He’s got the long hair and tattoos, but he’s a gentle soul.”

“Jax seems like he has been here forever.”

Royce laughed. “Yeah, he’s confident. Truth is though he’s only been here a few years. I’m not sure why he stays on, to be honest. He strikes me as the type of guy who’s always wheeling and dealing. I’d think life on this quiet little farm wouldn’t suit him, but he’s still here.”

“I gathered Jameson was new?”

“It seems so.”

We came to a clearing, and we stopped. There was a stream trickling a few feet away, and in the distance, a white fence separated acres of pine trees from the main farm area. In the middle of the clearing, three alpacas grazed, ignoring us. There were also a few white-and-black goats mixed in, and they raised their heads to stare at us.

“Those animals aren’t tied up,” I said sharply. I wasn’t sure what I thought about the idea of animals roaming free on the farm. Judging from my elevated heart rate, I wasn’t a fan.

Royce grinned. “Nope. They’re friendly though.”

“Why do they have alpacas?” I frowned.

“They do a lot of school tours, and the kids love them. Sometimes around Christmas, they put halters with antlers on them and pretend they’re reindeer. The littler kids are easy to fool.”

“So all over Texas, there are kids growing up thinking alpacas are reindeer. Not sure that’s a great thing.”

Royce started to walk toward the grazing alpacas, but I didn’t budge. He glanced back at me. “Come on. Don’t you want to pet the alpacas?”

I lifted my brows. “Certainly not.”

He laughed. “Why not. I told you they’re friendly.”

“All the same, I’d rather not go near them. You go on ahead. I’ll just watch.”

He frowned. “Seriously, Max, they’re very sweet animals.”

I ignored him and tugged my phone out. “I’ll take a photo of you with the alpacas. Go on and pose. You can send it to your mother.”

“This might be your only chance in life to pet an alpaca.”

“I guess I’ll just have to push through somehow,” I said drolly.

Chuckling, he shook his head and walked toward the animals. “Okay, but you might regret missing this opportunity.”

“I’m willing to bet my boots I won’t.” I eyed the piles of alpaca pellets and goat waste nearby.

Royce stopped next to a reddish-brown alpaca, and the animal raised its head. Royce rubbed its neck, and it sniffed his shirt, as if searching for a treat. “Sorry, fella, I don’t have anything for you.”

I snapped several photos of Royce as he moved around and petted the alpacas. He was so relaxed and unafraid, it was interesting to watch him. The goats came over too, also apparently hoping for a treat of some sort. Royce laughed and scratched their heads, talking to them in a low voice.

My chest squeezed with affection as I watched him. He really didn’t let anything stop him from doing what he wanted. I found that inspiring. He lived his life just how he wanted, without worrying what anyone thought of him. I aspired to be more like Royce. Not that I’d cared much what people thought of me in the past. But that had mostly been because I’d barely noticed there were other people. I’d been completely disconnected from others. Royce had me reexamining that way of life.

“Come on, Max.” Royce gestured to me, smiling happily. “Come and pet this one. She’s supersweet.”

I really didn’t want to, but I knew it would please Royce if I pushed myself out of my comfort zone. With a sigh, I stepped carefully over a pile of alpaca poo pellets and made my way to Royce. His eyes were warm, and he put his arm around my shoulders.

“Rub her behind the ears. She seems to love that,” he said softly.

“I’ve always heard alpacas don’t like to be petted,” I muttered, feeling uneasy as the animal turned to look at me.

“Most don’t, but Mona has socialized these animals. They’re used to kids and adults. They actually like people.” He smiled at me. “Go on, it’s okay to touch her.”

Holding out my hand, I rubbed the animal’s cheek. “Softer than I thought.”

He smiled at me. “I’m proud of you. I didn’t think you’d come over.”

“Well…” I shrugged and pulled my hand away from the animal. “I may never see another alpaca, right?”

“You will if you come with me next year.”

I grimaced. “Let’s see if I can survive this trip first.”

“You’ll survive,” he drawled. “I’ll see to that.”

The animal pushed its nose into my chest and snorted, and I stumbled back. Royce laughed and grabbed my arm. “She’s just checking for snacks.”

I swallowed hard. “You sure she’s not going to try and mate me?”

He grinned. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

In the distance, there was the clanging of a bell. I frowned and gave Royce a confused look. “What the heck is that?”

“That, my friend, is the dinner bell.” He smiled and moved toward the trees. “That means grub is on.”

“Really?” I followed him, giving the alpacas a wary glance. “It’s dinner already?” My stomach growled as if on cue. “I’m not complaining, mind you.”

“Dinner is usually six o’clock sharp around here.” He rubbed his hands together, looking thrilled. “I can’t wait to see what Elle fixed us for tonight.”

I stretched my legs to match his long stride. “I haven’t seen you move this fast in a while.”

Chuckling, he said, “Elle’s home cooking will do that to a man.”

I grabbed hold of his jacket. “Slow down. I’m sure they’ll leave us some dinner.”

He laughed and slowed his pace. As we neared the main house, I noticed a couple beneath the big tree in the front yard. It was the guy who’d been arguing with his girlfriend on the hayride and a well-endowed woman with long, curly red hair. The blonde girl was nowhere to be seen.

Royce also noticed them. “They look cozy,” he said under his breath.

“Yeah. I was thinking the same thing.”

The red-haired woman threw back her head, laughing at something the guy had said, and his gaze immediately dropped to her ample, bouncing bosom. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed his girlfriend striding toward the two of them.

“Uh-oh,” Royce said. “This could be trouble.”

I watched as the blonde woman stopped in front of the other two. The redhead recoiled and took a step back from the other woman. The guy put his hand on the blonde woman’s arm, but she yanked it away, and the words “Cheating asshole” floated across the grass toward us.

“This is rather awkward,” I mumbled because we had to pass by them to get into the main house. “Not very subtle, is he? Flirting under his girlfriend’s nose.”

“Just keep walking. It’s none of our business.”

“I wasn’t going to stop and offer relationship advice.”

Royce snorted a laugh and he hooked his arm through mine. “Never know with you, Max. You just never know.”


Chapter Four

 

Royce

Inside the big house, the scent of fried food permeated. I led the way to the wide-open dining hall, where all the meals would be. It was a large room with wooden rafters and a long table in the center. There was a red-and-white checkered tablecloth and dozens of plates and bowls of hot food. Christmas lights were strung around the ceiling, and there was a tall flocked tree with shining blue bulbs in the corner.

Some of the group was already seated, and for Max’s sake, I steered clear of where River and Lucas sat. The only way he was going to have fun was if he didn’t end up stuck with River the whole time. We ended up next to the older man and his teenage grandson.

“I’m Joe Harper,” the older man said. He had close-cropped silver hair and bright blue eyes. “This here is my grandson, Joey.”

Scowling, Joey said, “I hate that name. I prefer Joe Jr.”

“Oops.” Joe winced. “Sorry, I forgot.”

Joey kept his eyes on his empty plate. “It’s okay.”

Max scraped his chair loudly in an attempt to get closer to the table. He seemed distracted, so I decided to do the introductions.

“Great to meet you. I’m Royce, and this is Max.” I smiled.

“Nice to meet you.” Joe nodded. 

“I wanted to go to Six Flags Over Texas, but Granddad didn’t want to,” Joey grumbled.

Looking embarrassed, Joe said, “I thought this would give us more bonding time. It’s impossible to talk at a noisy amusement park.”

“Talking is overrated,” Joey muttered.

Joe laughed gruffly. “I guess I should have listened to him. I don’t think he’s enjoying this experience at all so far.”

I studied Joey, wondering why he seemed so disconnected. “Lots of kids would love to have a grandfather who took them on a nice trip like this.”

Joey gave me a surly look. “Most kids didn’t just have both their parents die.”

Shock rolled through me, and I gave Joe a glance. “God, I’m so sorry.”

Sighing, Joe grimaced. “Joey is my daughter’s son. She and Joey’s dad died in a car accident a few months back. Joey lives with me now, isn’t that right, Joey?”

“Joe Jr.,” growled Joey. “How many times do I have to tell you how much I hate that name?”

Joe’s cheeks were pink. “Sorry, kid. It’s hard to break old habits.”

Max was watching Joey with an irritable expression, and I worried he’d say something. I put my hand on his thigh, and he glanced at me. “Looks like Elle made her famous fried chicken and buttermilk biscuits tonight.”

Max blinked at me. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“Oh, I know that,” I fibbed.

He shot another annoyed glance toward Joey. “But the kid is rude as hell.”

I laughed uneasily. “None of our business.”

“I’m just sayin’.”

The blonde woman and her boyfriend came stomping into the dining room. The woman looked ready to murder someone. Her mouth was a straight line and her eyes cold and hard. She sat down in the nearest chair, and he sat beside her looking chastened.

“I’m not going to put up with this behavior, Santiago. I just won’t,” she hissed. He said something to her under his breath, and she glanced at the group. “I couldn’t care less what these people think of me. I’m at the end of my rope with you.”

After a few minutes, the red-haired woman also entered the dining hall, her expression troubled. She took the seat across from Max and me, next to Joey. The kid gave her an annoyed glance and went back to staring glumly at his empty plate.

The red-haired woman met my gaze. “Hi, I’m Gianna Bates.” She held out her red-tipped hand. “I’m a yoga instructor in LA.”

I shook her hand. “Sheriff Royce Callum.”

“Oh, a sheriff.” She tittered. “How exciting.”

“I’m Maxwell,” Max volunteered.

Gianna’s gaze was admiring as she studied him. “Howdy, Maxwell.” She snapped her fingers. “You’re the doctor who used to work in LA, right?”

“I am.”

“Mona mentioned that. For some reason, that fact stuck in my head. Probably because I’m from LA too.” She sighed, staring at Max. “Doctors are so sexy.”

Frowning, Max said, “Not sure about that.”

“We should meet for drinks sometime when we’re back in LA. I can always use a doctor as a friend.”

Looking a bit flustered, he said, “I don’t live there anymore.”

“Don’t you ever visit?” Gianna asked.

Max wrinkled his brow. “I will eventually, I’m sure.”

“Call me when you do,” she said. “I’ll give you my number later.”

“Is this your first time to the farm?” I interjected, hoping to distract her from gazing at Max like he was a pork chop. 

“It is.” She sighed. “I just broke up with my boyfriend. I thought it might be nice to get away from it all.” Her gaze slid ever so subtly toward Santiago. “I hoped I might find some distractions while here.”

Joey asked suddenly, “Does the staff eat with us?”

I frowned. “Not usually. Why?”

He shrugged. “No reason.”

I noticed his eyes following Chloe as she moved around the table helping to serve the guests. Chloe was a pretty girl with dark hair and eyes like her mother. I suspected she was a bit old for Joey, but judging by the spark in his eyes, he liked her.

A platter of fried chicken arrived at our spot, and Joe balanced it carefully. “Take some chicken, Joey.”

“Okay.” The boy grabbed two legs and surprisingly also grabbed some for his grandfather without being asked to do so. That made me think Joey was fonder of his grandfather than he let on. After losing his parents, odds were he was just going through a rough patch and lashing out. Joe seemed like a patient man. If he just hung in there, I suspected they’d be all right by this time next year.

I took three pieces of the crunchy chicken, and Max took one wing. I frowned at him, and he shrugged. He wasn’t a huge meat eater, although he did eat meat. Maybe it was the fried part he wasn’t thrilled about. He took a generous helping of the salad and a moderate amount of mashed potatoes, no gravy.

“Here,” I said, putting a biscuit on Max’s plate. “You have to try one of Elle’s biscuits. They’re perfect. Golden on the outside and fluffy on the inside.”

“Perhaps you should start a fan club for Elle.” He smirked. “Or maybe for the biscuits.”

“Maybe I will.” I grinned. “Trust me, you’ll join the club after you eat that biscuit.”

Ezra was at one end of the long table, and Mona at the other. Once everyone had food on their plates, Mona stood and dinged her knife against her water glass.

“Hello again, everyone. I’m so happy you’re here with us this year. I mean that from the bottom of my heart. Your repeat business is the reason we stay in business.” She smiled at us. “Now for the bad news.” She laughed. “In a minute, Chloe is going to come around with a red basket. I’d like you to put your cell phones in that basket, please.”

We all groaned, even though we’d known this was coming.

Mona laughed. “I know, but you’ll be glad in the long run. Did anyone bring a laptop or an iPad?”

No one raised their hand or spoke up.

“Okay, then. Just drop the phones in the basket, and we’ll move along. We just want everyone to relax and settle in. I’m sure you can survive a week without Twitter and Instagram. We have lots of fun activities planned for you folks, so you won’t be bored.”

“Anything planned for tonight?” Santiago asked.

Mona shook her head. “No. Once dinner is over tonight, we’ll let you all go back to your cabins. I’m sure most of you are tired from the trip.”

“An early night sounds good to me,” Penelope said. 

Mona smiled. “I figured. Just enjoy the meal. Elle has truly outdone herself tonight with this feast. I even heard a rumor that there might be pecan pie after.”

I perked up, and Max laughed beside me. When I glanced over, he was shaking his head and watching me. “I’ve literally never seen a man so in love with pie.”

My face warmed, but I smiled. “Not all pie, just Elle’s.”

“I may have to watch out for this Elle person. They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”

“You don’t have to worry.”

“I don’t know, you and pie share a special bond.” Lips twitching, he picked up his fork and stabbed some salad. “I’d hate to come between you two.”

“Now, don’t you pick on me, Max.” I grinned.

He smiled, his cheek bulging as he chewed his salad.

Unlike him, I started with the crispy chicken. Then I moved on to the potatoes and gravy and then the biscuits. It was a lively group, even if Santiago and his girlfriend seemed subdued. The rest of the group chattered happily, and it seemed like this crew would be a good mix of people. The Rainy Dale folks and the other guests were all melding well, and even Dakota and Ezra were having a friendly conversation. I decided maybe I’d exaggerated the tension I’d felt on the farm earlier.

I was enjoying a big slice of pecan pie, with a scoop of homemade vanilla ice cream, when there was a loud commotion from the direction of the kitchen. Everyone stopped talking and just listened to the raised voices. When the voices got louder, Mona pressed her napkin to her mouth and rose, moving toward the kitchen area.

I set my fork down and met Max’s uneasy gaze. “Wonder what that’s about,” I said softly.

“Somebody isn’t happy,” Max said.

The sound of breaking glass had me on my feet and striding toward the kitchen. It wasn’t in my nature to just sit back. Max followed me, and we entered the kitchen to find Elle holding a butcher knife. On the floor, a scared-looking Jax sat, surrounded by broken glass.

I had no idea what was happening, but my first priority was to get Elle to put down the knife. “Now, Elle, I think it might be a good idea if you gave me that knife before someone gets hurt.” I kept my voice even as I moved toward her.

“Careful, Royce,” Max muttered.

Elle looked furious. Her cheeks were beet red and her eyes glittering with anger. “That rat bastard kissed Chloe,” she screeched.

Jax held out his hand. “Elle, it was just a little peck.”

Madison, the girl in charge of housekeeping, and supposedly Jax’s current girlfriend, stood behind Elle, looking bewildered. “What in the heck are you doing, Jax? Why would you kiss Chloe?”

Chloe stood looking petrified, her cheeks pink. “Mama, it didn’t mean anything. Put the knife down. You’re not really going to hurt Jax.”

“She’s right, Elle, come on. This isn’t like you.” Mona’s voice wobbled as she spoke.

Whether they thought Elle would use the knife or not, I needed to get the weapon away from her. I moved closer to her, and she flicked her frantic gaze to me. “Elle, I understand why you’re upset, but you’re just going to get yourself in trouble if you use that knife.”

“She just turned eighteen! He’s in his thirties,” Elle wailed. “What in the world is he thinking?”

“He overstepped for sure,” I said quietly. “But this is no way to handle the situation. Come on, Elle, give me the knife.”

“I want him fired, Mona. I mean it.” Elle started crying. “He’s nothing but trouble, and you know that as well as I do.”

“I’ll deal with Jax, Elle, don’t you worry about that.” Mona spoke softly as she stepped toward Elle. “Put the knife down, love.”

Leo appeared in the doorway, his long hair pulled back in a ponytail. “Mona, be careful.” He moved forward and took hold of Mona’s shoulders, pulling her back against him. He then turned his irritable gaze on Elle. “What are you doing, Elle? Put that knife down. You’re not going to stab anyone, and you know it.”

“He kissed Chloe,” Elle said, but for whatever reason, she did lower the knife.

“You did what?” Leo glowered at Jax.

Elle gave a hiccup of a sob. “He put his hands all over her. How dare he.” She started crying harder. “Who does he think he is?”

“Yeah, how dare he is right,” hissed Madison, glaring at her boyfriend.

“Now, honey,” Jax mumbled, giving Madison a nervous look. “It… it’s not what it looks like.”

“Of course it is,” Madison snapped.

I walked over to Elle, and I took the knife from her limp fingers. “Everything is okay, Elle.” I put my arm around her. “Calm down. Chloe is okay.”

“She’s my little girl.” Elle’s shoulders shook as she sobbed into my chest.

I met Jax’s frazzled gaze over her head. “You should leave, Jax. Give Elle some space.”

He scrambled to his feet and raced out of the kitchen. With a growl, Madison followed, her face mottled with anger.

Chloe came over to her mom, and she put her arms around her. “It was just a kiss, Mama, it didn’t mean a thing.” 

“Jax is a despicable person,” mumbled Elle. “I wish he’d disappear.”

Wincing, Chloe said, “You don’t mean that. You’re just upset. I don’t want Jax to go anywhere.”

“He’s a bad person.” Sniffing and wiping at her eyes, Elle said, “You know I’m right, Mona. He doesn’t belong here. Was he going to have sex with her right here, if I hadn’t walked in and caught him?”

“Geez, Mama.” Chloe’s face was bright pink.

“He needs to be fired,” Elle grated.

“It’s hard to fire someone during our busy season, you know that, Elle.”

“So he can just do what he wants?” Elle sounded a bit hysterical. 

Leo sighed. “You know Mona is right, Elle. Just be patient. Jax will get what’s coming to him in due time.”

“I’ve put up with him for far too long already. For goodness’ sake, he’s twelve years older than Chloe. He’s disgusting.” Elle was still angry, but she wasn’t crying anymore. Maybe because Chloe seemed fine.

Ezra walked into the kitchen, glowering. “What in tarnation is happening in here? You’re scaring the guests.”

The second Ezra entered the room, Mona pulled away from Leo’s grasp. “It’s nothing.”

Scowling, Ezra said, “It must be something.”

“It’s over and done with,” Mona said irritably. 

“It better be, woman,” grumbled Ezra.

Leo shifted uneasily, but he didn’t speak.

I cleared my throat. “Elle, I need to know that you understand grabbing a knife and threatening Jax was wrong.”

She gave me a sheepish glance. “I was just upset.”

“Still, that’s no way to handle a situation like this.”

Grimacing, she nodded. “I know.”

“Do you?” I asked, studying her closely. “Because if you do something like that again, I’ll have no choice but to arrest you. Kissing someone isn’t illegal; stabbing them or threatening them with a deadly weapon is.”

She wilted under my hard stare. “I’m sorry, Royce. I just lost my head.”

Sighing, I couldn’t help but feel compassion for her. Chloe was all she had in the world, and there was nothing like the love of a mother for her child. “If Jax does something that upsets you again, you need to go straight to Mona or Ezra. Talk to them so they can handle the situation.”

“I will, I promise,” she said quietly. “I’m embarrassed I lost my temper so horribly. I truly am.” She grabbed Chloe’s hand. “It’s just, Chloe is my world.”

“Aww, Mama.” Chloe hugged her mom. “I’m not a little girl. I can handle a guy like Jax. He’s just a flirt.”

“More like a predator,” grumbled Elle, but she gave me a guilty glance. “However, I won’t take matters into my own hands anymore. I promise.”

Mona straightened. “Okay, does that satisfy you, Royce?”

I sighed. “I guess.”

“Good.” She studied Chloe and Elle hugging. “Would you help me clear the table, Leo? I hate to disturb those two.” Mona smiled weakly at him. “But my hands are shaking so bad, I’m afraid I’ll drop and break all the dishes.”

Leo gave her a gentle smile. “No, problem, Mona.”

Ezra gave a snort of disgust, and he left the room.

I watched him go, wondering why he seemed to be in such a foul mood this time around. Was it the friction between him and Mona that caused that, or was his surly attitude causing the friction? No way to know on my end of things.

“Maybe we should leave them to work this out?” Max said quietly.

“Uh, yeah.” I hesitated. “If you need anything, Mona, all you have to do is ask.”

She smiled. “That’s awfully kind of you, Royce. But I’m supposed to be taking care of you, not the other way around.”

“Meh, it goes both ways.” I punctuated my comment with a smile and then followed Max out of the kitchen.

“That was like something out of a reality TV show.” Max looked uncomfortable. “I was worried she’d stab you by mistake. She seemed unhinged.”

“I’ve never seen Elle lose her temper even a little.”

Most of the guests had dispersed from the table and retreated to their cabins. I didn’t blame them any—that had been an incredibly awkward situation. The only two left at the table were River and Lucas. At the sight of them, I stifled my groan, and Max let out a resigned sigh.

“Did I hear someone had a knife?” River asked, his expression disbelieving.

“Nobody got hurt,” I said.

“It was Elle who was upset, right?” Lucas sighed. “I saw her glaring at Jax earlier today. He was out front flirting with Chloe when she was carrying in groceries.”

“So Jax kissed Chloe?” River shook his head. “I thought he had a girlfriend.”

Max grimaced. “He does. She did not look happy.”

“Some guys just can’t be faithful,” Lucas said gruffly.

River shot him an assessing glance. “Sometimes that’s because the boundaries aren’t clear to all parties.”

Max frowned. “I think Jax knew perfectly well what his boundaries were. He didn’t care.”

“Sounds about right.” Lucas stared at his hands. “Some guys just want it all.”

River chuffed but didn’t speak.

I definitely got the feeling something was going on between those two. I wasn’t sure they were talking about Jax and Chloe at all. Their relationship was still a mystery to me.

Max shifted restlessly. “Is it time to… er… hit the hay yet?”

I glanced woefully at my abandoned pie. The ice cream was melted, and it no longer looked appetizing. “Sure, if you’re tired.”

River frowned, glancing at his watch. “It’s only 9:15 p.m. Does this ranch have zero nightlife?”

“I wouldn’t say this farm is exactly party central.” I shrugged. “But the first night is always especially quiet because people are tired.”

Pouting his lip, River said, “Boo. I was hoping for a little fun. Oh, well. There’s always tomorrow.”

Lucas ran his fingers through his sun-streaked hair. “Yep. So long as no one stabs us in our sleep.”

Shivering, River stood. “God, why would you say that?”

Lucas laughed and rose. “There’s a weird vibe around here. I mean, the cook is threatening people with knives, for goodness’ sake.”

“I’m sure that was just an isolated incident,” I drawled. 

“Let’s hope.” Max met my gaze. “I agree, people seem a bit… on edge.”

“Maybe it’s the holidays,” River said brightly. “They tend to make people crazy.”

“Maybe that’s it,” I said.

We followed them out of the dining hall. Since our cabins were in the same direction, it would have been odd not to walk together. I knew Max probably wasn’t thrilled at the situation, so I felt a bit tense. But then Max slipped his hand in mine, and I relaxed. I didn’t need to worry because Max was just going with the flow.

“I heard there’s a huge rainstorm coming in a few days,” River said. “I really hate paying all this money to be here, only to be trapped in our cabins.”

“The farm will do its best to keep us entertained,” I said. “They can’t control the weather.”

“True,” River agreed.

Lucas grunted. “I’m still hoping to duck out on the whole crafting thing.”

Max nodded. “I’m dreading that too.”

“Yeah?” Lucas smiled. “That’s why I like you, Maxwell. You’re a lot like me.”

Max looked flustered at the compliment.

“You two are just party poopers.” River sniffed. “I think it’ll be fun to make something for the tree. Don’t you agree, Royce?”

I grimaced. “Uh, I think it might be fun.”

River gave a self-satisfied smirk. “Looks like Royce and I are twinsies too.”

“Oh, brother. Don’t pretend you like crafting, River,” Lucas muttered.

River shrugged. “I like handmade decorations.”

“Since when?”

“What about those reindeer thingies I bought. I love those.”

Lucas laughed. “Are you talking about those Juliska ornaments from Neiman Marcus? Those cost a fortune. You can’t count those.”

“Why not? They’re handcrafted.”

“Not by your hands. And to be accurate, they’re mouth-blown glass,” Lucas said. “My guess is Mona will have us making ornaments with clothespins and sequins at best.”

“Well, I think I’m going to have a ball crafting.”

Lucas pushed his hands in his pockets. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“I have my eye on a Mackenzie-Childs ornament online,” Max interrupted. “I keep going back and forth on whether I should buy it or not. Since my clinic burned down, I don’t have anywhere to put a tree.”

I frowned. “We’re sharing a tree, remember?”

“I wasn’t sure how you wanted to do things.” 

“I figured we’d both go in on the tree. Since you’re staying at my place, it would be both of ours.” I smiled. “How’s that sound?”

“Sounds good.” Max nodded. “I’ve never decorated a tree.”

River looked horrified. “You don’t usually have a tree?”

“Not as an adult. My parents used to have a fake tree, but they always had it professionally decorated. I wasn’t allowed to touch the tree.”

“That’s… so… sad,” River murmured.

Max shrugged. “Holidays have never meant much to me.” He shot me a look. “Until now. I’m learning how to celebrate holidays the right way. Or at least, I’m trying.”

“You’re here, right? That’s half the battle.” I smiled at him. “Maybe I’ll buy you that Mackenzie ornament for Christmas.”

He gritted his teeth. “Oh, no, that isn’t a good idea, Royce. It costs over nine hundred dollars.”

I gulped. “Uh, yeah, never mind.”

“I appreciate the thought though.” Max gave a weak smile.

River glanced over. “Lucas makes it sound like I’m not at all down-to-earth, but I really am.”

Max shrugged. “You are who you are. Most people seem to like you.”

Raising his brows in surprise, River said, “That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Max.”

“Is it?” Max frowned. “I didn’t actually say I liked you.”

River’s smile faded. “True.”

Lucas laughed but didn’t speak.

Luckily, we’d reached our cabin. I didn’t want Max to make things worse by explaining what he’d meant. Sometimes his clarifications were far worse than the original insult. So, I put my arm around his shoulders and steered him toward our cabin. “Night, boys. See you in the morning.”

“Me and my shattered ego can hardly wait,” River called out, as the sound of their footsteps faded into the black night.


Chapter Five

 

Maxwell

I was having the most wonderful dream of me and Royce. We were at my old house, before the fire, and we were swimming in my pool. We’d both just shed our trunks and were moving toward each other through the warm water, when an ear-splitting scream woke me.

I sat up, almost falling out of the bed because the feather mattress was so soft it lacked stability. Beside me, Royce also sat up, although he immediately got out of the bed as if ready for action. His blond hair stood up, and he was obviously still half-asleep, but at least he was trying.

“Wait here,” he rasped, stumbling toward the door.

“Where are you going? It’s freezing out. At least put on your shoes and coat.” I climbed from the bed and moved toward him.

“Oh, yeah.” He cleared his foggy throat and pulled on his jeans and then slipped on his boots quickly.

I grabbed his coat from the closet. “Maybe you shouldn’t go out there. I mean, who knows what’s going on. It might be dangerous.” 

“Max, I’m a cop.” He took the coat and moved to the door, slipping it on. “Like I said, stay here.” He left, closing the door behind him.

The cabin was so quiet once he was gone. I moved to the window and peered out, but there wasn’t much to see because it was the middle of the night. Anxiety churned in my gut as I waited for him. It was impossible to go back to bed. It felt like forever, but in reality, it was probably only about a half hour before he returned.

He came in and closed the door behind him, looking tired. “It’s chilly out.”

“I’ll bet.” I watched him from where I was perched on the edge of the bed. “So, what happened?”

“Nothing, really.” He wiggled out of his coat and went to hang it up in the closet. He toed off his boots and joined me on the bed. “That couple we saw arguing—Santiago and Amelia are their names—they had a Peeping Tom.”

“A Peeping Tom? Out here?”

“Apparently.” He sighed. “Amelia swears she saw some guy peering in the window. She didn’t recognize him as one of the guests or the employees.”

“Seems like an odd place to have a Peeping Tom.”

“I agree.” He yawned and stood to take off his pants. Then he put his pajama bottoms back on and moved around to his side of the bed. 

We climbed in under the covers and moved together. I put my arm around his waist, and he had one arm behind his head. “I found out a little bit about those two from talking to them.”

“Yeah?”

“Santiago teaches yoga in LA, and Amelia works at Macy’s in the cosmetics department. They’ve been dating for three years, and he’s about ten years older than her.” 

“Even without the age difference, they seem like an odd couple.”

“I agree.”

“Of course, so do we.”

He caressed his fingers on the small of my back. “Difference is, we like each other a whole lot. They don’t seem to like each other one iota.”

“We definitely haven’t seen them at their best.”

“No.” He rested his chin on my head. “She looked like she’d been crying. I wasn’t sure if that was from seeing a Peeping Tom or if she’d already been upset.”

“They were probably fighting.”

“Yeah.” His hand pressed my spine. “I’m glad we’re not fighting anymore.”

I closed my eyes. “God, me too. That was possibly the worst time of my life.”

“Yeah? That’s saying something since you haven’t exactly had it easy.”

I fiddled with the pearlescent button of his flannel pajamas. “I had it easier than a lot of people. Some people have the same type of emotionally detached parents I had but no money. At least I had money. That gave me a lot of opportunities I wouldn’t otherwise have had.”

“That’s a very enlightened way to look at things.”

“I don’t see the point of feeling sorry for myself. It won’t change anything.” I shrugged. “Everything I went through brought me here.”

“True.” He sighed.

“If I’d been more likable, I might have already been taken.”

“Don’t even jest.” His arm tightened.

I smiled. “Well, as luck would have it, I wasn’t in high demand.”

“It worked out how it was supposed to,” he said softly.

I liked to think he was right and that we were meant to be together. It certainly felt that way. We fell silent, and his breathing deepened.

I thought he was asleep until he said, “There sure are a lot of unhappy couples around us.”

“Yes.” I frowned. “What do you make of Lucas and River? Do you think they’re romantically involved?”

“Sometimes I do, then River will hit on me. I have no idea what is going on with those two.” He laughed gruffly. “They’re so strange with each other. It’s like, they’re very close, but there’s resentment.”

“What do you suppose that conversation about boundaries was about?”

“Maybe they’re friends with benefits. Perhaps one of them wants more but isn’t sure that’s what the other one wants?”

I said after a moment, “I’m glad we’re past that stage. I hated not knowing what you wanted.” 

“Yep. That part was rough. But we know where we stand now, right?”

“Yes.”

His voice was husky as he asked, “No doubts? You know the score?”

It was difficult to force the words I wanted to say from my tight throat. Not because I didn’t feel the emotions, but simply because I’d been taught not to express them. But I wasn’t going to let the past control me. “I love you, and you love me,” I said softly.

“That’s right, Max.” There was a smile in his voice. “That’s exactly right.”

****

“I couldn’t believe it. He was staring right in the window at me.” Amelia pressed the pad of her compact to her nose as she spoke. “I could see his face as clear as day. His eyes were so dark and vacant. It was awful.” She examined herself in the little mirror, turning her head to different angles.

We were at breakfast the next day, and Amelia was recounting her Peeping Tom adventure for the rest of the group. I listened distractedly as I poured syrup on my waffle, wishing it were whole grain. It seemed to me Amelia was enjoying all the attention she was getting just a little too much. I expected her to start doing autographs any minute.

“Did he try to get into your cabin?” Hermina asked, looking alarmed.

“No, nothing like that.” Santiago shook his head. “I don’t think he meant us any harm.”

Scowling, Amelia said, “But we don’t know that because Sheriff Callum didn’t catch him. We have no idea who he was or what he wanted.”

“He was just looking. He didn’t try to break the glass.” Santiago frowned.

“Yes, he was looking at me,” Amelia said. “I don’t know why that’s just okay with you.”

“It’s not okay with me, but the guy is gone. I’m trying to look on the bright side. He’s gone, and you’re fine. I prefer to think about that.”

“That’s an excellent mindset. One should always look on the bright side if possible.” Gianna twirled her red hair around her finger as she fluttered her fake lashes at Santiago. “At least Amelia had you in the cabin to protect her, Santiago.”

Santiago puffed out his chest. “That’s right.”

Amelia squinted at the other woman. “That’s not the point.”

“I think it is,” Gianna said softly. “I’d give anything to have Santiago in my cabin.”

“I’ll bet you would,” muttered Amelia, pulling out a tube of lip gloss.

I was surprised at how brazen Gianna was about her interest in Santiago. I didn’t quite get why these two women were fighting over him. I didn’t understand his appeal. He was an okay-looking guy, but he was at least a decade older than both women. I felt his goatee and man bun made him look scruffy, not sexy. Obviously, I had no idea what attracted women. Perhaps his Zen vibe was to women what catnip was to cats. 

“Maybe Santiago and I are on the same page because we both teach yoga.” Gianna lifted her arms into the air. “We understand the importance of keeping our mind free of negativity.”

“That is important.” River nodded. “Good vibrations attract more good vibrations.”

Tell us more, oh wise one.

I met Lucas’s pained expression, and my lips twitched.

“Well, there’s nothing good about a Peeping Tom,” groused Amelia.

I was distracted when Chloe tried to put bacon on my plate. “Oh, I don’t need bacon, thank you.”

“You don’t want bacon?” Chloe looked as disbelieving as if I’d announced I didn’t need oxygen.

“No, thank you.” I gave what I hoped was a polite smile.

She blinked at me. “But we get this fresh from the Ruttle’s Hog Farm a town over. You’re never going to find fresher bacon unless you go out and literally bite a hog.”

I laughed because I thought she was joking.

She wasn’t.

My face warmed as all eyes turned on me. “It’s just that I try not to eat too much meat. I mean, I like meat, and you have… you know… great meat here… but…”

“Oh, you should try it, Dr. Thornton. It’s delicious.” Hermina bit into a piece of crunchy bacon, as if that would entice me. I guess that technique worked on Mary Puppins?

“Maybe I’ll have some tomorrow,” I said. Was I going to have to eat bacon every day just to pacify them?

“Remember, guys”—Royce patted my back—“Maxwell is a doctor. He has to deal with patients suffering from all the problems that come with eating too much bacon.”

Hermina made an O shape with her lips. “I suppose that’s true. I never thought of that.”

“Royce is right. Dr. Thornton has to think like that.” Girdy was at the far end of the table with Todd, and she gave me an encouraging smile. I’d barely seen her since we arrived. I suspected she and Todd were making the most of their time away from Rainy Dale. They both still lived with their parents, so this much quality alone time was probably a rarity.

Mona walked into the room with Dakota. “Morning, all. Are you all doing great today?” she asked. We all nodded our approval, and she turned her gaze to Amelia and Santiago. “I’m so sorry about that scare you had last night.”

Amelia swallowed. “It was definitely terrifying.”

“I feel just awful. I can’t say we’ve ever had a Peeping Tom on our property in all the years we’ve been in business. But we’re taking this very seriously. I’ve had Jax and the boys scour the area around the main house and cabins, and they say there’s no one to be found. Whoever that person was, they’ve apparently moved on.”

“Thank goodness,” Amelia said breathily.

Santiago tried to put his arm around her, but she shook it off. He looked embarrassed, and Gianna gave him an empathetic smile. That was a treacherous little love triangle in the making.

“You may have heard there’s a big storm on the way.” Mona sighed. “Fear not, we’ve battened down the hatches many a time before, and we’ve always come through unscathed. Storm or no storm, the show must go on. Chloe has graciously volunteered to do the Christmas ornament session with you today.” She smiled at the young girl who stood nearby. 

“It’s my pleasure.” Chloe smiled shyly.

Mona took a step back the way she’d come, as if she was preparing to leave. “I’ll see you all at lunchtime. For now, I have some things I need to take care of. You have a fun time crafting.”

“Oh, Mona, before you go.” River raised his hand. “I was wondering, do you think maybe I could have my phone for just like an hour today? I need to check in with some of my patients.”

Mona got a skeptical look on her face. “I’m sorry, River. You all agreed to the no-phone policy when you made your reservation. Unless it’s an emergency, we’re not going to give the phones back just yet. If I give you your phone, then everyone will want their phone. Pretty soon the tranquility of the farm will be compromised. I’m sure you understand.”

Judging from his scowl, he didn’t understand.

“You left the number of our landline with your receptionist, I assume?” Mona asked.

“Yes,” River said unenthusiastically. 

I had to squelch a laugh at his crestfallen expression.

Nice try, River.

“Wonderful. So, she’ll be able to get hold of you if any emergency comes up.” Mona beamed. “Now, Chloe will take you folks to our crafting shed. Enjoy!” She turned and walked out of the room.

Chloe said, “If you would just follow me?”

There was a lot of scraping of chairs and murmuring, and then we were all outside in the warm morning sun. While the sun was shining at the moment, there were black clouds in the distance, and it smelled like rain.

“I wish our cabin had a fireplace,” Royce said. “It would be nice to snuggle in front of a fire while it rains.”

“That would have been nice.” I sighed. “The main house has a fireplace, but River would probably insist on sitting in your lap, so it wouldn’t be the same.”

Royce grinned. “Only you’re allowed in my lap.”

“Ooh, this thing between us really is serious,” I said jokingly.

His eyes warmed. “It sure is, Max.”

My pulse fluttered, and I gave a self-conscious laugh. To distract myself from the warm, fuzzy feelings, I looked away, just in time to see Richard coming out of the trees, brushing leaves from his hair. “What is it with that guy and skulking around in the bushes?” I asked softly.

Royce gazed past me. “Maybe we should follow him next time and see what he’s up to.”

“I’m kind of afraid of what we might stumble upon.”

Royce grinned. “Good point. Maybe he’s taking nude nature selfies.”

“Yikes.” I inhaled the fresh air. “Let’s not worry about Richard. We have an exciting day of crafting ahead of us.”

Royce’s cheek curved in a smile. “I appreciate you having a good attitude. I know this isn’t your kind of activity.”

“I actually enjoyed this sort of thing when I was a kid.”

“Did you?”

“Not that my parents encouraged my artistic side, such as it was.”

Royce frowned. “That’s too bad.”

I shrugged. “I wasn’t really any good at the school art projects, but I enjoyed using the glitter and glue. What kid doesn’t?”

“I’ll bet you looked cute covered in glitter.”

“Not sure about that, but I was really into the Christmas ornament thing. I was thinking about this on the way here.”

“Were you?”

“Yeah. I remember naming my ornament. I think all the kids did.”

His lips twitched. “You named it?”

“Yes.” I gave an embarrassed laugh. “I named it Sparkles. It wasn’t a good name, but what can you expect from a seven-year-old?”

He grinned. “Where is this work of art? Do you still have it?”

“Oh, heavens no. My mother threw it in the trash when I brought it home.”

He stopped walking, and he widened his eyes. “Excuse me?”

My face warmed. “Well, in her defense, glitter was flying off of it like a supernova. My mother liked things neat and tidy.”

“Your mother threw your handmade ornament… in the trash?”

I winced. “It’s no big deal. I mean, what would I have done with it all these years? Moved it from house to house? She saved me the trouble of throwing it away myself.”

“Uh, yeah, what a nice mother to do that for you.”

“Are you telling me you have every silly thing you made as a kid?”

He laughed. “My mom does. She treasured those monstrosities. Mothers are supposed to treasure them. God.” He put his arm around my neck. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, Max.”

“It wasn’t a big deal.” Of course, it had been at the time. I’d been hugely wounded that my mother hadn’t recognized my brilliance.

“No mother should do that to her child.”

“I should have known better than to bring it home. My teacher was so complimentary; I was dumb enough to think my mom would think it was pretty too. I was swayed by my teacher’s enthusiasm. In hindsight, I now realize teachers are paid to build up their students’ self-esteem. My mother’s reaction was a far more honest one than my teachers’.”

A muscle worked in his cheek. “I try really hard not to say bad things about your parents, Max, but I’m struggling right now.”

I was surprised at how mad he seemed. “It’s seriously no big deal. My parents didn’t believe in coddling me.”

“There’s coddling, and then there’s encouraging your child.”

“Yes. I know exactly what you mean. But frankly, my parents made me stronger. They prepared me for how hard the world can be.”

“I understand you choose to see them that way. I can respect that you feel they did you a service by not… coddling you. But they also did harm to you.”

“Don’t let that dumb story ruin the day.” I grimaced. “We’re supposed to be here having fun. I should never have told you she threw it away. I need to learn to edit my stories because they bother you too much.”

He frowned. “Don’t you dare edit your life stories. I want to hear all the details. It helps me understand you better.”

“Sure, but if you’re going to get upset…”

“I’m not upset, exactly. I just wish I’d known you back then. Maybe I could have been your friend or something. I hate picturing you going through all that stuff alone. If I’d known you back then, I’d have dug that discarded ornament out of the trash.”

“I believe you would have.” I smiled. “I can see you now, digging through the trash to rescue Sparkles.”

He shrugged. “Everyone needs someone to protect their… glitter balls.”

“Uh, definitely.”

As we approached the crafting shed, River was holding the door open. “I was afraid you two weren’t going to make it.”

It wasn’t lost on me his gaze was only on Royce as he spoke. “We’re here.”

“Yes.” River laughed happily. “I’ve saved you seats near us.”

My stomach sank. “How considerate.”

“Isn’t it though?” He smiled at me, looking very pleased with himself.

Once inside the small building, River made sure he was seated on the other side of Royce. I was lucky enough to have Hermina and my biggest fan, Mary Puppins, on the other side of me. Anytime I moved, I had to be sure my actions were slow, or I set the pup off every few seconds.

This is fine. This is Christmas.

I gritted my teeth, repeating that phrase to myself. I simply needed to make lemonade out of lemons. At least as Chloe instructed us on how to make the ornaments, Royce made a point of keeping one hand on my leg. It was a sweet gesture and his way of staying connected with me. However, it was still annoying how often River touched Royce and tried to get his attention. Even Lucas looked rather irked, and he usually just ignored River’s flirtatious behavior.

Chloe handed out glue guns and glitter, and we spent the next four hours sticking things onto other things. When it was all said and done, I felt my attempt as a seven-year-old had been much better. Girdy’s ornament was bright pink with silver stars and, frankly, the prettiest of them all. Royce’s ornament was clean and straightforward, like him. River’s was gaudy and over-the-top, also like him. Lucas didn’t finish his, and Hermina spent most of her time trying to keep Mary Puppins out of the glitter.

By the time we left the crafting shed, it was lunchtime. Elle had bacon burgers and homemade fries waiting for us when we entered the dining hall. I pulled the bacon off my burger, glancing around guiltily. Royce laughed when he noticed and took my bacon and put it on his burger.

When lunch was over, it was time to go horseback riding. That was a special treat I hadn’t seen coming. The person leading our group was Leo. He had the horses saddled ahead of time, and thankfully, I ended up with a gentle mare named Mabel. I’d never ridden in my life, and I was terrified of the big gray mare, until Leo had me feed her a handful of oats. Her warm breath on my palm and the gentle tickle of her whiskers reassured me she wasn’t out to murder me. 

Leo led the small group of us around the edge of the fenced-in portion of the farm. Fortunately, Mabel was only interested in following the other horses because I had no idea how to steer her. Cloudy or not, the view was stunning. There were acres and acres of deep green trees surrounding us, and the distant black sky was ominous-looking but breathtakingly beautiful. 

Once the ride was over, Leo took us to the barn to help brush down the horses. That’s where we were when an irritated-looking Jax came in to find Leo.

“I need to talk to you, Leo,” he rasped. When he realized Leo wasn’t alone, he forced a smile. “Oh, howdy, folks. I just need to borrow Leo for a sec.”

Leo frowned. “I’m kind of busy, Jax.”

Through gritted teeth, Jax said, “I can see that, but this is important.”

Grimacing, Leo tossed his brush down onto the hay. “Be right back, folks.” He followed Jax outside the barn.

“Wonder what that’s about,” I said softly.

Royce nodded. “Yeah, Jax looked a little hot under the saddle.”

After a few minutes, we heard raised voices. It was easy to tell who was who because Leo’s voice was lower and steadier, while Jax sounded irate. At one point, Leo stomped back over to the mouth of the stables and faced Jax, who was out of my line of sight.

“You’re on thin ice, Jax,” Leo growled.

“Is that right? Well, I have secrets I could share too, old man.”

Hunching his shoulders, Leo said, “I’m warning you, you do anything to hurt Mona and it’ll be the last thing you do.”

“Then give it back and we can drop this.”

Shooting a wary glance at us over his shoulder, Leo said, “I’ll think about it.”

“Better think fast. By tomorrow, it’ll be too late.” 

Leo made a disgusted get-lost type of motion with his hand, and he turned and strode back inside the barn. His face was hard and his cheeks flushed, but his expression changed as he neared us. “Sorry about that. Just… uh… farm business.”

“You sure everything is okay?” Royce asked.

“Oh, sure. Sure.” Leo avoided looking at Royce.

After the horses were properly looked after, Leo shooed us back to our cabins to relax before dinner. I was relieved because my legs were already starting to hurt from riding. Royce and I took a shower to wash off the scent of horses, then dressed in jeans and warm flannel shirts. We sat out on the porch in the red rocking chairs, enjoying a complimentary beer from the fridge.

“What do you suppose Jax was so upset about?” I asked, sipping my beer.

“Lord knows.”

Sighing, I said, “It’s stressful to have so many people mad all the time.”

“I agree.” Royce frowned.

“At least they’re not mad at me, for once.” I laughed.

His cheek curved in a smile. “Nope.” His smile faded. “The atmosphere of the farm has never been like this before.”

“Have you noticed Jax always seems to be at the center of the strife?”

“Yep.”

“Did he work here the last time you were visiting?”

“Yep.” He sighed.

“Do you know much about Jax?” Down the way, I could make out Joe and his grandson sitting in the tree swing. The older man had his arm around the boy, and they seemed to be deep in conversation. 

“Not really. He always seemed like the happy-go-lucky type.”

“Not today.”

“No. Not today.” He scowled. “The part that concerns me is Leo isn’t the type to get his feathers ruffled easily, but he was mad today. Really mad.”

“Yes. I wouldn’t want to cross him. He may be quiet, but he sounded scary when he was warning Jax.”

“Definitely.”

“He’s very protective of Mona.”

“Yeah, sometimes I wonder if those two had a thing.” 

“I was wondering the same thing myself.”

“There’s just this worrisome undercurrent the last few days.” Royce rubbed his eyes. “I’m trying so hard not to think like a cop, but I’m struggling.”

“It’s in your blood.”

“I suppose so.”

I laughed gruffly. “It’s a scary turn of events when Hermina seems like one of the most down-to-earth people on the trip. Not counting you.”

Royce grinned. “Or Girdy and Todd.”

“True. They’re definitely down-to-earth.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “They make a cute couple.”

I nodded and admitted, “They really do.”

As I finished speaking, I heard the distinct sound of a woman moaning nearby. “Did you hear that?”

He wrinkled his brow. “Yeah.”

Worried someone might be injured or ill, I strained to hear over the birds singing in the trees. When I heard it again, followed closely by the sounds of a man groaning, I widened my eyes. “Oh, wait…”

“Yikes.” Royce gritted his teeth. “Is that what I think it is?”

“It can’t be, can it?”

“Sure sounds like it.” He grimaced.

“Sounds like it’s coming from that grove of trees over there.” I gave an embarrassed laugh as the sounds got louder. 

“Yup… it’s definitely coming from over there.”

“Why wouldn’t they just… do that in their cabin?”

“That’s a really good way to get ticks where you don’t want ’em.” Royce sighed. “To each their own, I guess.”

I frowned. “Do you suppose it’s Amelia and Santiago making up?”

“That’s one possibility.”

“Please, God, tell me it isn’t Penelope and Gerald.”

“Oh, hell’s bells. Don’t put that image in my head.” Royce winced.

“Maybe we should go inside so we don’t have to hear this. I feel like I’m intruding, even though it’s really them who’s intruding.”

He squinted. “I think it’s stopped.”

“Do you?” I listened intently but didn’t hear any more moaning. “I think you’re right. I hope you’re right. That was… awkward.”

As I finished speaking, I saw someone come out of the trees, scurrying along the edge of the grove. It was a woman, and she had long curly red hair. Gianna. She tugged at her skirt and straightened her blouse as she hurried down the hill toward the main house. A few seconds later, Santiago came skulking out of the trees, and he too was straightening his clothes. He glanced around, thankfully not in our direction, and he trotted the opposite way that Gianna had gone.

“Mystery solved,” I said in a hushed voice.

“Lord help Santiago if Amelia catches them.” There was uneasiness in Royce’s voice. “This kind of situation can be very volatile.”

“I can’t believe Santiago would be that brazen.”

“Gianna was going after him pretty hard.”

I frowned. “No more than he did her.”

Royce glanced over, and his gaze softened. “They’re both the same level of despicable if you ask me.”

“Agreed.” Movement on the edge of my vision made me turn my head. My heart almost stopped when I saw Amelia peering around the corner of River and Lucas’s cabin. Her gaze was fixed on Santiago’s retreating back, and her expression was murderous. “Oh, no.”

“What?” Royce glanced sharply at me.

“Amelia… she’s there over by River’s house.”

He sat up, looking alarmed. “Seriously?” He followed my gaze. “Oh, boy. Do you think she heard them?”

I let out a shaky breath. “Judging by the daggers in her eyes, yeah. She heard them. I think the whole farm probably heard them.”

Royce’s voice was strained as he said, “This is bad, Max. This is very, very bad.”


Chapter Six

 

 

Royce

“Smokehouse bacon pasta alfredo,” Elle announced, setting down a big dish of delicious-smelling food. The scent of garlic and mozzarella cheese wafted down the table.

“Wow, that smells fantastic, Elle.” I smiled at her.

“Thanks. It’s Dakota’s favorite.” 

Dakota nodded. “It sure is. I can’t wait to dig in.”

“There’s garlic toast too.” Elle set a basket on the table. “And peach cobbler for dessert.”

“I’m seriously beginning to worry I’ll have to perform open-heart surgery on all of these people if this bacon theme continues,” Max whispered to me, helping himself to a generous serving of salad. 

“Bacon makes everything better,” I said, although because he looked so concerned, I didn’t take as big a portion as I’d have liked. The amount of bacon being served didn’t surprise me because Elle always leaned heavily on bacon for her cooking. But Max was right, and I had no desire to die of coronary disease, so I also took a healthy serving of salad to fill my belly.

Gianna was in good spirits, laughing at everything Santiago said. She’d brazenly picked a seat across from Amelia and Santiago, and Santiago was eating up the attention. I had little doubt she was playing footsies with him under the table because she didn’t seem to be using her brain. Amelia was seething, her eyes dark with jealousy. She barely said a word during the meal, but she watched Gianna like a hawk. 

Richard was leaving in the morning, and he seemed in good spirits. He’d mostly kept to himself the few days he’d been here. He hadn’t joined in with any of the activities, and I was wondering why he’d even made the trip. All he’d really done was join us for meals and crawl around in the underbrush. Maybe it was the cop in me that smelled a rat.

The lights flickered at one point, and when everyone started whispering uneasily, Mona stood up. “Don’t worry, folks. We have backup generators if the storm knocks out the electricity. This isn’t our first rodeo.”

Ezra spoke up too. “The storm was expected to hit later tonight, but it seems to be coming in early. Because of the poor weather, we won’t be able to take the moonlight hayride we had planned.”

There was a disappointed murmur from the group, but Max looked relieved.

Ezra waved his hands in a placating movement. “We’ll make it up to you tomorrow night.” 

Dakota frowned. “I don’t think we’ll be able to do the hayride tomorrow night either.”

Ezra gave his son an impatient look. “Why not?”

“Well…” Dakota now seemed uncomfortable that he’d gotten his dad’s attention. “It’s just that… I heard it’s supposed to rain the next few days.”

“No need to worry ahead of time,” Ezra sniffed, stroking his beard.

“Oh, I just don’t want anyone to get their hopes up,” Dakota said quietly.

Mona watched their interaction with a frown. “There’s nothing wrong with thinking ahead. If the storm does continue, we’ll just have to figure out other ways to entertain the guests, right, Dakota?”

Dakota nodded. “Yes. That’s what I was thinking. We should be prepared for bad weather.”

“Of course we will be,” grumbled Ezra.

Mona’s face was pinched, but then she said brightly, “How about we play some board games after dinner to take our minds off of the storm?”

Gianna clapped her hands excitedly. “Oh, I love games.”

Joey scowled. “I hate board games.”

“Maybe it’ll be fun,” Joe said. “You’ll never know unless you try.”

“Probably won’t be fun,” mumbled Joey.

Mona got a crafty look in her eyes as she studied the boy. “Chloe can host the game night. She loves board games.”

At that news, Joey seemed to perk up. “Well, I suppose I could give it a try.”

Mona winked at Joe, and he laughed and shook his head.

Dinner continued with lively conversation, and even though the lights flickered a few more times, no one seemed bothered by it. Everyone now seemed willing to trust the farm had things handled.

Once the meal concluded we all moved into the big family room to play Monopoly. The family room was a huge space with oak beams overhead and a large stone fireplace with a cozy fire already crackling. Over the mantle was an oil painting of Mona’s late father, Charles Preston. He looked like a stern man, with no gentleness in his eyes. It wasn’t hard to imagine that man trying to deny his daughter her right to inherit the farm.

Max was tired, and he didn’t want to play board games, so I didn’t press him. He’d been such a trooper so far, I didn’t want to burn him out. He did stay to keep me company though. He sat beside me, sipping a glass of whiskey and encouraging me to buy everything I landed on. He played Monopoly like a man used to having money, while I played like a man on a cop’s salary.

At one point, the thunder and lightning outside became so loud it was distracting. Mona turned on the radio, and we discovered there was a tornado watch in effect for our area. Penelope was nervous, and so she quit playing the game; instead, she and Gerald sat near the fire with Lucas.

Despite the rough weather, the game continued. I think people needed something to take their minds off the storm raging outside. Joe and Joey actually seemed to be having fun. They were laughing more than I’d seen them do the whole time on the farm. It was obvious Joe adored his grandson. I could tell Joey was fond of his grandfather too; he just didn’t like to show it too often.

Dakota and Chloe were having a good time playing Monopoly with us. They seemed very close, which made sense seeing as they’d grown up together. I got the feeling Dakota might have had a little thing for Chloe because of the way he watched her when she wasn’t paying attention.

Around 11:30 p.m., Leo tromped in wearing a rain slicker. “It’s really starting to come down.” He pulled his hat off. “If anyone is ready to head back to their cabins, me and the boys will escort them.”

“Thank you, Leo.” Mona smiled at him.

He smiled back. “Of course.”

Ezra watched the two of them with a surly expression, but he didn’t say anything. He hadn’t joined in the games. Instead, he’d nursed a glass of whiskey in front of the fire, looking glum most of the evening. Ezra had never been a warm and fuzzy type of person, but this visit he seemed downright withdrawn. Mona was a warm and intelligent woman. I’d always wondered what had drawn her to Ezra, and now I wondered that even more.

Since Max had been struggling to keep his eyes open the last hour, I decided to take Leo up on his offer. Lucas had fallen asleep long ago on the couch, so I knew he’d be ready to get back to his cabin. Besides, the game was basically over anyway. River had snapped up all the railroads and most valuable properties right away, so there was no way to beat him. 

“Ready to call it a night?” I asked Max.

He nodded, looking relieved. “Sure, if you are.”

“I am.”

River looked disappointed. “You’re leaving?”

“It’s after midnight.” I shrugged. “It’s been a long day.”

Chloe laughed. “You already won, River. We can’t beat you.”

River’s lips curved in a gloating smile. “Then I guess it’s fine if we quit.”

“Anyone else ready to head to their cabins?” Leo asked.

Penelope raised her hand. “Gerald and I are ready for bed. But our cabin is on the opposite side of Dr. Thornton and Royce’s.”

“No problem,” Jameson said cheerfully. He’d joined Leo in the main house. “I’ll escort you and anyone else who is on the other side.”

“That’s us,” Santiago said. “Me and Amelia are on that side.”

“Me too,” Gianna said softly. She’d been looking a bit demoralized as the evening wore on. She’d been flying high after her little rendezvous with Santiago earlier; now she seemed flattened. It was probably because Santiago had been paying a lot of attention to Amelia after dinner.

“Anyone who’s coming with me, grab your coats and let’s head out,” Leo said, holding up his flashlight.

River roused Lucas from his deep sleep, and the other man rubbed his eyes groggily. River patiently helped Lucas get his coat on, his smile affectionate. River could be so self-centered, it was nice to see him taking care of Lucas for once. I still couldn’t figure out what exactly their relationship was. Maybe I never would.

It was pouring buckets as we left the main house. Lightning flashed overhead, and the thunder was quick on its heels. Max and our little group slogged through the rain toward the cabins. Fortunately, Leo had handed out umbrellas. We’d have been soaked if not for them. I was a little surprised the farm still hadn’t gotten the golf carts running. I was beginning to wonder if maybe they were having financial troubles. That might explain why Ezra and Mona were bickering a lot. There was nothing like money problems to ruin a relationship.

By the time we got inside our cabin, Max and I were chilled to the bone. The temperature had definitely dropped once night set in. We changed into warm, dry pajamas and crawled onto the exceedingly soft bed. The sound of the rain pounding on the roof of the cabin was cozy. As tired as I was, when Max started kissing me, I was happy to go along with things.

His mouth was warm, eager, possessive. Gone was the drowsier Max from earlier this evening. Since he was initiating things, I wondered if he wanted to top me tonight, but then he rolled onto his back. I covered his body with mine, nudged his thighs wider, and then I was inside him. Neither one of us seemed in the mood to draw things out. All we really needed was a hot, lusty release of tension. The storm outside swirled around us as he trembled beneath my weight. Max’s needy groans spurred me on, and with a few hard thrusts, the sweet aching relief of my climax washed over me. 

“Oh, God,” he whispered as his body shuddered.

Afterward, we held each other for a while, listening to the storm outside. Then we cleaned off and got back in the warm sheets. 

“Did you enjoy today?” I asked softly.

He hesitated. “I enjoyed parts of today.”

“What parts?”

“Surprisingly, the horseback riding. I can’t walk now because my legs are permanently bowed, but it was fun. I’d never been on a horse before.”

“No, I don’t suppose you would have been. I love riding horses. I don’t do it much anymore, but I love it.”

“Of course you do. You’re a cowboy.”

“Not sure wearing boots and a cowboy hat makes me a cowboy.”

He sighed. “And this whole time I thought you were a cowboy. I feel so betrayed.”

I smiled and stroked his back. “Speaking of betrayed…”

“Yes?”

“Did you notice Gianna wasn’t very happy as the night wore on?”

He nodded, his cheek rubbing my chest. “I know why too.”

“Do you?” I frowned.

“Yes. I have the tea.”

I laughed. “Do spill.”

“Okay, well, at one point during the Monopoly game, Amelia went to the restroom. Gianna pounced on Santiago and asked him if he wanted to meet her in her cabin later.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. She was very brazen. I think Mona heard her too.” He sounded disgusted. “She got what she deserved though because he turned her down.”

“Wow. I’d have thought he’d jump at a proposition like that.”

“Me too, but he didn’t.”

“Maybe he just didn’t like the idea of sneaking out in the rain.”

“Or maybe he got what he wanted, so now he’s not interested.”

I sighed. “Could be.”

“You should have seen the shock on her face. She couldn’t believe her ears. I almost felt sorry for her, but mostly I just think she’s icky. She and Santiago both.”

“Huh. I’m still curious about why he rejected her. He sure seemed raring to go earlier.”

Max shrugged. “Maybe she was a bad lay.”

“He certainly sounded like he was enjoying himself.” I chuffed.

“He might be afraid of getting caught. Amelia did look homicidal when she saw them after their rendezvous. Plus, it wouldn’t be easy to sneak away unnoticed.”

“Or perhaps Amelia confronted Santiago about what she saw, and that’s why he’s toeing the line now.” I sighed. “It could also be he just didn’t want to risk it because someone in the room might have overheard her. You did.”

“True.” He sat up on his elbow. “I’m still leaning toward the idea that he’s had a taste, so he’s lost interest. Some guys like the chase the best.”

I frowned. “Why are you looking at me with such a serious expression?”

“I’m trying to decide if that describes you.”

Scowling, I pulled him down again. “You know that doesn’t describe me, so hush.”

He laughed. “Just checking.”

I rolled my eyes.

“It is weird, though, how people who aren’t happy often stay together,” he murmured. “I don’t think Mona and Ezra are any happier than Amelia and Santiago.”

“That’s probably true.”

“I suppose what keeps Mona and Ezra together is the farm and the fact they share a son. But Amelia and Santiago, I don’t get that pairing. To be honest, Gianna might be a better fit for him than Amelia.”

I sighed. “It’s easy to misread things when you’re on the outside. We have no idea what Amelia and Santiago are like when they’re getting along. We’ve never seen that side of them. They’ve been fighting since we set eyes on them.”

“True. River and Lucas make a better pair than they do.”

“Yeah, that’s another weird relationship. Are they more than friends? Who knows? Sometimes I think they’re more, but then River flirts with me and makes me doubt it.”

Max said, “River is a snake.”

I smiled. “He was very sweet with Lucas tonight.”

“Oh, please. All he did was the bare minimum. Helping someone on with their coat doesn’t exactly qualify him for the Nobel Peace Prize.”

“I know. Simmer down.”

He mumbled, “I’m so tired of the way he looks at you. It’s really annoying. Why can’t we just chop our Christmas tree down tomorrow and go home? Why do we have to stay the whole week here?”

Surprised at how frustrated he sounded, I said, “You really want to do that?”

He shifted restlessly. “I just have a bad feeling about this place. There are so many unhappy people, it’s depressing. It’s not what I pictured.”

I grimaced. “Yeah, I’m sorry, Max. It’s turning out to be a bit of a dud.”

He smoothed his hand over my chest. “It’s nothing to do with you. I’ve enjoyed every second we’ve been alone. It’s the others. They’re so annoying.”

He sounded like a peevish child, but I didn’t let it get to me. “You said you’d put up with them.”

He grunted. “I know.”

“Can’t you see anything redeeming in the others?”

“I just like being with you. Why do we need to spend so much time around other people?”

I laughed. “Because that’s how life is. There will always be other people, Max. Some of them will annoy you. You just have to let it roll off of you and focus on the good parts of them. Almost everyone has some good parts.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“I do.”

Some tension left his wiry body. “Okay. I guess if you weren’t the way you are, willing to see past the surface, we wouldn’t be together. I suppose I need to appreciate the side of you that always looks for the best in people.”

“You can do that too.”

“God, no I can’t. I immediately see the worst in people.”

“That’s just a habit. You can make a new habit.”

He didn’t respond, so I wasn’t sure if he agreed or disagreed.

After a few moments, he said softly, “I’ll try.”

“That’s good enough for me.”

And it really was.

****

It was still pouring at what should have been sunrise, and there appeared to be no end in sight. Max and I trudged through the mud and rain to the dining hall. When we got there, we found a group of guests already there with a very tense-looking Mona.

“I’m sorry, folks. I tried to contact you through the cabin intercom system, but it seems to be on the fritz. I was going to tell you we’d bring you breakfast so you didn’t have to come all the way down here through the rain.”

Hermina hugged Mary Puppins. “Oh, that would have been wonderful. My little pup is shivering.”

“Well, we’re here now.” Penelope shook her arms to shed some of the rainwater from her coat. “I hope we can still get food.”

“Of course.” Mona nodded. “Just take a seat, and Elle will get the food out quickly.”

There were a few minutes of scraping chairs and uneasy laughter as we settled in our seats. As promised, Elle arrived with platters of hashed browns, scrambled eggs, and, of course, bacon. There was also a choice of biscuits and gravy or whole-wheat toast. I had a strong suspicion Elle had thrown that wheat toast in for Max’s benefit. Especially since Max seemed to be the only one who opted for that choice. Everyone else descended on the biscuits and gravy like hunting dogs on a rabbit.

An hour passed with the storm raging overhead as everyone ate their breakfast. There was the occasional nervous laughter anytime the thunder crashed, and Amelia had her hand glued to Santiago’s arm. Gianna watched them, looking frustrated and borderline annoyed. For whatever reason, Santiago had completely stopped responding to her flirting. Maybe Max was right and he’d dumped her once he’d gotten what he wanted from her. Santiago definitely struck me as someone who was completely absorbed with himself.

When the meal seemed to be wrapping up, Mona cleared her throat. “I’m afraid there’s some bad news I need to deliver, folks.”

“No hayride?” Gerald joked, holding up crossed fingers.

Wincing, Mona said, “No, it’s way more serious than that.”

Gerald’s face fell. “Oh.”

Max glanced at me, his face tense.

“I’m sure it’s okay,” I said softly, patting his hand.

Mona’s voice was strained as she said, “I’m sorry to have to tell you that the river is flooding its banks, and the road out of here is washed away. The storm took the bridge out last night.”

Everyone gasped.

“I’m really sorry.” Her voice wobbled, and she clasped her hands. “I want you to understand you’re all safe, it’s just no one can leave. Most of you weren’t leaving until the end of the week anyway, but Mr. Walker, I’m afraid you won’t be able to go today as planned.”

Richard looked horrified. “No. That’s not possible. I have to get out of here. I… I have a very important… meeting.”

She gritted her teeth. “That simply won’t be possible. Not today. Maybe not even tomorrow.”

“I… I will be leaving today.” Richard’s expression was hard.

Mona winced at his harsh tone. “I understand your frustration, but I’ve never seen it this bad in all the years I’ve lived here. According to the news, four people have already died in this storm trying to cross that river.”

Ezra piped up, “Crossing that river is out of the question. It’s a death trap.”

Mona nodded. “Yes.”

“That doesn’t work for me,” Richard hissed. “You people are insane if you think I’ll stay here even one more day.”

Gianna raised her brows. “But… it’s so nice here, and they treat us like royalty. I don’t see what the big deal is about staying a little longer.”

Richard gave her a surly glance. “No, you wouldn’t.”

“Well, that’s not very nice,” Gianna mumbled.

Penelope said in her best mayor tone, “They’re only thinking of our safety, Richard. You need to listen to them.”

“You don’t understand,” Richard’s face was sallow. “I can’t just not make this meeting. Surely you have a boat or something that I could use to cross over? Your men could help me.”

Mona bugged her eyes at that suggestion. “I’m not risking the lives of my boys trying to get you across that river. You’re not listening to me—it’s impassible. You’d die trying to get across, that’s a guarantee. It’s not the river you saw on the way in. It’s ten times the size and deadly.”

“This is ridiculous. You can’t keep me here.” Richard scowled. “If I want to try and cross that river, I can do that.”

Ezra guffawed. “Then you’re a damn fool.”

“I realize you’re inconvenienced, Mr. Walker,” Mona said, giving her husband an impatient look. “But I can’t in good conscience allow you anywhere near that river. I’m sorry.”

“Inconvenienced?” Richard screeched. “That meeting is life or death for me, lady.”

I frowned because he sounded borderline hysterical. What kind of a fool would want to risk his life for a business meeting? “Come on now, I’m sure your boss will understand.”

Richard gave me an uneasy glance. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know your boss wouldn’t want you to kill yourself.”

Scowling, Richard didn’t respond.

“I’m sure other people won’t be able to get to the meeting either,” Max said. “It’s not like this weather is just isolated to the farm.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “That’s a good point. Your boss may not even be able to make the meeting.”

“He’ll make it,” muttered Richard. “And he’ll… kill me…if… if I don’t.”

Lucas laughed wryly. “I’ve never seen anyone this upset about not having to go to work.”

Richard’s gaze was dark and worried. “None of you understand.”

He was right. None of us did understand. None of us would kill ourselves just to make a work meeting, and it was weird he would. I studied him, taking in his sweaty face and glittering eyes. The whole time he’d been at the farm, he’d worn fancy suits and silk ties. I think that had made me look past a few things. Now that I really studied him, I recognized possible signs I’d missed before. He had a few facial tics, and he buzzed with an unusual amount of tension. I’d seen that sort of restless anxiety a few times before with “tweakers.”

Is Richard Walker a meth addict?

I narrowed my eyes, watching him closely. If he was a drug addict, maybe he’d run out of drugs. Could that be why he was so panicked to get out of here? We didn’t have a huge drug problem in Rainy Dale. Naturally, there were people who used drugs, but it wasn’t an epidemic in our little town, so I didn’t deal with “tweaking” on a regular basis. With my lack of experience, it was possible I was misreading the situation. Perhaps he really, really just didn’t want to displease his boss. 

“I need a cigarette,” Richard mumbled, and he stood, almost knocking over his chair. 

Mona stiffened. “Don’t try and go toward the river, Mr. Walker. My boys will stop you.”

His expression was grim as he stomped out of the dining hall.

I watched him go, wondering if I should try and dig deeper into whether or not he was using drugs. If there wasn’t a raging storm outside, maybe I’d go search the shrubs he’d seemed so enamored of. Perhaps that was where he’d hidden his stash? Or maybe he just liked bushes. Maybe I needed to search his room for a meth pipe or something?

I was leery of making any kind of move, in case I was wrong. I had no proof of anything. All I had right now was a hunch that Richard might be a drug user. I decided I’d sit on my theory for a bit. Richard wasn’t going anywhere at the moment. 

I glanced over and found Santiago watching me. His mouth was a hard line, his dark brows knitted. Was he worried about the storm or something else? Perhaps he thought, as a cop, I should be able to handle the situation? Fix the situation? I raised my brows in inquiry, and he looked away quickly.

“Should we go back to our cabins?” Gianna asked.

Mona gave a reassuring smile. “You can stay here if you want. You might feel less worried around other people. We’ll keep the fire going in the living room, and we can play more board games if you guys want? Sorry, we don’t have a TV. Elle will keep the snacks, hot chocolate, and adult beverages flowing, so we might actually end up having some fun after all.”

“We’ll just have to make the best of it,” Penelope said.

“Yes.” Hermina kissed Mary Puppins’s head. “At least I have my little snookums here with me.”

“It’s hard being all alone in this situation.” Gianna glanced dolefully toward Santiago.

He kept his face averted, giving no inkling he cared about her situation. He had to be pretty callous to use her like that and then just toss her aside. She was no innocent, but it seemed heartless to sleep with her and then not even talk to her again. Perhaps Amelia had given him some sort of ultimatum. I wouldn’t be surprised.

When Dakota and Chloe began clearing the table, that was our cue to move into the living room. Max and I took a seat on the couch near the fire, and Lucas and River joined us. Max stiffened at first, his jaw tense, but then he seemed to relax, and he even smiled in their direction.

What in the world is that about?

“Were you able to talk to your patients yesterday?” Max asked River.

He’s making conversation? With River?

Even River looked shocked that Max was addressing him. “Uh… no. I didn’t end up using the landline. Lucas talked me out of it. This is supposed to be a vacation, and he reminded me of that.”

“I see.” Max nodded. “Your receptionist, Lilly, is very capable. I’m sure everything is fine.”

“Yes.” River cleared his throat. “What about you, Royce? Don’t you worry things might fall apart in town if you’re not there?”

“Believe it or not, the world might just go on without me.” I smiled.

“Not my world,” River laughed, fluttering his lashes.

Lucas rolled his eyes, and Max sighed.

I changed the subject. “Where do you suppose Richard ran off to? It’s still raining cats and dogs out there.”

“I’ve never seen a man so eager to please his boss,” Lucas murmured.

Max nodded. “He’s odd.”

“Very odd.” River took a glass of whiskey that Dakota brought to him. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure,” Dakota said, turning to me and Max. “Can I get you two anything to drink?”

“I wouldn’t mind some whiskey,” Max said brightly. “Just to warm the cockles and all that.”

I smiled. “I’ll have the same. I don’t want Max’s cockles to get warm when mine are cold.”

Lucas laughed, but River frowned.

Max’s cheek curved in a smile. 

When the lights flickered, there were a few nervous gasps.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I said calmly. “Mona said they have generators, remember?”

“True.” Gerald gave a weak smile. “Nothing to worry about, Penelope, dear.”

Penelope nodded, but her eyes were still wide. She winced when another loud crack of thunder sounded overhead, and the lights once more dimmed. “I sure wish this storm would just go away.”

Joey seemed glued to his grandfather’s side now. The wilder the storm got, the less rebellious he seemed. Joe looked happy to have his grandson’s attention, even if he did wince at the lightning now and then.

Time passed slowly with the wind howling outside the big house. Some of the farmhands wandered in and out of the house throughout the day, grabbing hot drinks and food. Mona had them watching the river conditions, and I suspected she was truly worried Richard might try and cross the river.

When Richard finally did come back into the big house, he was drenched. Mona insisted on getting him dry clothes, regardless of his protests. He seemed drained as he sat in the corner brooding. He downed three glasses of whiskey and didn’t touch any of the snacks that Elle provided.

I dozed off a few times because the whiskey made me sleepy, and the warm crackling fire was cozy. Max mostly read, sipping his drink and occasionally watching the others interact. His expression was alert, as if he was studying them, trying to figure out the rules of social interaction. Knowing Max, he was thinking about our conversation last night—about trying to find the good in others.

The rain stopped briefly in the late afternoon, and some of the guests took advantage of that to run to their cabins to grab some things. Max and I took a short walk, just to stretch our legs and get the blood pumping a bit. After inhaling the crisp clean air, I felt a little better. I didn’t like being stuck inside all day, and sitting too long made my muscles ache.

By the time Max and I got back to the main house after our walk, the rain had started again. We settled by the fire once more and went back to waiting for the storm to break. When Elle came in the room to announce it was time for dinner, a worried-looking Amelia approached me.

“Sheriff, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind going to check on Santiago?” She twisted her hands, her expression uneasy.

Frowning, I said, “Check on him how?”

She glanced out at the dark windows. “Well, he went to grab his medicine about two hours ago, and he hasn’t returned. He’s diabetic.”

Max wrinkled his brow. “Was his blood sugar off?”

“No, he just wanted to have his medicine with him in case. The meals here haven’t exactly been diabetic-friendly, and he figured it was best to be prepared.”

“Hmmm.” Max rubbed his chin. “I see.”

I shrugged. “Maybe he decided to stay in the cabin. He might have wanted some time away from the group.”

“No. He wouldn’t do that. He knows I’d be worried when he didn’t return.” She bit her bottom lip, her gaze pleading. “Please? It would mean the world to me.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I guess I can go look for him.” I wasn’t exactly thrilled about the idea. I’d spent the whole day avoiding the rain, so waltzing out into the storm had little appeal for me.

Max said gruffly, “Why Royce? Can’t you ask Mona to get the staff to find Santiago?” He grimaced when I looked at him. “It’s not your job to keep track of the guests, right?”

“Well, no, but if Amelia needs my help, I don’t mind helping.”

“But it’s dinnertime,” Max grumbled.

I glanced at Amelia, taking in her nervous gaze and the tension along her jaw. She truly seemed concerned about Santiago, and I had a hard time telling her to go find someone else to help her.

“I realize this isn’t your problem.” Her bottom lip trembled. “I’d go look for him myself, but I don’t know the ranch layout at all. I’d probably just get lost, and you’d have to come out looking for me too.” She sighed. “Just so you know, I… I did ask Ezra to send someone out after Santiago. He told me I was being a hysterical, silly woman and that men had a right to privacy.”

Max frowned. “He said that to you?”

She nodded. “Yes. He didn’t take me seriously at all. I’d ask Mona, but she’s so busy, and she looks overwhelmed. I didn’t want to bother her with my problems too.”

Sympathy pricked me at her plaintive tone. “I’ll go see what’s keeping him.”

“Really?” Amelia squeaked. “Oh, thank you, Sheriff.”

I smiled. “You can call me Royce.”

“Oh, okay.”

Max sighed. “I’m coming too.”

I frowned. “There’s no need for both of us to get soaked. You should stay here and keep warm. Eat your dinner. I’ll be back in just a sec.”

“Nope. I’m coming with you.”

I laughed gruffly. “Okay, but you’re going to get drenched.”

“Oh well,” he said brightly. “At least we’ll be drenched together.”

I addressed Amelia, “Will you tell Elle what we’re up to so she can save us some food? I’ve been looking forward to dinner all day. Elle said she was making her famous pot roast.”

“I will.” Amelia gave a relieved smile. “Thank you so much, Royce.” She turned her gaze to Max. “And… um… thank you too, M… Max.”

He nodded. “No problem.”

“Which cabin is yours?”

“The red one on the opposite side from where your cabin is. It’s got a big pine tree in the front yard and a white picket fence. I believe it’s named the Red Rose Cabin.”

“We’ll be back in a jiffy.” I headed toward the coat closet, and Max followed.

“I hope we don’t miss the one meal that isn’t bacon.” Max smiled, slipping on his jacket.

“Could life be that cruel?”

We grabbed two umbrellas from the holder near the door. There was an assortment of flashlights near the front door as well, and we helped ourselves to one of those. We went out into the cold, wet night, heading in the direction of the cabins.

The wind batted us around like badminton birdies. We leaned into it, trying to keep our balance, but it wasn’t easy. The rain was cold and coming at us almost horizontally, and it was hard to hang on to the umbrellas.

“This is nuts,” Max shouted over the storm. “I don’t understand why Ezra couldn’t be more helpful. This should be his job, not ours.”

“I agree. He obviously dismissed Amelia’s concerns because she’s a woman.”

“That’s stupid. If Santiago has diabetes, I can see why she’s worried. I still think it’s the farm who should handle this though. You’re here as a guest.”

“I know.” I pulled my collar tighter against the chilly wind. I hadn’t realized until too late, but we should have grabbed gloves. My fingers were freezing.

“You’re just too nice, Royce. People take advantage of you.”

Frowning, I didn’t respond. Did he really think that? Did he think I was weak or something? I helped people because it felt good to do that, not because I was spineless.

We reached the row of cabins, and I winced as a flash of lightning lit the area. The rain pelted loudly on our umbrellas as we walked the gravel road in search of the red cabin. Once we found it, we walked up the steps, and I pounded on the front door. When there was no answer, I knocked again, louder.

Silence.

Scowling, I moved to where there was a window. There was one light on inside, and I peeked through the tiny opening in the curtain. There was no sign of Santiago. The bed was made and the bathroom door wide open. It wasn’t a big cabin, and unless Santiago was hiding in the closet, it appeared he wasn’t home.

I moved back to Max. “He’s not here,” I called out.

Max rolled his eyes. “Of course not.”

Glancing around, I moved down the steps. If he wasn’t in his cabin, where in the heck would Santiago be? I’d seen Gianna heading in to dinner, so I knew he wasn’t in her cabin with her. I searched the area, but there were no footsteps in the mud other than mine and Max’s. It was raining so hard even ours would be gone within minutes.

“Should we go back?” Max yelled.

“I’m not sure. It’s worrisome that he’s not in his cabin.”

“Yeah.” Max nodded, looking around. “Where the hell could he be?”

“Not sure.” If he’d passed out on his way to the cabin, we’d have come across him. But there was no trace of him.

“He wouldn’t try and cross the river, would he?” Max scowled.

“I don’t think so. He wouldn’t leave Amelia here alone and try to leave. At least, I don’t think he would.”

There were some sheds behind the main house. The farm kept equipment and supplies in two of them, and one was referred to as the reindeer barn. The farm didn’t actually have reindeer. However, when the school buses came this time of year, the farm pretended they had reindeer. They’d put halters with antlers on the alpacas and keep them in that shed. Then the staff would bring the kids to the reindeer barn so the little kids could pet the fake reindeer. The kids got a real kick out of it.

I pointed toward the sheds. “Let’s check those out. If he’s not there, we’ll head back,” I yelled.

“Why would he be in there?”

“Shelter? I don’t know. Maybe he got caught in a storm cell and decided to wait it out in one of those sheds. I’ll just feel better if we look. He has to be somewhere.”

Max nodded. “Okay.”

We trudged up the slight incline where the sheds were located, slipping and sliding in the thick mud. Just as I reached the top of the incline, I slipped and probably would have landed on my ass if Max hadn’t grabbed hold of me.

Grimacing, I rasped, “Thanks.”

“Sure,” he panted, his quick breaths visible in the cold air.

The first two equipment sheds were locked up tight. We made our way toward the white building that was used as the reindeer barn. I tried the door and was surprised to find it unlocked. Maybe the farm was sheltering some of the animals in the shed during the storm? I cautiously opened the door, not wanting to be trampled by scared alpacas. My flashlight illuminated the inside of the shed, showing hay on the floor and halters hung on the walls. There were individual stalls for the animals, but no animals.

“Santiago?” I called out, but my voice just bounced back at me with no response.

We stepped into the small building, thankful for a respite from the rain. Max blew out a tired breath, and he wiped his wet face. I moved the beam of light slowly around the area, searching for any sign that Santiago might have been inside the shed at one point.

When Max gave a sharp intake of breath, I glanced over at him. “What’s wrong?” I frowned.

His gaze was pinned on the ground. I followed his gaze and was confused by what I was seeing. It was like shards of glass and bright-colored plastic pieces strewn across the floor. At first I thought it was glitter, but when I knelt down and picked up one of the larger pieces, I saw the little apple symbol that was on the back of most iPhones.

“What the hell?” I muttered, turning one fragment of plastic in front of the flashlight as I examined it. “Is this a piece of a phone?”

“Royce,” Max said in a hushed voice.

“Yeah?” I kept inspecting the pieces of plastic and glass from the floor. There were all different colors, so it wasn’t just like one phone had broken in here.

“Royce,” Max repeated, only this time there was an urgency in his voice.

I glanced up. “What’s wrong?”

He pointed toward the corner of the building. I swung the light around, and it illuminated a raggedy blanket covering a pile of junk. Some things were visible beneath the edge of the blanket: broken chairs, worn bridles, and the legs of a… scarecrow?

Why would a Christmas tree farm have a scarecrow?

My heart began to pound as I moved closer. I prayed I wasn’t seeing what I feared I was seeing. Not counting the sound of rain on the metal roof, it was eerily silent in the shed as I inched toward the pile. There was a pool of red liquid beneath the legs, and hope drained away. I grabbed hold of the edge of the blanket and gave it a hard tug. The shabby material flopped to the ground in a cloud of dust.

Santiago sat hunched, legs splayed, with a knife stuck in the center of his bloody chest. 


Chapter Seven

 

Royce (Again)

If the deathly silence made it obvious to me Santiago was dead, it must have been even more apparent to Max. Regardless, he swore under his breath and ran over to the body. He checked Santiago for vital signs as I stared on in utter shock. Death was nothing new to me, but in this setting, it felt impossibly difficult to accept.

Move. Now. Search for the killer.

I grabbed a sledgehammer that was leaning against the wall and forced myself toward the small back room. The hairs on my neck stiffened as I neared the dark room. It was possible whoever had killed Santiago was still hiding inside this shed. I stopped at the threshold of the back room, feeling horribly vulnerable without my gun. The only positive was the knowledge that the killer’s weapon was firmly planted in Santiago’s chest.

Sucking in a breath, I tensed all my muscles for battle and stepped into the small room. There was no movement, and I didn’t sense anyone’s presence. Still, I walked the area, just to be sure. Relieved no one was lurking, I left the room and returned to Max.

He stood over the body, raking a hand through his hair. “We need to call someone. I mean, he’s dead, but still… we need to call someone.” He glanced at me, his face pale and stricken.

I swallowed hard, a difficult task considering how bone dry my mouth was. “Yes. Let’s get back to the main house and call the local authorities.”

“Do we just leave him here?”

I let out a shaky breath, trying to get myself in the right headspace. I might have been on vacation five seconds ago, but that was over now. I needed to think like a cop and act like a cop because we had a murderer on the loose. “Yeah, we’ll leave him here for now.” I glanced around, but there were no chains or padlocks to use to secure the door. “I’m not comfortable leaving you here alone to watch over the body, and I need to personally talk to the authorities.”

He shivered. “Yeah, I don’t want to stay here alone.”

“Let’s go.” I took a step, and my feet crunched on the plastic and glass strewn all over the floor. I frowned. “This debris looks like broken phones, right?”

Max studied the ground. “Yes.”

“Why would there be broken phones in here?” I murmured as a sick feeling washed through me.

Max gritted his teeth. “I can only think of one reason, and it’s not a good one.”

“What the hell is going on around here?” I headed to the door, checking carefully before I stepped outside. I waved for him to follow me, and I slammed the door shut behind us. It was still pouring. I guess Mother Nature had no sympathy for our plight.

“Santiago left the house a few hours ago, and that’s obviously when he was killed.” Max scanned the muddy ground as he walked. “Who else left the house around that time?”

“Lots of people. Between the farmhands and the guests coming and going, the murderer could be anyone.” 

“God.”

“Did Amelia go with Santiago when he left?”

“I don’t know.”

I sighed. “Yeah, me neither. I don’t think Gianna left the house, did she?”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching her. She could have. Maybe she lured Santiago to that shed promising sex and she killed him in a rage?”

I grimaced. “She’d have had blood spatter on her clothing. She was wearing the same thing all day. I didn’t notice any blood.”

“True. But she’d have been wearing a coat in this weather.”

“Yes. That’s a good point.” I tried to picture Gianna stabbing Santiago to death. It was possible. She was a tall, fit woman. She taught yoga, so she’d have good upper-body and core strength. Stabbing a grown man fatally through the chest wasn’t an easy thing to accomplish. Did she even seem the type? That I wasn’t sure of.

“Amelia was so angry yesterday, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d killed both Gianna and Santiago. But she asked us to look for him. Would she do that if she was the killer?”

“Maybe to throw us off?” She’d seemed sincerely worried though. Not that people couldn’t put on a show when they really wanted to.

“She’d have to be extremely calculating to pull this off.”

“I agree.” A gust of wind caused my umbrella to turn inside out. “What the hell?” I gritted my teeth.

Max grabbed my arm and pulled me under his umbrella. “Jesus Christ, how far away is this damn house?”

With our arms linked, we continued onward. We were batted around a lot by the wind but eventually reached the main house. Stumbling up the front steps, I tried to think how I should word things with Mona and Ezra. I didn’t want to panic them, but this was a serious situation. We had a lot of people on the grounds, and with the river the way it was, we couldn’t get out, and the authorities most likely couldn’t get in.

Things were complicated. I had no idea why Santiago had been murdered. The obvious first thought was the little love triangle he’d gotten involved in had gotten him killed. But that wasn’t for sure. You couldn’t approach a murder investigation with your mind already made up. 

For all I knew, we had a homicidal maniac running around the farm. Maybe it was that homeless person Amelia had seen. Or maybe Amelia hadn’t seen anyone, and that had all been part of her plan to murder Santiago. I literally had no idea what was going on. I only knew I had a murder victim who deserved justice.

I was hoping the local cops would be able to find a way to get to the farm. There was no way they could fly a chopper in. Not in this storm. I highly doubted the river was less terrifying after even more torrential rain. Somehow, I needed to keep everyone safe.

No problem.

Everyone was still eating when we walked into the dining room.

Amelia scooted back her chair and hurried over to us. “Did you find him?” She looked past us, her expression muddled. “Where is he?”

I felt sick having to tell her what had happened, but it needed to be done. Since there was no point in keeping Santiago’s murder a secret, I decided to tell everyone at the same time. 

Something in my expression must have clued Mona in to the fact that something was wrong. She stood and came over. “What’s wrong, Royce?”

I cleared my throat. “We have a situation.”

“What kind of situation?”

Max shifted uneasily beside me.

I turned to face the table and found everyone watching me. “Folks, I have some bad news.”

“Is it the river?” Penelope asked, her expression apprehensive. “Is it coming closer?”

“No, nothing like that.” I braced myself and gave Mona an apologetic look. “I’m afraid we’ve had a death.” I swallowed hard. “A… murder.”

Amelia gasped, and she clutched the back of the closest chair. “What?”

I met her frazzled gaze. “I’m sorry, Amelia. Santiago is dead.”

She let out a shriek and fell onto the ground. Mona immediately ran to her, as did Max and Chloe, who happened to be entering the room. Max checked her head carefully, grimacing at a bump forming on her forehead. 

“Can I get some ice?” he asked Chloe.

“Of course.” She jumped up and ran toward the kitchen. When she returned, Elle was with her, looking stricken.

“Chloe said Santiago has been murdered?” Elle’s voice broke.

“I’m sorry. Yes.” I sighed.

People were standing and muttering to each other. Penelope looked like she too was about to faint, but thankfully Gerald had his arm around her waist. Todd was hugging Girdy, and she watched us with a terrified look on her thin face.

“Why would someone kill Santiago?” Gianna whispered, still sitting in her chair at the table. “He was a beautiful person.”

Considering how he’d shunned her once he’d had sex with her, she was being very magnanimous. Was that because she was covering for herself or because she truly had liked Santiago?

Richard still sat at the table, his expression odd. He didn’t speak or make any attempt to come closer. He looked out of it. Disconnected.

I turned to Mona. “I need to use your landline.”

“Of course.” Mona nodded and walked away.

I assumed she wanted me to follow her, so I did. Max stayed with Amelia, whose lashes were fluttering as if she was about to come to. When we reached Mona’s office, she let us in with a key.

She pointed to her desk, looking dazed. “I… I can’t believe this is happening. That poor man. That poor, poor man.”

“This will ruin us.” Ezra spoke from behind us, and I jumped. I hadn’t realized he’d accompanied us. “No one is going to come to a Christmas tree farm where someone was murdered.”

Mona didn’t respond; she just stood staring at the cordless phone.

I picked up the receiver. “Mona, where do you keep the cell phones you take from the guests?”

She pointed to a closet across the room. “I put them in a small safe I have in there.”

“Would you mind getting them out?” I really needed to know if they were safe or crushed into pieces in the reindeer barn. I pressed the button on the phone to turn it on, and instead of a dial tone, there was silence. Frowning, I leaned over to see if maybe the main station was unplugged.

“What’s wrong?” Mona asked.

“The phone has no dial tone.”

“Really?” She frowned and got down on her hands and knees to crawl under the desk.

“Did you push the power button?” Ezra asked in a bossy voice.

I smiled politely. “Of course.”

“It’s the one on the left. Did you push that button on the left?” 

“I pushed the power button, Ezra.” The stress of the moment had me wanting to scream at him, but that wouldn’t help anything.

“What the heck?” Mona’s muffled voice came from under the desk. She scrambled out, tugging two cords with her. She held up the end of the lines, and they were cut clean through. “I don’t understand.”

Ezra blinked at the cords. “Did you break them, woman?”

“No.” She scowled. “They’ve… they’ve both been sliced. The phone line and the internet cable.”

“So, you’re saying we don’t have internet or phone?” I tried to keep the alarm from my voice.

Mona swallowed. “Doesn’t look like it.”

“Not even Wi-Fi?” Ezra frowned.

I glanced at him. “I believe the Wi-Fi router goes to the modem. Without the modem, there’s no Wi-Fi signal.”

“Oh.” Ezra looked confused.

A wave of panic washed through me, but I did my best not to show it. “Mona, do you think I could see the cell phones you confiscated, please?”

She got up, her face flushed from climbing around under the desk. She too looked extremely alarmed. “Uh, sure.” She hurried over to the closet and opened it. Her mouth fell open as she stared at the safe. The door was wide open, and it was empty. “No. That… that can’t be. I’m the only one who knows the combination to that safe.”

“You sure about that?” I asked.

She looked about ready to pass out. “I think so.”

You think so?

“I mean, sometimes I ask Leo and Jax to get things out of the safe for me, but I always change the combination after.” She sat down in a small chair by the closet and put her head between her knees.

“Are you okay?” I asked, moving over to her.

“I feel like I’m going to pass out.”

Ezra just stared at her, making no attempt to see if she was okay.

“You sure you’re okay?” I rubbed her back.

“I’m… I’m fine,” she whispered, and she started crying.

“Oh, geez.” I sat on my haunches next to her and patted her back awkwardly. “It’s okay, Mona. Everything will be okay.”

She lifted her head, her face stained with tears. “How can you say that? There’s been a murder. A murder, Royce!” She sounded a bit hysterical, something I’d never seen from Mona before. “Someone cut the phone and internet lines. Why? The guests’ phones are gone too? What’s happening? Are we all going to be murdered?”

“Now, Mona,” I said softly. “You can’t think like that. It’s more likely that whoever… killed Santiago just doesn’t want anyone to call the cops. They probably wanted to buy time so they could get away, that’s all. There’s no reason to think we’re all going to die.”

“Mona,” Ezra grumbled. “Pull yourself together.”

I gave him a chiding look. “Holy smokes, Ezra? Is that the best you can do?”

He looked a bit sheepish. “Well, she’s getting all worked up. She’s going to make herself sick.”

“I’m upset because a man has died, Ezra. There’s a murderer running loose on our farm.” She widened her eyes. “Where’s Dakota? Is he safe? Ezra, go find him right this minute.”

“Mona, calm down,” I said. “I saw Dakota in the dining room. He’s fine.”

“Oh, thank God.” She slumped and then turned her pleading eyes on me. “What do we do, Royce? I’m so scared.”

“Let’s use our brains and not panic, Mona.”

She nodded. “I’ll try.”

“The guest phones have been destroyed, but surely you or the farmhands have cell phones, right?” I was really hoping she gave me some good news.

She straightened, nodding. “God, yes, of course.” She stood and hurried to the desk. “Ezra doesn’t like cell phones, but I have one.” Hands shaking, she pulled an older-model iPhone from the desk. She pushed a few buttons but frowned. “It’s got no bars at the top.”

“Let me see.” I held out my hand. 

She handed me the phone and she was right; there were no bars at the top indicating cell service. “Do you normally have a good signal here?”

“It’s not the best, but it’s good enough. Usually.” She bit her lip.

“I’m wondering if the nearest cell tower is down because of the weather,” I muttered, frustration eating at me. Panic was building inside of me, but I was trying to keep it at bay.

“What does that mean?” Mona asked, her mouth trembling.

“Unfortunately, it means even if we have a cell phone, we can’t use it at the moment.” I kept my voice even, although I felt very unnerved. “But it’s just a matter of time before they get the tower fixed. We’ll just keep an eye on that.”

“So we can’t call for help?” Mona’s voice broke.

“Hold on, let me try something.” I dialed 911, but nothing happened. I’d always heard you could still dial emergency even without service. But it wasn’t working for some reason.

“It’s still not working?” she asked softly.

Gritting my teeth, I shook my head. “No. But… uh… they’ll fix the tower, Mona. That’s just a fact.”

“Okay.”

Grasping at straws, I asked, “I don’t suppose you have a satellite phone for emergencies?” I knew from the blank look on her face she had no idea what I was talking about.

“Satellite phone?” Ezra grumbled. “What’s that?”

“Never mind.” My stomach churned. Everyone was going to expect me to have all the answers, and I didn’t have them. How was I supposed to keep everyone safe when I had no team with me? I had no forensics. I had no deputies. I had no way to contact the outside world. Everything was on my shoulders, and the thought of that made me sick with worry.

“We’ll just take it one step at a time.” I made sure I didn’t sound as frazzled as I felt. If they could feel the anxiety swirling inside of me, they’d only panic more. It was imperative that I kept it together as long as possible. Eventually, the rain would stop, the cell tower would be fixed, and the outside world would come rescue us.

“How did Santiago die?” Mona asked, sniffing back tears.

“He was stabbed.”

“Oh, my God,” she wailed. “Did he suffer?”

I had no idea, but she didn’t need to know that. “Max said he probably died instantly. I doubt he suffered,” I lied.

“Why would someone kill him?”

Again, a question I didn’t have the answer to. “That’s what I need to figure out. I think it would be a good idea if we gathered everyone together. Since I have no idea why Santiago was killed, I feel like there will be safety in numbers.”

“Oh, God. Do you think we’re all in danger?”

“I don’t know, Mona.”

Ezra grunted. “If he killed once, he’ll kill again.”

Gritting my teeth, I said, “We don’t know that it was a he, and we don’t know the motive. There’s no reason to think this person will kill again.”

Mona stood, and I did too.

“Let’s get the boys up here to the house ASAP. They might be in danger as well.” Mona moved to the door. “Should we tell everyone about the phones?”

“I think we have to,” I said. “Otherwise, they’ll wonder why we’re not giving them back since this is an emergency situation.”

“If the rain lets up tomorrow, maybe we can get help.” Ezra looked uneasy. “But if it doesn’t…”

Clearing my throat, I said, “I’m sure they’ll fix the cell tower quickly. I think the important thing right now is to be honest with everyone. That way they’ll understand why I don’t want them wandering off alone. Let’s gather everyone in the living room.”

“Okay.” Mona nodded.

Grimacing, I said, “I’ll also need to question everyone.”

“Sure.” Mona sighed. “I know. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

My tone was apologetic as I said, “That includes you two.”

Ezra scowled. “Us? Why in tarnation would me or Mona murder someone? This could be the end of us. It probably will be.”

“I have to talk to everyone.” I studied him. “Can I ask you guys something?”

Mona said, “Sure.”

“It’s kind of personal.”

“Why are you asking us personal stuff?” Ezra groused.

I bit the inside of my cheek to distract myself from my anger. Once I felt calmer, I said, “Because a man was murdered on your property, and I need to understand everything that’s going on with the farm.”

“Ignore him.” Mona frowned at her husband. “What do you want to know, Royce?”

Grimacing, I asked, “Is the farm having financial troubles?”

“What?” Ezra growled. “Why would you think that?”

“Because the golf carts aren’t running, and you haven’t bothered to get them fixed. Also, you and Mona seem unusually stressed-out this year, and that might be from money troubles.”

Mona gave a humorless laugh. “See how your cheap ways are being perceived, Ezra? I keep telling you if you run the place like you’re broke, people start thinking you’re broke.”

Ezra huffed. “Why do we need those golf carts? What’s the big deal about walking a few feet to your cabin? Those city folk have legs, don’t they?”

Mona scowled. “It’s a courtesy to give them a ride. What about Jax and the boys having to carry that luggage by hand? It’s ridiculous, unprofessional-looking, and it makes the guests uneasy.”

“So you’re not having money troubles?” I asked.

“Goodness no. We had our best year ever last year.” Mona sighed. “We’re getting the carts fixed the minute this storm lets up.” She slumped. “I mean, if we’re not murdered in our beds.”

“Now, Mona, come on.” I frowned. “Nobody is getting murdered in their beds.”

I hope.

“We should get back out front with everyone.” I moved to the door, feeling sick about not being able to call for help.

Mona gave a worried look toward the empty safe. “I can’t bear to think one of our own would do this to us.”

“You don’t know they did. Let’s not jump to conclusions,” I said.

When we returned to the others, we found Amelia sitting at the table with a bandage on her head. Elle was talking to her, as was Girdy.

I met Max’s gaze and moved over to him. “She okay?” I asked.

“Yes. She has a bump on her head, but I’ll keep an eye on her. Her pupils were responsive, so I don’t think she’s concussed.” He looked tired and worried. “Did you get through to the local cops?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“What?” His voice was sharp. “But… I thought Mona had a phone we could use.”

“Line was cut. Internet too.”

“Jesus,” he whispered.

“That’s not all.” I sighed. “The crushed phones in the reindeer barn were the guests’ phones.”

“Shit.” He frowned. “Okay, but there will be other phones. I don’t believe the killer got all the phones, right? That would be impossible.”

“No. Mona had a cell, and I’m sure most of the workers do too.” I pressed my lips tight, then said, “Problem is there’s no cell service. A main tower must be down.”

“So… what you’re saying is… we have no way of contacting the outside world?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Jesus.” He closed his eyes, and the blood seemed to leave his face.

“Hey, Max?” I asked gruffly, grabbing hold of his arm. “Don’t pass out, Max. I need you.”

He opened his eyes and focused on my face. “I’m good.”

“It’s going to be okay.”

He let out a shaky breath. “Is it?”

“Yes.”

“We’re completely cut off, and there’s a killer on the grounds.” He swallowed hard. “How are we going to be okay?”

“Because we’re going to stay calm and use our heads.” I kept my voice steady, and he seemed to respond.

“Okay.” He gave a quick nod. “It’s just a matter of time before they fix that tower, right?”

“Absolutely.” I glanced around at the uneasy-looking group of people. “I need someone I can trust a hundred percent, and that’s you, Max.”

“Yes. I… I of course will do what I can to help.” He grimaced. “Not that I know how to solve a murder.”

“I don’t need you to solve it, but I’ll need your help interviewing some of these people. You can be a witness to what they say.” I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to think who I should talk to first.

“You… you can count on me.”

I gave him a grateful smile. “I’m used to having a team. I feel a little out of my element right now.”

“We’ll just do our best. I mean, the storm can’t last forever.” He sounded determined, but anxiety was clear as day in his blue eyes.

“I think we’ll be fine for now. My guess is whoever killed Santiago just wants to get off the property. I don’t think they’re looking to kill again.”

“But, of course, we don’t know why they killed to begin with.”

“Very true.”

Mona approached. “I’ve got everyone in the living room. Jax and the boys too.”

“Great.” I faked bravado. “Let’s get started.”

Once in the living room, I waited until everyone had quieted down. “I appreciate your cooperation, folks.” I cleared my throat. “As you’ve all heard by now, one of the guests, Santiago, has been found murdered.”

Everyone started murmuring again, and I let it go on for a bit; then I held up my hand, and they fell silent.

“Not sure if everyone here knows this, but I’m a sheriff from Rainy Dale, Texas. I’m going to be handling things as best I can, under the circumstances.”

“Did you call the local police?” Gianna called out.

I grimaced. “I tried. We’re having some trouble getting through on the landline.”

To put it mildly.

Gianna’s face fell. “Oh, no.”

“Why don’t we use our cell phones?” River asked.

Gritting my teeth, I said, “That’s going to be a problem.”

“Why?” Lucas wrinkled his brow. 

I squared my shoulders and decided dancing around the truth wouldn’t help anything. “Because someone destroyed our cell phones.”

“What?” Penelope squawked. “What do you mean someone destroyed our phones?”

I sighed. “I’m assuming whoever killed Santiago didn’t want us calling the authorities.”

The room rumbled with uneasy conversation.

Leo tugged his phone from his pocket. “I have a cell. We can use mine.”

“I have one too.” Jameson nodded.

Speaking over the buzzing voices, I said, “We have a secondary problem. There’s no cell service in our area at the moment.”

Jameson frowned. “Not even for a 911 call?”

Lucas nodded. “Yeah, even if our network coverage is down, our phones can camp on a roaming network for emergency calls.”

I grimaced. “Apparently more than one tower is down because I tried dialing 911 and it’s not working.”

River turned to Lucas. “That’s not good, right?”

“No,” Lucas muttered. “That’s not good.”

I cleared my throat. “We’ll keep an eye on the signal. When it comes back, we’ll contact the authorities immediately.”

Hermina gawked at me. “But that means for now… we’re on our own?”

“Yes, but there are a lot of us and only one killer, right?”

Hermina gave a small nod. “I hope.”

“If we stick together, we’ll be fine,” I said firmly. “We need to keep calm, and help will be here before we know it.” I was faking my confidence, but what I said was true. Eventually, phone service would return. Help would arrive in the form of forensic teams and other law enforcement. 

“But what do we do right now?” Gianna wailed. “We’re just sitting ducks.”

“We’re going to stay in groups. If someone has to go to the bathroom, bring a buddy. From this point on, no one should be alone. Okay?”

“Oh, God.” Gianna clutched her throat, her face pale. “But I am here alone.”

Hermina moved toward her. “So am I. You… you can be with me and Mary Puppins.”

Nodding, Gianna whispered, “Thank you.”

I glanced at Mona. “If you don’t mind, I’ll hang on to your phone so I can keep checking for a signal.”

“No problem.” Mona nodded.

“I’ll also need to use your office to question people.” If I could identify who the killer was, I could at least restrain them to keep the others safe.

“Of course,” Mona said.

“Wait.” Penelope widened her eyes. “You need to question all of us? You think one of us killed Santiago?”

Lucas frowned. “We’re the only ones here, right? Who else could have done it?”

“But… why would we kill Santiago? I… I didn’t even talk to him.” Penelope leaned on Gerald as if on the verge of fainting.

Grimacing, I said, “I’m not accusing any of you. But I need to rule everybody out, right?”

Penelope frowned. “I suppose that’s true.”

“Oh, come on, Sheriff. We know who it was,” muttered Amelia, glaring at Gianna. “I don’t know why we’re all pretending we don’t.”

Gianna lifted her brows. “What? You… you think I killed Santiago?”

“You were harassing him. You wouldn’t leave him alone,” Amelia said shrilly. “And when he rejected you, you killed him in cold blood.”

“No.” Gianna shook her head. “No, I didn’t hurt him. I really liked him. I… I couldn’t kill anybody.”

“Liar,” shrieked Amelia. “He didn’t want you, and so you murdered him.”

“No. You’re wrong.” Gianna pressed her lips tight.

I had to give her credit for not blurting out just how much Santiago had wanted her. Of course, perhaps that was to cover herself. She didn’t know I knew she’d had sex with the victim. Maybe she was trying to distance herself from Santiago.

“Amelia, everyone is innocent until proven guilty,” I said. “Don’t throw around accusations. It doesn’t do anyone any good.”

Hermina nodded. “Yes. People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.”

Amelia narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?”

Pink tinted Hermina’s cheeks, and she hugged her dog tighter. “It just means that it was no secret you and Santiago were fighting constantly. We… we could just as easily cast aspersions on you.”

“She’s right.” Richard gave a humorless laugh. “Isn’t it almost always the spouse or the significant other who murders the victim? Seems to me you had more of a reason to murder Santiago than Gianna did. He was cheating on you.”

Amelia’s face was so red, it concerned me. “No he wasn’t. You’re a liar. You’re all liars.”

Max stood, and he moved to Amelia. “You shouldn’t get so excited. You have a head injury, Amelia. Who cares what they say? You need to stay calm.”

“Stay calm?” She widened her eyes. “How? They’re accusing me of murdering the man I loved.” 

Grimacing, Max said, “Did you kill him?”

“No, of course not!”

“Then why do you care what people say about you? People talk about me all the time. I couldn’t care less.” He shrugged.

“Do they call you a murderer?”

“They have.” He grimaced. “It’s a long story.”

She scowled. “And you don’t care?”

“No. I know I’m innocent.” He studied her. “I believe you’re innocent too.”

“You think I’m… innocent?”

Max shrugged. “You asked us to go look for Santiago.”

“Maybe that was just so you’d think she’s innocent,” Richard said.

“Perhaps. But when she heard Santiago was dead, she fainted.” 

“Pfft, please. She could have faked that,” Richard groused.

Max shook his head. “I don’t think she did.”

“Then you’re even more naïve than I thought.” Richard gave a hard laugh.

“No, I’m simply making observations. I’ve noticed that Amelia is very concerned with her appearance. She checks her makeup a lot during the day.”

Richard scowled. “And that means she couldn’t commit murder?”

Max sighed. “My point is she’s rather vain.”

“I am not,” Amelia hissed.

“Not in a bad way.” Max grimaced.

Amelia fingered the bandage on her head, scowling.

“What does being… vain… have to do with anything?” Gianna asked, frowning.

Max shrugged. “I would think if a person was to fake fainting, they’d instinctively try to shield their head and face. I don’t think they could help it. Amelia didn’t do that. She went down like a redwood, and she smacked her head on the floor.”

Richard mumbled, “She seems fine.”

Max nodded. “I think she is okay, but she could have seriously injured herself. I mean, just look at that bump on her forehead. I think we can all agree that bump is not attractive. As vain as Amelia is, I don’t think she’d want to look that unattractive.”

“For the last time,” Amelia said through gritted teeth. “I’m not vain.”

“Tactful as usual, Maxwell.” River’s snide voice cut through the stunned silence.

Max winced. “I’m trying to defend you, Amelia.”

“Gee, thanks,” she mumbled.

Lucas sniggered.

Why, Max? Why?

I cleared my throat. “Uh, Max makes a good point.”

“No he doesn’t.” Amelia glared at me. 

Ignoring her dirty look, I said, “Before I interview anyone, I need to secure the crime scene.” I turned to Mona. “I need a chain and padlock if you have one.”

“Of course.” Mona glanced toward Leo. “Would you get that for Royce, please?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Leo nodded. “Now?”

“Sooner the better. I’ll come with you.” I met Elle’s gaze. “Do you think you could grab me a few bags?” The conditions for gathering forensic evidence were awful, but I figured it would be best if I grabbed the murder weapon and at least tried to preserve it. There might be prints or DNA that could be found later.

“You mean Ziploc bags?”

“Could I maybe have some of those and paper, if you have them?” Wet evidence, like the bloody knife, was best preserved in paper, and dry evidence, like the phone parts, in plastic.

“Wait here,” Elle said and she hurried off. 

I turned back to the group. “I’d like everyone to stay here instead of returning to your cabins. When I get back, I’ll begin the interviews.” 

Max came over to me. “Should I come with you or keep an eye on this group?”

I frowned. “How about you stay and make sure no one leaves?”

“Sure.”

Girdy hovered a few feet away. “Shall I help Max?”

“That would be great, Girdy.” I sighed. “There are a lot of people and a lot of exits.”

“Happy to help.” She smiled at Max.

Max looked relieved. “Thanks, Girdy.” 

Elle returned with the bags. “Here you go, Royce. If you need anything else, just ask.”

“I will.” I moved to Leo. “Shall we go?”

“Yep.” 

We bundled up and headed out into the storm. The rain and wind seemed lighter at the moment, although I worried that would change any second. Leo didn’t try to talk; he simply kept his head down and led the way to one of the equipment sheds. As we passed the reindeer barn, a chill went through me. Someone had brutally murdered Santiago in that very building, and for all I knew, that person was Leo.

Leo unlocked one of the sheds, and he went inside. It took him a few minutes, but eventually he returned with a chain and a padlock. “You keep the key,” he said gruffly, handing over a small brass key. “I don’t want the responsibility.”

“No problem.” We headed back to the reindeer shed.

Leo hesitated, as if he didn’t want to go inside. “Do you need my help in there?”

“Nah.” I shook my head. “The fewer people who trample the scene, the better.”

“Okay.” He looked relieved.

“I’ll just be a minute.” I sucked in a steadying breath, ignored the shiver that ran down my spine, and slipped inside the small building. Thanks to the low temperatures and the short time since death, the body didn’t really smell yet. There was a faint blood-and-urine scent, along with a strange musty smell, but nothing like it would be in about twenty-four hours. 

I walked carefully, trying not to disturb the scene any more than it had already been disturbed. I gathered a few of the largest fragments of phone pieces and put them in one of the plastic bags. Maybe there would be usable prints, who could tell? Once I reached the body, I tugged a paper bag from my pocket and knelt down to grab the knife. 

Shock rolled through me as I realized it was gone.


Chapter Eight

 

Maxwell

“Royce looked exhausted when he left,” Girdy murmured, watching the group of people milling around the living room.

“Everything is on his shoulders.” I frowned. “If I know Royce, he’s worried he’ll let everyone down.”

“I know you’re right.”

I scanned the room, taking in the different expressions. Some people, like Penelope and Hermina, looked petrified. But then there were the ones like Richard and Jax who didn’t seem that upset. They were standing in the corner, having a quiet conversation.

“Do you think one of the guests or farmhands killed Santiago?” Girdy asked softly. “Or do you think it was someone from the outside?”

“You mean the homeless person Amelia supposedly saw?”

Girdy’s gaze sharpened. “Supposedly?”

I shrugged. “We only have her word that there ever was a man staring in the window.”

“Santiago backed up her story.”

“But Santiago is dead.”

“You think he lied about seeing someone?”

“I have no idea. I just know we have no proof there ever was a homeless person outside her cabin. Santiago is the only person who could back up or deny her story, and now he’s dead.”

She frowned. “I thought you said Amelia was probably innocent?”

“Oh, I don’t think she killed Santiago, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t make up the story about the homeless guy.”

“Why would she?”

I sighed. “For attention. I think Amelia needs a lot of attention.”

Girdy studied the other woman. “Do you?”

“Yes. She likes people to notice her.” I still recalled how she’d enjoyed the attention after her Peeping Tom incident.

She watched Amelia as Elle and Chloe fawned over her. “Hmmm, maybe you’re right. She’s obviously upset, but she’s also eating up the attention.”

I shifted my gaze to Richard, who was still talking to Jax. “What do you make of those two?”

“Well… Richard is a jerk.” She tapped her chin. “Jax, I can’t figure him out.”

“Yeah, same. One minute he’s charming, and the next he’s not.”

She nodded. “Remember yesterday in the barn? When he was yelling at poor Leo?”

“Yes.”

“Jax implied he had a secret of some kind. What do you suppose it could be?”

“No idea.”

She sighed. “Leo is very protective of Mona. It’s kind of romantic.”

I squinted at her. “She’s a married woman.”

“Yeah, but look who she’s married to.” Girdy adjusted her purple-framed glasses. “Ezra is so unpleasant.”

“He’s definitely not a bundle of joy.”

“I suspect he’s a misogynist, just like Charles Preston.” She gave the portrait over the mantle a scowl. “Imagine trying to cut your own daughter out of the will, simply because she’s a woman.”

“She got the farm though.”

“Pfft yeah, but she had to marry an ogre to get it.”

I laughed. “Ezra isn’t that bad.”

“Sure, just keep telling yourself that.” She scowled. “Would you want to have his baby?”

I raised my brows. “Uh… no.”

She gave a sheepish laugh. “Sorry, I just don’t like men who put down women.”

“Really? You hide it so beautifully.” I smirked.

She punched my arm. “Oh, be quiet. You know what I mean.”

My lips twitched. I was glad Girdy was here. She relaxed me, and she was someone I could be myself around. I shifted my gaze to Jameson, who was sitting with Chloe and Dakota. “Have you had much interaction with Jameson?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. He seems nice.”

“Everyone seems nice until they aren’t,” I muttered.

“Are you referring to anyone specific?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.” I glanced longingly at the table where Elle had set up tea, coffee, and cookies for everyone.

Girdy laughed. “Shall we get some coffee?”

“Sure.” I sounded overly eager even to my own ears. I moved to the table and picked up a ceramic mug. As I poured myself some coffee, I said, “Humans are complicated, unlike dogs.”

“Dogs?”

“Mary Puppins is who she is, all the time.” I glanced over at Hermina and her dog. “She doesn’t like me, and she makes no bones about it.”

“I’m not sure where you’re going with this.” Girdy gave a confused smile.

“Sorry. I just mean people are unique in that they can be one thing to your face and another behind your back.”

“I see. Yes, that’s very true.” Girdy added cream to her coffee.

I scanned the group of people. “Odds are someone in this very room is putting on a big act about being scared of the murderer, when the real thing worrying them is whether or not they’ll be caught for stabbing Santiago to death.”

“Geez.” Girdy grimaced. “That’s rather grim.”

“Yes. But it’s true.” I sipped my coffee. “The way Jax turns on the charm and then drops the act when the guests aren’t around. It just shows how fake people can be.”

“Not everyone is themselves all the time, the way you are.”

“God, I don’t feel like myself lately.”

She wrinkled her brow. “No?”

“I’m trying so hard not to be myself.”

Concern touched her gaze. “Is it a strain?”

“Sometimes.” I sipped my coffee. “Who wants to have to change, right? I was one thing for so long, it’s a struggle to be different now.”

“You and Royce are okay, right?” she asked softly.

I raised my brows. “Of course.”

“You had me worried.”

I frowned. “Why?”

She avoided my gaze and put a good deal of attention into picking a cookie from the plate on the table. She seemed torn between a gingerbread cookie with icing or a chocolate chip oatmeal. “I hated it when you two were broken up. It was awful to watch.”

“Oh, well, we’re great now.”

“But if the strain of not… being you… gets to be too much…”

“I mean, it’s not that big of a strain. Change is never easy, right?” I shrugged. “But easy or hard, I’ll do whatever it takes to be with Royce.”

She smiled. “That was actually really romantic, Max.”

“Was it?”

“Yep.” She seemed to relax. “You really do love him.”

“Of course I do. Would I still be rebuilding my clinic if I didn’t?”

She laughed. “No. You absolutely wouldn’t. That’s one good thing about you being you, Max. When you make a decision, it’s because you want to. You’re not fake.”

I sighed. “I’m trying to be faker though. It seems that’s what people want.”

“Not me.” She smiled at me over her mug. “I like you just the way you are.”

I jumped when River and Lucas appeared beside us like unholy specters. 

“Mind if we join you?” River asked, winking at me.

“Uh…”

“He looks absolutely thrilled at the prospect,” Lucas said dryly.

“Ooh, gingerbread cookies,” River said, ignoring his pal. He helped himself to several of the baked goods, setting them carefully on a paper plate. “So, how are you holding up, Max?”

“I’m holding up just fine.”

“This is a stressful time.” River bit into his cookie.

“Of course, someone has been murdered.” I shifted uneasily. Why had he come over to me? He didn’t usually bother engaging me in conversation unless Royce was with me. Even at his clinic, we mostly ignored each other, unless Royce dropped by to see me. Then suddenly River was there, all smiles and fluttering eyelashes.

“Does Royce have any ideas who the murderer is?” River asked casually.

“I don’t know.”

He laughed. “You don’t know? Come on, Royce has no secrets from you.”

I frowned. “He’s had no time to investigate anything.”

“True.” He poured himself a cup of coffee. “Are you enjoying working at my clinic, Max?”

The sudden change in subject threw me a bit. I couldn’t exactly say I enjoyed being in River’s clinic. It was a necessary evil. But I couldn’t admit that. “I appreciate having a place to see my patients.” I was pleased by how tactfully that came out. I was beginning to get the knack for twisting words so that they were truthful but not insulting.

Amelia might not agree.

River smiled. “Sometimes I think you should just stay at my clinic. Why bother rebuilding? We make a great team, don’t you think?”

Obviously, I did not think that. I couldn’t wait to get out of his place. Surely he knew that? What was he playing at?

When I didn’t speak, he said, “You’d save a lot of money by not rebuilding. I’m a good landlord, aren’t I?”

“I like having my own place.”

“But why? There’s so much more overhead when you have your own clinic. If you stayed at mine, you wouldn’t have to worry about money.”

“I’m not worried about money.”

“Oh, you know what I mean.”

I shifted uneasily. “I can’t really think about all of that right now. I’m distracted with… you know… Santiago’s murder?” 

“That’s understandable,” River said.

I started to move away, but River grabbed my arm.

“Max, don’t you think we should make peace with each other?”

I frowned, looking down at his slender fingers that had a death grip on my arm. “Are we at war?”

He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, Max, you are just so funny.”

Am I?

Lucas poured himself some coffee, and while his expression was bored, I knew he was listening to our conversation. 

“I’m not your enemy.” River’s gaze was beautifully sincere. I had little doubt he’d practiced that look in the mirror many times.

“I never said you were my enemy.” I might have said that once or twice, but he didn’t need to know that.

Girdy gave a nervous laugh. “Of course you two aren’t enemies.”

River sighed and bit into a cookie. As he chewed, he studied me like I was a butterfly pinned to a bulletin board. Once he’d swallowed, he said, “I wasn’t trying to replace you with Lucas as GP of Rainy Dale.” He grimaced. “Okay, I was, but that was only because everyone in town thought you were leaving.”

“Okay.” I cleared my throat. “Well, I’m not leaving.”

A muscle flinched in River’s cheek. “I know that, now. But you can’t be mad at me for thinking you were leaving. Everyone did. Even Royce.”

Girdy squeezed my arm. “Oh, what’s done is done. Right, Max?”

I met her distressed gaze. “Sure.” Why was River bringing all of this up now? Of all times, why was he talking about all these awkward things when we were under so much stress already?

“We should be friends,” River cooed.

That felt like a trap for sure. If I rejected his offer of friendship, I would look like a jerk. However, if I accepted, wouldn’t I be forced to… God no… hang out with him more often? Wasn’t that what friends did?

“I work a lot,” I said softly.

River’s gaze flickered. “Okay?”

Lucas looked like he was trying not to laugh.

“You seem like you already have a lot of friends,” I said, taking a step backward.

Girdy gave another one of those nervous laughs.

She was worried, which made me worried. I knew I wasn’t saying the right things, but I wasn’t sure how to fix that. Even if I liked River, which I didn’t, the way he flirted with Royce grated on me. How was I supposed to be his friend when I was pretty sure he wanted to replace me in work and in my boyfriend’s bed?

I shifted my gaze to Lucas, who watched me like a cat. He raised his dark brows as our eyes met. Maybe what was needed here was the truth? How could that hurt, right? River wanted to be my pal—shouldn’t I clear the air? “I suppose there’s a lack of trust between us,” I said quietly.

River frowned. “Is there? But why? I’ve opened up my clinic to you. Haven’t I tried to be helpful?”

“You have.” I frowned. “You’ve said many times you don’t want to replace me as GP of Rainy Dale.”

“That’s right,” River said softly.

“I guess I can’t help but wonder why Lucas is still in town? Since I’m not leaving.”

Lucas started coughing, and little cookie particles flew out of his mouth. He patted his chest and managed to swallow. “Uh, I’m still in Rainy Dale because I like it there.”

I narrowed my eyes. “No other reason?”

He shook his head, but he dropped his gaze.

Royce and Leo returned at that moment. The door slammed open, and the wind howled into the room. Napkins blew off the table, and Girdy chased after them with a yelp. I was relieved the conversation with River and Lucas had been aborted, but also frustrated. I’d have loved to hear more from Lucas about why he was still in Rainy Dale. He was a GP like me. How did he intend to support himself if he wasn’t replacing me?

However, Royce’s expression made me forget all about River and Lucas. His face was grim and his eyes hard. He came farther into the room as Leo shut the door behind them. Royce’s coat dripped rainwater onto the floor as he scanned the room.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, because it was very obvious something was wrong.

“Did anyone leave the house?” Royce rasped.

“Leave the house?” I frowned. “Not that I’m aware of.”

He shifted his gaze to the group of people staring at him. “Did anyone leave the house recently?”

Everyone shook their heads.

A muscle jerked in Royce’s cheek as if he was struggling to control his emotions. “I’d like to start questioning specific people.”

Hermina clutched her throat. “Oh, my.”

Royce’s hard gaze swept the group. “Richard, I’ll start with you.”

“Me?” Richard bugged his eyes. “Why me?”

“I have to start somewhere.” Royce met my gaze. “Max, I’d like you to sit in and maybe take notes?”

“Uh, sure.” 

“Mona, I’ll need to use your office. We need somewhere private.”

“Of course.” Mona moved toward the hallway. “Follow me.”

Royce stared at Richard. “Coming?”

Richard slowly got to his feet. “This is stupid. I didn’t kill anyone.”

Ignoring his protests, Royce followed Mona down the hallway. When we reached her office, Mona unlocked the door and waved us inside.

“Hang on a minute, I need to talk to Max.” Royce pulled me aside.

“Oh, sure. I’ll just… wait in the office with Richard.” Mona gave a weak smile and disappeared into the office.

I frowned. “What’s up?”

Royce glanced around. “The knife was missing when I got back to the body.”

“Missing?” 

He nodded. “From Santiago’s chest.”

I widened my eyes. “What? The knife was gone?”

He winced. “Shhh.”

“Jesus.” I blinked at him. “So the killer came back for the weapon? Is that normal?”

“No. Not in my experience.” He shook his head. “Maybe it was someone else who took the knife.”

“You think someone just happened by and decided to take the knife out of a dead man’s chest?”

“They might if they thought they were protecting someone.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

He blew out a long, tired breath. “Odds are it was the killer though. So who the hell was moving about freely during that time, without drawing suspicion?”

“Other than you and Leo, I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone leave. But to be fair, there are a lot of people to keep track of.”

“Yeah.” Royce raked a hand through his damp hair. “Leo didn’t want to go in the reindeer barn.”

“Well, I can’t blame him.”

“No, me neither.”

“So, what do we do now?”

He sighed. “I’ll talk to anyone who gives me a weird feeling. I need to talk to Amelia and Gianna, obviously.”

“Why did you start with Richard?”

“There’s just something about him that makes me suspicious. His reason for being here feels made-up. This is the last place a guy like Richard would come for a vacation.”

“I agree. He belongs here about as much as I do.”

“Difference is you’re here because I brought you. What brought him here? That’s what I need to figure out because it sure as heck wasn’t holiday cheer.” He moved to the door. “We’d better get in there. I have a lot of people to talk to.”

“Okay.”

When we entered the room, Mona smiled nervously. “There’s a pad and paper in the top drawer, Maxwell, for taking notes. Plus, I might have an old tape recorder I gave to Dakota. Should I see if he knows where it is, Royce?”

“Uh, sure.” Royce nodded. 

“There are a few folding chairs in the closet where the safe is,” Mona said. “Help yourself to those.”

“Thanks.” Royce nodded again, and she left the room.

Richard sat in the padded office chair while Royce grabbed a couple of folding chairs for us. I got a pad and pen from the desk and sat down, feeling nervous. Basically, my role was as a witness to anything Richard said. I hoped Royce didn’t plan on relying heavily on my notes because my handwriting wasn’t the best.

Once we were all seated, Royce asked, “So, Richard, where did you go earlier today when you disappeared for hours?”

“Where did I go?” Richard swallowed. “Well, I went for a walk.”

“You were gone a long time.”

Richard grimaced. “I was upset. I needed to leave today, but they wouldn’t let me.”

“Upset or not, two hours is a long time to walk in a huge rainstorm.” Royce studied the other man. “What did you do besides walk?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you.”

A flush swept over Richard’s face. “Why not?”

Instead of answering, Royce changed the subject. “Do you do drugs, Richard?”

Richard sputtered, “Excuse me?”

Royce’s gaze never wavered. “Do you use drugs?”

Rising to his feet, Richard bellowed, “How dare you accuse me of that.”

I flinched at the anger in his voice, but Royce barely seemed to notice. “You should sit down.”

Wagging his finger at Royce, Richard said, “I want a lawyer.”

“You’re not under arrest.”

“Maybe I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

Royce shrugged. “That’s your right. But if you killed Santiago, that won’t save you.”

Richard swallowed hard. “You need evidence. You can’t just accuse people of murder and drug use.”

“I haven’t accused you of anything. I’m simply trying to find out where you were during the time the murder most likely took place.”

“A lot of people left the house. I wasn’t the only one.”

“That’s true,” Royce said calmly. “I fully intend to talk to them all.”

“But you started with me.” Richard sounded agitated. “Now everyone thinks I’m the killer.”

“Even if that’s true, once I start questioning everyone, that won’t hold up.”

Richard sat down, and the chair squeaked under his weight. “Amelia and that red-haired chick had more of a reason to kill Santiago. Why would I… kill a stranger?”

“Were you strangers?”

“Yes,” Richard growled. “I’d never met the guy until this trip.”

Royce nodded. “The thing is, I don’t understand why you came to Giggly Elves Farm. You didn’t participate in any of the activities, and you don’t seem to even like it here.”

Richard licked his lips. “I told you I needed some holiday cheer.”

“Yeah, I remember you said that.” Royce cleared his throat. “What’s your girlfriend’s name?”

“What?”

“It’s a simple question.”

“Uh… Carla,” Richard said.

“You sure?”

Scowling, Richard said, “Yes I’m sure. I think I’d know my own girlfriend’s name.”

“You said her name was something else the other day.”

“No I didn’t.”

Royce glanced at me. “Do you remember the other name, Max?”

“Yes.” I glanced at Richard. “You said your girlfriend’s name was Tiffany.”

“I… I don’t think I did say that.”

“You did.” Royce pursed his lips. “So which is it? Tiffany or Carla?”

“Carla.”

“Do you have Carla’s number?”

Richard stiffened. “I thought the phones weren’t working.”

“They will be eventually.”

He swallowed. “I don’t remember her number.”

Squinting, Royce said, “Seriously?”

He waved agitatedly. “It was programed in my phone. I don’t have a good memory for numbers.”

I wrinkled my brow. “Wait, aren’t you a banker?”

Richard curled his lip. “I’m good at making money, not memorizing phone numbers.”

“Seems like you should know your girlfriend’s number,” I muttered.

“What’s Carla’s last name?” Royce asked calmly.

“Jesus, you’re just like a fucking pit bull, aren’t you?” growled Richard.

Leaning forward, Royce’s pleasant expression slipped. “Someone has been murdered. Yeah, I’m going to hunt that person down, however I have to.”

Licking his lips, Richard said, “Fine. Uh… her last name is Smith.”

Of course it is.

“Carla Smith.” I wrote that down, even though I doubted it was legit.

“I assume she lives in Nevada too?” Royce asked.

“Sure.”

I squinted at him. Was this clown making this stuff up as he went along? Did he think Royce wouldn’t be able to verify all of this? Royce was losing patience—I could see it in the harshness of his mouth and eyes. I wanted to help him somehow, but I had no experience questioning murder suspects. I’d probably make things way worse if I tried to help.

“Getting back to the question of whether or not you use drugs,” Royce began.

Richard’s mouth thinned. “This is harassment.”

“No.” Royce laughed. 

“My drug use… that doesn’t exist, by the way, is none of your business.”

“I think you’re lying,” Royce said softly.

Richard’s face tensed. “Well, you can’t prove a damn thing.”

Royce studied him in silence for a few moments, then said, “I can have Dr. Thornton give you a blood test.”

I stiffened because I had no equipment of any kind with me. Royce knew that. Was he just bluffing, or did he actually think I could just draw blood at the drop of a hat?

Richard flicked his wary gaze to me.

“Uh, sure. I’m down to do that,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as freaked-out at the idea as I felt. If Richard called my bluff, would I have to use a carving knife and turkey baster to get his blood? Then what? I had no way to test the blood for drugs. I just hoped Richard was clueless about that kind of thing.

Apparently Richard was clueless, because he fell for it. “Fine. I’ve used drugs recreationally on occasion.”

“Have you used drugs while on the farm?” Royce asked.

Richard shook his head.

Royce narrowed his eyes. “The blood test will prove whether or not you’re lying.”

Slumping, Richard said, “Okay. Okay. I had some weed with me. I smoked that.”

“Nothing stronger?” Royce sounded skeptical.

Richard’s eyes were shifty. “Maybe a tiny bit of cocaine.”

No wonder he’d been happy to avoid all the activities. Apparently Richard had been high 99 percent of his time on the farm. “Where did you get the drugs?” I asked.

“I know a guy in Nevada.”

Royce leaned back in his chair, crossing his hands over his flat stomach. “I don’t love the fact that you’ve been lying to me so much, Richard.”

“I’m telling you the truth now.” He shrugged. “What does any of this have to do with Santiago’s murder?”

“It’s helped me establish you’re a liar.” Royce smirked.

I gave a gruff laugh, which earned me a scowl from Richard.

“Are you gonna talk to the guys who work here too?” Richard had a stubborn look in his eyes. “Or are you just gonna hassle me?”

“I’m talking to everyone.”

“Good. Because I don’t think it was a guest who killed Santiago.”

Royce raised his brows. “What makes you say that?”

“I saw him and Jameson arguing the day before he was murdered.”

Frowning, Royce said, “Jameson?”

“That’s right.”

I leaned forward. “What were they arguing about?”

“What will you give me if I tell you?” Richard smirked.

Royce looked annoyed. “Don’t play games. Someone is dead, and I don’t find you amusing at all.”

“You’re no fun.”

“There’s nothing fun about murder.” Royce sounded disgusted.

Richard sighed. “Jameson has a thing for Gianna. He didn’t like the way Santiago was using her.”

I met Royce’s surprised gaze.

“He knew about that?” I asked.

“Oh, come on. Didn’t everyone?” He laughed. “Frankly, I don’t know how Amelia didn’t notice at first.”

“Who says she didn’t?” Royce asked.

“Maybe she did.” Richard raised one brow. “Which makes her the most likely person to be the killer.”

“I’ll talk to her too. For now, I’m focusing on you.”

“Don’t I know it?” Richard grumbled.

“Do you know where Jameson was around the time Santiago was killed?” Royce asked casually.

Richard opened his mouth to answer and then suddenly stopped. “Oh, you’re good.”

Royce looked innocent. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Right.” Richard shook his head. “I have no idea when Santiago was killed. So how could I possibly answer that question?”

“You didn’t notice Santiago leave the house?” I asked.

“Nope.” Richard shook his head. “I was just enjoying my whiskey. Minding my own business.”

“What a model citizen,” Royce said wryly.

“I notice you and Jax are kind of friendly,” I said.

Richard’s face tensed. “I barely know him.”

I frowned. “I’ve noticed you talking to him a lot.”

“Jax talks to everyone. He’s a friendly guy. If you want, I can introduce you? But I don’t think he swings that way.”

“You think this is funny?” Royce looked unamused.

“Not really. But you’re acting like I’m the only viable suspect. I saw Santiago flirting with Madison. You should be questioning her first, not me.” Richard pushed his tongue into his cheek. “Maybe he was screwing her too. That would probably piss Jax off. How about you should talk to Jax and stop wasting your time with me.”

“Of course I’m going to talk to Jax, but I highly doubt Madison slept with Santiago,” Royce said.

Richard shrugged. “Maybe it was payback for Jax kissing Chloe.”

Maybe.

I frowned. “For a guy minding his own business, you sure saw a lot.”

“What can I say? I’m an alert kind of guy,” Richard said.

Royce studied Richard. “So you saw Santiago hitting on Madison and Santiago arguing with Jameson? Sounds like you were always in the right place at the right time.”

“Interesting how everything you witnessed throws suspicion on everyone else,” I muttered.

Richard sighed. “I can’t help what I see or where the facts lead.”

“No, I don’t suppose you can.” Royce’s expression was hard to read. “I’ll follow up with Madison and Jameson about what you saw.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want to monopolize your time, Sheriff.”

“How polite of you,” I said.

“Before you go, how about you tell me a little about this business meeting you were so hysterical about getting to?” Royce asked.

Richard’s face shuttered. “My boss is a hard man to please, that’s all.”

“You said it was life or death.” I frowned. “That seems a bit over-the-top.”

“You don’t know my boss.”

Royce asked, “Anything else you’d like to tell me about your boss?”

“No.”

“I’ll need the name of your employer and a phone number where we can reach him easily.” Royce’s tone was agreeable.

“Is that absolutely necessary?” Richard sighed. “What does my job have to do with Santiago’s death?”

“Oh, I just need to gather as much information as I can.” Royce’s smile was pleasant. “I’m sure you understand.”

“Fine.” He rattled off a name and phone number, and I wrote it down.

Royce studied Richard. “I’ll probably need to talk to you again, but for now you can go.”

Richard had been trying to act tough, but there was obvious relief when Royce dismissed him. He stood and moved to the door. “You’ve disliked me since the first minute you laid eyes on me, Sheriff.”

“That’s not true,” Royce said.

I frowned. “Maybe because you almost killed everyone on our bus?”

“I think it goes deeper than that.”

Royce looked puzzled. “What could I have against you?”

“Maybe because I have money and you’re just a lowly sheriff?”

“I don’t envy or resent you, Richard. I’m just trying to figure out who killed Santiago.”

“Sure.” Richard yanked open the door and left.

I met Royce’s frustrated gaze. “He’s a piece of work,” I said.

“Arrogant SOB.”

“What do you think about his story that he saw Santiago flirting with Madison or that he saw Jameson arguing with Santiago? Do you think he was telling the truth?”

“Not sure.” Royce stood, stretching his arms above his head. “Either way, I’ll need to talk to Jameson and Madison to verify. Just because Richard isn’t my favorite person, that doesn’t mean he’s lying.”

“It’s awfully convenient how his stories throw everyone else under the bus.”

“Yeah, but it’s possible he’s telling the truth.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know how you remain so impartial.”

“I have to.” He shrugged. “In your line of work, you can’t let your emotions get in the way of your job either. You have to treat patients you don’t like all the time.”

“True.”

Royce smiled. “I guess we’re both professionals.”

“Let’s just hope I never have to treat River for anything life-threatening. My Hippocratic oath might be in jeopardy.”

“Now come on, Max. You’re no killer.”

“That depends. Would you let me get away with it?”

“Hell no.”

“What if I didn’t make him suffer too much?”

“Max,” Royce growled. “That’s not funny.”

I smirked. “Richard was right. You’re no fun at all.”


Chapter Nine

 

Royce

I’d planned on interviewing Jax next, but after what Richard said about Jameson, I decided Jameson would be the easier interview. Something told me Jax was going to want to tangle some.

Jameson came into the office looking skittish as a jackrabbit around a coyote. His dark eyes were filled with worry as he sat down across from me. “I didn’t think you’d get to me for a while.”

“Oh, I just have a few things I wanted to ask.” I kept my voice light and casual so that I didn’t alarm him. He already looked plenty spooked.

He clasped his hands in his lap. “Okay, shoot.”

“I’ve heard a rumor that you had words with Santiago the day before he died.” I watched as anxiety rippled crossed his sharp features.

“It wasn’t a big deal.”

Max observed us silently, occasionally scribbling something on his notepad.

“What did you fight about?”

Pink touched Jameson’s face. “Like I said, it was no big deal.”

“Humor me.”

Shifting restlessly, Jameson said, “He was no gentleman, I can tell you that.”

“Did that make you angry?”

Jameson rubbed the back of his neck. “I was raised to treat women with respect. Santiago wasn’t a very nice man. He was a cheater.”

Max raised his brows but said nothing.

“How was he a cheater?” I asked.

“I’m positive he was unfaithful to Amelia.” His eyes darkened. “Apparently, Santiago was also trying to seduce Madison. I saw him corner her outside his and Amelia’s cabin, when she was there to do housekeeping.”

I frowned. “Men and women talk to each other. It doesn’t mean he was seducing Madison simply because he talked to her.”

“He wasn’t just talking. She looked uncomfortable.” 

“So you didn’t like Santiago?” I asked.

He chuffed. “He liked himself enough for everybody. That guy was a jerk. I’m sorry he got killed, but I think he had it coming.”

I winced. “It’s not wise to say things like that to cop, Jameson. Especially in a situation like this.”

He widened his eyes. “I didn’t kill him. I just think he got murdered because of how disrespectful he was to others.”

“You obviously have a protective streak in you,” I said. “Who is it you feel protective enough of to actually confront Santiago?”

He swallowed. “It’s not important.”

“Is it Gianna?”

“What? No.” His face turned an interesting shade of pink.

Max shifted. “You sure?”

“It’s no big deal if you have a crush on Gianna.” My voice was coaxing. “She’s very pretty. No one would blame you for noticing her.”

He slumped, looking embarrassed. “Is it that obvious that I like her?”

“Not really. I didn’t notice until someone pointed it out to me.”

He glanced up sharply. “Who?”

“I’d rather not say.”

His face got even redder. “Please tell me it wasn’t Gianna?”

“No. It wasn’t Gianna.”

He sighed. “She’s so pretty and sweet. Guests can be rude at times, but she’s always polite.”

Gianna was very polite, but I wasn’t convinced she was all that sweet. After all, she’d gone out of her way to entice Santiago, knowing he had a girlfriend. After she’d succeeded in having sex with him, she’d brazenly flaunted her attraction in front of Amelia. 

“Did you and Gianna sleep together?”

He recoiled. “Heavens no. Mona would have my hide if I slept with a guest. We’re supposed to be friendly and helpful, but also reserved. Sometimes I have a little trouble balancing those things, but I’d never sleep with a guest.”

“How about Jax? Does he ever bend the rules?”

A line appeared between his dark brows. “You’d have to ask him about that.”

“He definitely crossed the line with Chloe, didn’t he?” I watched him as disgust washed over his features.

A muscle worked in his cheek. “He’s lucky Elle didn’t cut off his dick. She’s protective of her daughter. He was a fool to toy with Chloe.”

“You seem to have a strict code of honor,” Max said softly.

Jameson looked over to Max. “I try to live my life the right way.”

“Do you think people should be punished when they don’t do things the way you think they should?” Max asked.

Screwing up his face, Jameson rasped, “I’d never personally punish anyone for doing bad stuff, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“But you don’t mind when someone else does it for you?” Max said.

I knew Max was trying to get under Jameson’s skin. He probably wanted the other man to let something slip. But while Jameson had an innocent air about him, he wasn’t actually a kid. If I’d had to guess his age, I’d land somewhere in the early forties. The lines around his eyes betrayed his youthful demeanor.

As expected, Jameson kept his cool. “I’m not okay with what happened to Santiago. While I think he lived his life in a way that made his homicide unsurprising, I don’t think murder is ever acceptable.”

I was glad to hear his take on things. Jameson was likable. I really hoped he wasn’t the killer. “Okay.” I nodded. “I appreciate your candor.”

Jameson lifted one shoulder. “I don’t mind talking to you. I just feel a little embarrassed that everyone in the world knows I like Gianna.”

“Not everyone,” said Max. “I’m pretty sure Gianna doesn’t have a clue.”

“Good.” Jameson sighed. “I prefer it that way.”

“What do you think of Jax?” I asked.

“Oh, well, he’s fun to work with. Very helpful.” He cleared his throat. “He’s got a temper on him though. I annoy him because I talk too much around the guests. I’m careful as possible not to piss him off too much.”

“Have you ever noticed any friction between him and Leo?”

Jameson winced. “Yeah. They rub each other the wrong way.”

“Why’s that, do you suppose?”

“Leo is fiercely protective of Mona and the farm. Jax sometimes has a cavalier attitude about things, and that bugs Leo.”

“I see.” I had to agree with his summation of Jax and Leo. “Did you leave the house when the rain stopped earlier?”

“Yeah. Nearly everyone did. I was getting cabin fever.”

“What do you think of your employers?” I asked. “Do you like working here?”

“I love working here. Mona is wonderful, and Dakota is a great kid.”

It wasn’t lost on me he omitted Ezra. “So you plan on staying on?”

“If they’ll have me, I’ll stay for sure.” He smiled. “It’s hard work, but I like it. Suits me fine.”

I smiled and stood. “I appreciate your talking with us, Jameson. You can go for now.”

He looked happy about that. “Really?”

“Yep.”

“Woo wee.” He rose, slapping his thighs. “I was afraid I was going to be grilled a lot longer than that.”

“I have a lot of people to talk to. I might need to bring you in again if something crops up.”

“I understand.” He moved to the door.

I asked, “Would you mind sending Jax in next?”

“Sure thing, Sheriff.” He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

“What do you think?” Max asked.

“I don’t think he’s a killer. I think he sees the world in black and white, but I don’t think he’s the type to do anything about it.”

“You’re the expert.”

I laughed. “You think I’m wrong?”

He shook his head. “No. I think you’re right. I think he’s right too, when he says Santiago played with fire and it eventually caught up with him.”

“Unfortunately, yeah.”

There was a knock on the door, and Jax pushed it open and poked his head through. “I heard I’m the next victim?” He came in the room grinning.

I gave a polite smile. “Come in, have a seat.”

Jax sat, looking confident. “I’m kinda surprised you’re questioning the farmhands.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Well, what kind of a fool murders someone where they live and work?” He pulled his hat off, running his fingers through his blond hair.

“The desperate kind?” Max said.

Jax shot Max a strange look. “Now, why would any of us be desperate?”

Max shrugged.

I studied Jax. “I can think of some things that would make a man desperate. Things like losing a job.”

Jax narrowed his eyes. “Far as I know, none of us farmhands are in danger of losing our jobs.”

“You came awful close the other day,” Max said.

“What do you mean?”

My smile was tight. “Come on, the whole ranch heard Elle say she wanted you fired.”

“Yet, I’m still here.”

Leaning forward, I said, “Sure. For now. But one more screwup and maybe Mona has no reason to keep you around.”

A flush painted Jax’s face. “Mona isn’t going to fire me. They need me. I practically run the place single-handedly.”

Max laughed. “That’ll be a surprise to all the other guys.”

“Not to mention Mona and Ezra,” I said.

Scowling, Jax said, “What does any of this have to do with Santiago’s murder?”

“I’m just trying to get a sense of who you are as a person.” I crossed my arms. “Rumor has it Santiago and Madison had a little thing for each other.”

Anger flashed in Jax’s eyes. “Bullshit.”

“That’s what people are saying,” Max said.

“Maybe she got tired of your antics. Must have been pretty embarrassing for her when you kissed Chloe.” I shook my head. “That was surprising. I’d never seen that side of you.”

“It was a tiny kiss. You’re acting like I forced myself on her. Chloe isn’t a child. She knows how to wrap men around her little finger.” He laughed. “Hell, she’s got Dakota following her around like a lovesick puppy.”

“Regardless, that was out of line.” I frowned.

“Especially since you have a girlfriend,” Max added.

“Okay. I screwed up. I kissed Chloe, and I got in trouble with just about everyone. End of story.”

“Sure, except for the fact that Madison was humiliated. Can you blame her if she turned to Santiago for comfort?” I asked.

His jaw clenched. “That didn’t happen. Me and Madison are fine.”

“Then why are there so many rumors about Madison and Santiago?” To be fair, there weren’t a lot of rumors. Richard and Jameson were the only two who’d volunteered seeing them talking. But the angrier Jax got, the more he might say. He wasn’t as coolheaded as Jameson. Jax was a more emotional guy.

Clenching his fists, Jax said tersely, “How many times do I have to tell you Madison and I are fine? If I’d caught Santiago with Madison, you can bet I’d have given him an ass-whoopin’. But I wouldn’t have killed him. I’m not a murderer.”

“It’s not like you’d announce it if you were,” Max muttered.

“I have to ask you about this stuff.” I shrugged, trying to sound nonchalant. “Statistically speaking, jealousy is a huge factor in many murders.”

“I’d love to know who’s pointing their finger at me. I wasn’t worried about Santiago stealing my girl, and I didn’t kill anyone.” He scowled. “Who is this jerk?”

“It’s not important who said what,” I responded. “The fact remains jealousy might have been the motive for Santiago’s murder.”

Jax continued on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Was it Dakota?”

“No. We haven’t spoken to Dakota yet,” Max said.

I winced inwardly because unknowingly, Max had narrowed down the list of who might have told us what.

“Oh really?” A cunning light appeared in Jax’s eyes. “So far you’ve only talked to Richard and Jameson. Jameson and I are tight. He wouldn’t try and get me in trouble. So Richard is the asshole who implied I killed Santiago in a jealous rage?”

Max realized what he’d done, and he glanced at me uneasily.

“Richard simply mentioned Santiago flirted with Madison,” I said calmly. “I’m the one who decided that might give you a motive to go after Santiago.”

“Nice try, Sheriff.” He shook his head. “After all I’ve done for that asshole, he tries to get me in trouble?”

“What exactly have you done for Richard?” I asked.

He avoided my gaze. “Just stuff.”

I studied him. “Richard says he barely knows you.”

“Whatever.”

I frowned. “I’m just trying to figure out which one of you is telling the truth.”

His jaw hardened. “I don’t want to talk about Richard anymore. If you want to ask me stuff about Santiago, fine. But I don’t think you have the right to butt into every aspect of my life.”

It was obvious he was shutting down, but I didn’t want to leave him with the feeling that he’d controlled the interview. “You don’t get to decide what I ask.”

He scowled. “I thought you brought me in here to talk about Santiago’s murder?”

“I did, but if I want to grill you another hour about Richard, I will.”

“Jesus, whatever.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I just don’t get why you aren’t asking me shit about Santiago.”

“I’m investigating a murder, and there are a lot of ways to get to the truth.” I studied him. “If I let you go for the night, are you going to go cause trouble with Richard because your feelings are hurt?”

“What?” He frowned. “No.”

“I have enough to handle right now, I don’t need you starting something with Richard, got it?”

“I won’t. God. I’ll avoid the asshole.” He narrowed his eyes. “I had no idea what a hard-ass you are, Sheriff. You were more pleasant before.”

“Back at you, Jax.” I shook my head. “You can go. For now.”

He stood, giving me a wary look. He moved to the door and left quickly.

“He didn’t seem as cocky when he left.” Max laughed gruffly.

“No.” I sat down with a groan. “I’m already exhausted, and we’ve barely scratched the surface.”

“Do you think Jax is capable of murder?”

“Not sure. I kind of think anyone is, given the right reason.”

Max nodded. “What do you suppose Jax did for Richard? Or do you think Jax is making that up?”

“It’s hard to say. Richard is a snake, but Jax is no angel.”

“That’s for sure.” Max squinted up at the flickering fluorescent lights. “Those two seem similar, although Richard’s packaging is more sophisticated.”

“I agree. I’m trying to figure out Richard’s motive in steering us toward Jax. Is it because he’s guilty and trying to throw us off his scent? Or is he onto something by pointing out that Jax might have murdered Santiago in a jealous rage?”

“I can’t see why Richard would murder Santiago. I never saw them interact.”

“Me neither. Doesn’t mean they didn’t.”

He sighed. “Yeah. So, who do we interview next?”

I rubbed my tired eyes. They felt like sandpaper. “Either Gianna, Madison, or Leo, I would think.”

“Shall we pull names out of a hat?”

I groaned. “God, we need to bring in Mona and Ezra too.”

“This is going to be a long night.”

“We don’t have to talk to everyone tonight, but I wanted to talk to a select few for sure. Maybe we should grab some coffee before we start on the next bunch of interviews.”

“Sure. That sounds like a good idea. My eyes are almost crossing.”

I glanced at the pad on the desk. “Have you taken many notes?”

He grimaced. “Not many. It’s no joke how horrible a doctor’s handwriting is. I don’t think even I can read my handwriting.”

I smiled. “Let’s see if Mona scrounged up that tape recorder. Even if we could read your handwriting, it’s always better to have a recording of the actual statement.”

“I would think so.” He followed me out of the office.

When we entered the living room, I got a lot of uneasy stares. I couldn’t blame them for seeing me in a different light now. In an instant, I’d gone from friend to warden. I’d have much preferred to have Santiago sitting across from me, alive and well, hitting on all the women. I hadn’t become a cop because I loved solving murders. I’d become a cop to help my town. To keep peace and order. Murder was my least favorite part of the job.

When River walked up, I had to work really hard to stifle my groan.

“I’m ready for my close-up, Mr. DeMille,” River said in a singsong voice.

I forced a tired smile. “You’ll have to wait a bit longer.”

He pressed a hand to his chest. “Good. That means I’m hopefully not a suspect.”

“Not at this time.”

“What about Lucas?” He winked. “He’s a shifty-looking fella, don’t you think?”

I wasn’t in the mood for River right now. He was in a playful mood, and I was in a leave me the hell alone mood. “You can both relax. I don’t need you anytime soon.”

He pushed his lips out in a pout. “I can’t say I like hearing that.”

Max neared, and he held out a cup of coffee to me. “Cream, no sugar.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Max. You’re a lifesaver.”

River watched us, his green eyes glittering. “Is Max officially part of the team now?”

I frowned. “The team?”

“Did you deputize him or something? I notice he’s sitting in on the interviews.” There was a tinge of resentment in his voice.

I cleared my throat. “Well, he’s there because I need help.”

“I see.”

“Usually, I’d have a whole team working with me.”

“I guess that’s true.” His envious gaze settled on Max. “If you need a break, Max, just let me know. I’ll be happy to step in.”

“I don’t need a break. I’ll quit when Royce quits for the night.”

“How very simpatico you two are.” River’s smile was stiff.

Lucas had been perched on the back of the couch a few feet away, just watching. Now he came over. “Talking about anything interesting?”

River sighed. “Not really. I’m just jealous because Max gets to play assistant to Royce.”

“Give it a rest, River.” Lucas sounded annoyed.

“Why should I?”

Lucas’s jaw tightened. 

River studied his friend. “I simply want to help with the investigation. That’s all. No need to get pouty.”

“I’m not pouting,” Lucas grumbled.

River sighed. “If you say so.”

 

 

was quiet for a few moments, and then he said, “Royce, if I saw something odd, would you want to hear about it? Or do you have enough on your plate?”

“Odd how?”

Lucas lowered his voice, “Well, I just overheard Mona threatening to fire Jax.”

I lifted my brows. “Seriously?”

“Yep. I thought for sure he’d grovel, but instead, Jax whispered something back to her that made Mona look white as a ghost.” As he finished speaking, thunder rumbled loudly, and lightning lit the windows.

“What perfect timing,” River murmured.

“Do you know why Mona threatened to fire Jax?” I searched the room for Jax and Mona, but neither one of them was in sight.

“No. Unfortunately, I couldn’t hear details.” Lucas wrinkled his brow. “Then Leo came over and led Mona away.”

“Really?”

“Yes. He was trying to calm her down, I believe.” Lucas sighed. “It’s really none of my business, but after what happened to Santiago, I thought I should mention it.”

“I’m glad you did.”

River snorted. “It’s like the Real Housewives of Giggly Elves Farm around here.”

“I’d feel better if I had eyes on them,” Max said.

“You and me both.” I continued to search the room.

“There’s Leo,” River said, pointing. “He just came in from outside.”

I glanced over and saw Leo with an armful of firewood. He dropped it on the hearth and began feeding some wood into the flames. “Okay, that’s one of them.”

“I guess nothing too dramatic is happening if Leo is bringing in wood.” Max met my gaze.

“I just figured it was best to let you know what was happening.” Lucas shrugged.

“I’m glad you did.”

Max muttered, “What do you suppose Jax is holding over Mona’s head?”

I frowned. “I can’t imagine.” 

“Maybe deep dark family secrets.” River rubbed his hands together. “Perhaps Mona knocked off her old man so she could take over the farm.”

“I find that pretty hard to believe,” I said. “Besides, she married Ezra, and her dad gave her the farm.”

“God, but having to marry Ezra couldn’t have been easy.” River twisted his lips. “Do you think she actually was in love with Ezra? Or was it her way of holding on to the farm?”

“Who knows?” Max frowned. “Charles probably preferred the farm stay in the family. She was Charles’s only heir.”

“As far as we know.” Eyeing the portrait of Charles Preston over the fireplace, Lucas murmured, “Maybe the old coot had ten illegitimate children and he kept them in the cellar.”

River laughed. “I doubt it. He doesn’t look like a wild womanizer. He looks like he’d have bathed with his clothes on.”

Lucas smiled. “True.”

I gulped down another cup of coffee before Max even finished his first. While I was at it, I ate a few gingerbread cookies. I’d worked enough late nights to know caffeine and sugar would help me stay alert during the interviews. It might come back to haunt me once I tried to go to bed later though. I’d worry about that then.

Max went over to check on Amelia. She seemed tired, but then everyone seemed tired. When he returned to me, he said, “Who do we talk to next?”

“I’m leaning toward Gianna.”

“Okay. I don’t think we should talk to Amelia tonight. She needs sleep.” He frowned. “Realistically, how many more people can we interview? We’re all pretty fatigued.”

“I’d like to talk to Gianna, Mona, and Ezra for sure.” I massaged my tight shoulder muscles. “Maybe I should let everyone else go back to their cabins for the night.”

“What about people who will be alone?” Max frowned.

“They should pair up. No one can be alone right now.” I glanced over at Amelia. She was pale and hunched on the couch. “Gianna plans on rooming with Hermina. What should we do about Amelia?”

River said, “Our cabin has a queen-sized bed and a pullout couch. She could stay with us. We haven’t used the couch, so the sheets are clean.”

I met Max’s shrewd gaze, and he raised his brows.

If River and Lucas were sharing a bed, did that solve the mystery of whether or not their relationship was strictly platonic? It wasn’t that guy friends couldn’t share a bed. But based on my personal experience, a lot of the guys I knew wouldn’t want to, unless it was that or the floor. Usually, if there was another option, like a pullout couch, one of the guys would prefer to sleep on that. 

Why am I even thinking about this when there’s a murder to be solved?

I was obviously exhausted if I was fixating on something so unimportant. I cleared my throat. “That would be great, River,” I said. “Amelia shouldn’t be alone.”

“I’ll go talk to her.” River moved away, making a beeline for Amelia.

“Do you want me to tell everyone, other than the three people you need to talk to, that they can go to their cabins?” Lucas asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll make sure Gianna, Mona, and Ezra know to stick around.”

Max frowned. “I think your instincts are right. We should talk to Gianna first. Otherwise, Hermina will be alone.”

“God, this is getting tricky.” I grimaced. “Okay, yeah, let’s talk to Gianna now.”

“I’ll go tell her, and we’ll meet you in the office.” Max headed toward Gianna, who was seated next to Hermina.

While he went to Gianna, I approached Ezra. I still didn’t have eyes on Mona. As I neared the older man, he looked wary. “Do you know where Mona is?” I asked.

Ezra shook his head. “Nope. She was upset about something earlier. I don’t know where she went.”

“Uhh…” I found it odd that there was a killer on the loose, but Ezra hadn’t bothered to check on his wife. “Maybe she’s in your bedroom?”

“Could be.” He sniffed, showing no indication he gave a damn.

“I want to talk to you and Mona after I talk to Gianna. Do you think maybe you could track her down for me?”

Giving a weary sigh, he scowled. “I guess.”

“Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”

He grunted and headed toward the stairs just off of the living room, which led to the upper living quarters. I turned, shaking my head, and noticed Dakota watching me from across the room. The boy looked tired and worried—understandable under the circumstances. He pulled his gaze away when I noticed him, and he said something to Chloe, who sat beside him. She smiled at him and patted his hand.

When I arrived at the office, Gianna and Max were there, waiting to be let in. Gianna was pale, and there were dark circles under her eyes. She smiled as I neared, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“I’m glad to get this over with,” she said softly.

“I’ll try to make it painless.” I smiled at her as she moved into the room.

“Sit in the comfortable chair,” Max said, taking a seat in one of the folding chairs.

“Thank you.” Gianna settled in the chair, and she crossed her hands in her lap. She looked demure and a bit fragile. She’d pursued Santiago so determinedly, but now she looked deflated. Lost. Not that she was to blame for what had happened between them. Santiago had been equally aggressive in chasing after what he desired.

“I just wanted to ask you a few questions about your relationship with Santiago.” I spoke softly, and still she seemed to flinch.

“What do you want to know?”

I didn’t want to upset her by being too blunt, but it was late, and I needed to get to Mona and Ezra too. “Can you tell me a bit about your relationship with Santiago?”

She widened her eyes. “My… my relationship?”

“What was he to you?”

She dropped her gaze. “He was a guest, the same as me.”

“Sure, but, I think we both know there was more than that between you.”

Her uneasy gaze flicked up to mine. “No. Why would you say that?”

Max said gruffly, “Gianna, it’s late. It would be nice if you were just honest with us.”

“But I am being honest,” she said.

“No. You’re not.” Max sighed.

“Gianna,” I said quietly. “We know you had sex with Santiago.” Maybe that was a bit abrupt, but I didn’t have it in me to dance around this all night.

Her cheeks infused with pink, but she shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“We heard you having sex.” Max scowled. 

“What?” Her eyes bugged, and she blinked at me. 

I grimaced. “We’re not judging you; we simply need to move past this so we can talk more frankly. Okay?”

She covered her face. “I’m so embarrassed.” Her voice was muffled.

“You don’t need to be. I don’t care about that part of the equation, but it does mean I have to ask you some questions. Because you were personally involved with Santiago.” I sighed. “Come on, Gianna, just talk to me.”

She dropped her hands and hung her head. “I really liked him.”

We know.

“I… I’d never have hurt him.” She sniffed. “You should be talking to Amelia. She’s the one full of rage.” Her knuckles were white as she continued. “She threatened him. She said if he ever touched me again, she’d kill him.”

“When did she say that?” I asked.

“The night we were playing board games. At first, he was in such a good mood, and we were smiling at each other and joking around. I know he wanted to sneak off with me, but Amelia was watching him like a hawk.”

Scowling, Max said, “She was his girlfriend, Gianna. Can you blame her for not wanting him to sleep with you?”

“No,” she said softly. “But they weren’t good for each other. They were all wrong. Santiago’s aura was green, but Amelia’s is yellow. Do you have any idea what a horrible combination that is? That’s why they fought all the time.”

“That and the fact he couldn’t keep it in his pants?” Max muttered.

She frowned. “He wasn’t like that. Why are you saying that?”

Did she honestly believe she’d been special? Was she so naïve she thought Santiago had been so taken with her, he cheated, but that he’d never cheated before? “Were you aware Santiago was also flirting with Madison?”

“What?” Something dark fluttered through her gaze. “What are you talking about?”

Max gave her a pitying look. “Gianna, Santiago was a womanizer.”

“No,” she said softly, shaking her head. “That’s not true. You don’t understand—we bonded on another level. The minute our eyes met, something passed between us.”

“Good Lord.” Max shook his head.

“According to others, Santiago seemed interested in Madison too.” I didn’t see the point in pulling my punches now. She needed to hear this. She was living in a fantasy world where Santiago had been madly in love with her. Had her bubble been burst and she’d killed Santiago? Maybe she was in denial about what she’d done?

“Madison?” she whispered. “You mean the girl who works here?”

“Yes.” I nodded.

“But… she’s with Jax.”

Max chuffed. “And Santiago was with Amelia. That doesn’t always matter.”

Gianna looked sick now. “I can’t accept what you’re saying. Santiago wanted me. He said when we got back to LA he wanted to keep seeing me.”

Maybe Santiago had said that. Maybe he’d even meant it, but it was obvious breaking up with Amelia hadn’t been the plan. He’d cut Gianna loose the minute Amelia put her foot down. “Did he say that before or after game night?” I asked.

A line appeared between her auburn brows. “Before…”

“Amelia,” Max said softly. “Didn’t you notice that Santiago was snubbing you at game night? He wasn’t flirting with you. He was giving Amelia all his attention.”

“He was just pacifying her. I… I knew he’d come back around.”

“But this morning, when we were all stuck inside, he didn’t come back around, did he?” I asked quietly.

Her mouth thinned, and a spark of anger shifted over her features. “He would have. I’m telling you, he would have.”

I highly doubted she was right, but it was obvious she believed what she was saying. Back home, I’d have been able to check if she had a record of any kind. Maybe Gianna had a history of stalking men who she thought she had a connection with. But the way things were, I couldn’t find out anything about her past that she wasn’t willing to share. For all I knew, she was as squeaky-clean as she pretended.

“When the rain let up today, did you go for a walk?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yes. Not a long one, but I needed to get outside for a bit.”

“Do you know when you got back to the house?”

She shrugged. “It had started raining by the time I returned. I had to run the last few feet because it really started coming down.”

I was guessing Santiago had been dead a few hours by the time we found his body. Without forensics though, it truly was just a guess. But rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet, and there hadn’t been any offensive smells. Unfortunately, I hadn’t had any reason to keep track of people. I had no idea who had been where or when. Trying to solve this murder was going to be an impossible task.

“Do you think we could see your coat, Gianna?” Max asked suddenly.

I nodded. “Yes. We need to see your coat.” I’d almost forgotten that we’d wanted to check her coat for blood spatter.

“My coat?” She swallowed hard.

“If you wouldn’t mind.” I hoped my smile was nonthreatening.

“Why do you want to see my coat?”

Max shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Well, I’d like to know why.” She looked even paler. If she kept losing color, she’d be translucent within the hour.

Max glanced at me, obviously uncertain if we should be honest or not.

Gianna’s expression changed. “You… you want to see if there’s blood on it, don’t you?”

I grimaced. “It’s nothing personal.”

Her shoulders drooped. “Right.” She stood, her expression pained. “I’ll just go get my coat, then.”

“We can all go together,” I said, rising. “I need to see if Mona ever turned up. She and Ezra are next up.” I kept my voice light. I didn’t want Gianna to freak out just because we needed to look at her coat. I wanted her to understand that she was just one of many suspects.

The three of us left the office and headed back into the main living room. Gianna headed toward the coat closet near the front door. Hermina smiled tentatively at us as we entered the room. She was waiting patiently near the fire for Gianna to finish her interview with me. I was relieved to see that Mona was with her. Ezra sat across the room in a burgundy wing-backed chair, reading a book.

When I heard the front door slam closed, I glanced over. Gianna was nowhere in sight now. “Wait, did Gianna leave the house?” I asked, striding toward the front door.

“What the hell?” Max looked shocked as he followed.

I reached the door, and I yanked it open. I stepped out onto the big porch, just in time to see Gianna disappearing into the rainy, black night.


Chapter Ten

 

Maxwell

Royce and I ran back inside, where we grabbed our coats and flashlights. Then we flew down the steps in pursuit of Gianna. I couldn’t believe the crazy woman had made a run for it. Why? What secret did she have that made fleeing into a violent storm her best option?

“Gianna,” Royce yelled, shining the flashlight in the direction she’d run. The yellow beam lit the soggy ground and the sheets of rain falling from the dark sky. He raced down the road, swearing under his breath.

As I followed Royce, I was trying to wrap my head around the concept of Gianna being Santiago’s murderer. It seemed too insane to believe. She’d seen so enamored of him, the thought of her plunging a knife in his chest felt off. But, if she wasn’t guilty, why was she escaping into the night like a crazy person?

Royce was ahead of me, and I did my best to keep up with him. He was in better physical shape than me, and he was a fast runner. The rain stung my face as I followed him, wishing we’d never come on this stupid trip. 

“There,” Royce rasped, pointing toward movement up ahead. “She’s up there.”

I cupped my mouth and shouted, “Gianna, get back here!”

Naturally, she ignored me. Instead, she made a sharp turn into the thick pine trees that lined the road. Cursing, I followed Royce into the trees after her. The branches whipped my cheeks, even though I held up my hands to shield my face. “Where in the hell is she going?” I yelled angrily.

Royce didn’t answer. His breaths were loud and ragged as he continued following her through the trees. 

I hoped Gianna wasn’t stupid enough to try and cross the river. It wasn’t that close to the house, but as fast as she was running, she might eventually get there. If she did try to cross, she’d drown for sure. My biggest fear was Royce would drown trying to rescue her. 

Gianna let out a shriek, and when we burst into a small clearing, she was lying facedown, sobbing. It seemed she’d tripped over a fallen tree. Royce knelt down beside her, looking furious. 

“What the hell are you doing, Gianna?” he rasped, rain dribbling down his flushed face.

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it.” Her thin shoulders were racked with sobs, and she made no attempt to stand.

I was still breathing like I’d run a marathon, but I managed to say, “Then why did you run?”

“Because you’ll think I did it.” She managed to sit up, still sobbing. She gritted her teeth, and with her muddy face, it made her look like a scary, wild animal.

“If you’re innocent, why would we think you did it?” Royce demanded, fixing the light on her face.

She glanced down at her mud-smeared front. “Because I have Santiago’s blood on my coat.”

“What?” I widened my eyes. “Why?”

She hung her head. Her long red hair was matted over her shoulders. “I found Santiago’s body.” She blew out a shaky breath. “Before you did, Sheriff. I… I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t tell you because I was afraid you’d think I killed him.”

“Jesus, Gianna.” Royce looked and sounded furious. “Don’t you realize when forensics are eventually done, it’s possible we’ll find traces of your DNA on Santiago’s body? If you were close enough to get his blood on your coat, then you could easily have shed hairs or left fingerprints. You should have been honest with me.”

She wiped her face, looking miserable. “I didn’t know what to do. I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Lying and running are what make me doubt you.” Royce held out his hand. “Come on, let’s get back to the house. It’s freezing out here.”

She grabbed his hand and let him pull her to her feet. “I’m too embarrassed to go back there.”

“Too bad,” growled Royce. “Get moving.”

She did as he asked, heading back through the trees the way we’d come. I was shivering as I watched them up ahead of me. I wasn’t sure I believed her story. It sure was convenient to have a reason for Santiago’s blood to be on her coat.

“Did you take the knife too?” I asked.

Glancing back at me over her shoulder, she frowned. “Did I take the knife?”

Royce scowled at me. “Max, we don’t need to share every detail.”

“Sorry.” I winced.

“I’m not sure what you mean. When I found Santiago, I… I didn’t touch the knife.” Gianna wiped at her muddy face. “I checked to see if… he was breathing.” She shook her head. “He wasn’t. So… I panicked and ran.”

Seems to be her MO.

Had she purposely run out into the rain just now to tamper with the blood evidence on her clothing? Before she’d fallen face-first into the muck, I might have been able to tell if the blood on her coat was consistent with her story. For example, if she’d simply leaned over Santiago to see if he was breathing, the blood pattern on her clothing would probably be different than if she’d violently stabbed Santiago. Had confusing us been her plan all along?

As we neared the house, I thought I saw someone moving over by the big oak tree with the swing. I swung my flashlight in that direction, but there wasn’t anyone there. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, but I did my best to shake those silly feelings off. The danger we faced here at Giggly Elves Farm wasn’t otherworldly. The killer was human.

I glanced at Gianna as we walked up the steps to the porch. She looked downtrodden and harmless. Maybe that was what made her dangerous though. Had she taken Santiago completely by surprise and stabbed a knife into his chest? Or was she telling the truth when she said she’d simply found his body?

When we entered the house, Mona gasped at the sight of Gianna covered in mud. “What is the world is going on?” She moved forward, looking mortified.

Gianna started crying again. “I swear I didn’t do it.”

“Do what, honey?” Mona looked like she wanted to hug Gianna but was leery to get covered in mud.

“I found him. But I didn’t kill him.” Gianna hiccupped. “He was a wonderful person.”

Hermina still sat on the couch, her eyes as big as saucers. She held Mary Puppins against her chest. “Is Gianna still rooming with me?”

I met Royce’s frustrated gaze. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said.

He was probably afraid if he didn’t keep an eye on Gianna, she’d take off again. Plus, if she was Santiago’s murderer, it wouldn’t be very nice to make poor Hermina her roommate. For all we knew, Gianna was a bloodthirsty psychopath.

“But… I thought we weren’t supposed to be alone,” Hermina said softly.

Mona studied Royce’s tense face. “Am I to understand Gianna is a… person of interest?”

He glanced at Mona and grimaced. “For now.”

“I don’t suppose you have a cabin with no windows?” I asked gruffly. What were we supposed to do with Gianna? We couldn’t trust she wouldn’t run away, but we also couldn’t watch her twenty-four seven and still question witnesses.

“No.” Mona wrinkled her brow. “All the cabins have windows. It wouldn’t be much of a selling point to come here to stay in a cabin where you couldn’t see the view.”

Ezra grunted. “We could put her in the cellar.”

“The cellar?” Gianna looked horrified. “But I haven’t done anything wrong. You can’t put me down with the rats.”

A muscle worked in Royce’s cheek. “We’re not putting anyone down in the cellar. Calm down.”

“Nobody answered me… am I going to be alone with a killer on the loose?” Hermina sounded borderline hysterical.

“No, love.” Mona smiled at her. “How about you room with me? Ezra can bunk with Dakota, so neither of them is alone.”

Obvious relief washed over Hermina’s face. “Oh, thank you, Mona.”

“Of course. We need to keep you safe.”

“This isn’t fair. I didn’t do anything. Why are you treating me like a criminal, Sheriff? I don’t understand,” Gianna wailed.

“If you hadn’t run, you’d probably be in bed right now in Hermina’s cabin.” I sighed.

Hermina looked a bit freaked-out at that thought, but she didn’t say anything.

Ezra scowled. “Why do I have to move rooms? I don’t want to stay with Dakota.”

“You want our son to be all by himself with a killer running around?” Mona narrowed her eyes.

“No, but…” Ezra rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll room with Dakota.”

I frowned. “Where does Dakota usually sleep?”

“Upstairs here in the main house.” Mona sighed.

“I keep telling her he should bunk with the farmhands. Teach him how the other half lives,” Ezra grumbled. “Dakota is too soft. If he spent more time with Jax, that would harden him up.”

“I don’t want him hard,” Mona snapped. “And Jax is the last person I want influencing my son.”

I had to agree with her. If I had a kid, I wouldn’t want Jax to be his role model. “Where is Dakota?”

Mona met my gaze. “In his room. Leo is keeping him company because he was nervous.”

Giving a disgusted snort, Ezra said, “Of course he’s nervous. He has no spine. He’s like a scared little girl. That’s what happens when a boy just hangs around with women all day long.”

“Ezra,” Mona said through gritted teeth. “I’ve had it up to my ears with you today. Go to bed.”

He gave a fake smile. “With pleasure, my dear.” He stomped toward the stairs, his jaw tight.

Once he’d disappeared up the steps, Mona gave a strained laugh. “I’m afraid my husband isn’t always as charming as I’d like.”

“It’s stressful times,” Hermina said. “None of us are ourselves.”

“Yes. That must be it.” Mona grimaced and then turned to Royce. “It just occurred to me, Royce. I have the attic room all made up. There’s a window, but it’s so tiny I don’t think even Mary Puppins could fit through it. You could keep Gianna there overnight.”

“Mona, you’re on their side about holding me prisoner?” Gianna’s lower lip trembled.

Cringing, Mona said, “Gianna, I have to do what Royce wants. He’s in charge right now. These are extenuating circumstances. And the attic is lovely. You’ll be very comfortable up there, I promise.”

“Are you going to bring me bread and water for my meals?” Gianna wiped at her eyes. “I… I can’t believe this is what my Christmas holiday has become.”

“None of us are having a good time,” Hermina said. “We’re all just making the best of a horrible situation.”

“At least you’re not being shoved off into the attic like old Halloween decorations,” muttered Gianna.

“I simply need somewhere to keep you where you’ll be safe,” Royce addressed Gianna. “I need to sleep, and after that little stunt you pulled earlier, I don’t feel I can trust you not to try and make a run for it.”

I frowned. “Hey, who’s rooming with Richard?”

Mona shook her head. “I suggested he stay with Leo and Jameson, and he flat out refused. He’s as stubborn as a mule.”

Royce tilted his head, looking annoyed. “Are you serious? He insisted on staying alone in his cabin?”

“Yep. Told me to mind my own business. Said I could tell you that you’re not the boss of him.” Mona shook her head. “He must have a screw loose.”

“He’s obviously not worried about being murdered.” I chuffed. “Is that because he’s the murderer?” 

“I wouldn’t want to be alone right now.” Hermina shivered. “Someone killed Santiago. That’s a fact.”

Maybe Richard didn’t want a roommate because he wanted to be left alone to use his drugs. Drug addiction wasn’t my area of expertise, but I agreed with Royce that Richard exhibited signs of someone who used drugs. He often seemed checked out. There was always a sheen of sweat on his face, and he had big mood swings.

“I say we take Gianna up to her room and call it a night.” Royce looked exhausted. His hair was slicked to his head after chasing Gianna out into the rain, and there were lines under his eyes. “Mona, if you don’t mind, first thing after breakfast, I’d like to interview you and Ezra?”

“That sounds just fine, Royce.” Mona gave him a warm smile. “I hope you get some sleep. You look beat.”

“I am beat.” He glanced at Gianna. “Mona, do you think we could get some dry clothes for her. She can’t sleep like that.”

“Of course. We can clean her up in the bathroom upstairs.”

I pointed at Gianna. “We should take her coat. Put it somewhere so it can be tested later by experts.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” Royce gestured toward Gianna. “Do you mind taking off your coat?”

Gianna sighed, slipping out of the wet garment. It fell on the floor with a soggy thud. She shivered, hugging herself with her teeth chattering.

“Poor thing is freezing. Follow me.” Mona started toward the stairs. “I’ll get her situated.”

Royce met my gaze. “Stay here with Hermina. I’ll be back in a second.”

“Okay.” I smiled politely at Hermina, and we settled on the couch to wait. 

I stared at the dying fire as Mary Puppins growled low in her throat, watching me like a hawk. I was sleepy and grateful Royce was calling it a night. I’d used up what little energy I had left chasing Gianna through the rain.

“I must say, you picked a bad year to try Giggly Elves Farm, Dr. Thornton.” Hermina sighed. “I’m beginning to think we’ll all be lucky if we get home alive.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

“I hope so,” she said softly. “It sure is scary to think one of us is a murderer.”

I shrugged. “There are murderers everywhere.”

“I guess.” She shuddered. “Do you think Gianna is a killer?”

“I don’t know.”

“But what do your instincts tell you?”

“Instincts?” I turned to address her, and Mary Puppins bared her teeth. Why did that rat-dog hate me so much? I’d never done a thing to it. I’d never once even tried to pet it. “I don’t think Gianna killed Santiago, but that means nothing.”

“I don’t think she did it either. She’s emotionally unstable, but I don’t think she’s a murderer.”

Surprised at her observations, I smiled. “I agree. She is emotionally unstable. I think she’s desperate for love.”

Sighing, Hermina said, “I’m glad I’m past that nonsense.” She kissed Mary Puppins’s nose, and the dog stopped growling for a few seconds. “I had a wonderful husband, but he’s been gone two years now.”

“I’m sorry.”

She lifted one shoulder. “I’m okay now. To be honest, it was pretty rough the first year.” She glanced down at her dog. “Then I found Mary Puppins in the rosebushes behind my house one day.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “I don’t know how she ended up there.” She laughed. “Sometimes I think Harold dropped her down from Heaven just to keep me company.”

Not sure how to respond, I gave an awkward laugh. My parents had always said once you were gone, you were gone. But I liked the idea of loving someone so much, even in death you couldn’t let go. If I died before Royce, I’d still want to watch over him. I’d want to always be by his side, protecting him. Comforting him.

My father would roll over in his grave if he knew how sentimental I was these days.

“I put up posters to see if her owners wanted to claim her. No one ever did.” Hermina ruffled the dog’s ears. “So now it’s just the two against the world.”

“I’m glad you found each other.”

“Me too.”

Royce and Mona returned to the room, and I stood. Naturally, that set Mary Puppins off. But for some reason, it didn’t bug me this time. Knowing what a comfort that little rat-dog was to Hermina softened me.

“Ready?” I asked Royce.

“Yep.” He gave a tired smile. “See you in the morning, Hermina.”

“Okay.” She stood and moved over to Mona.

Royce and I grabbed umbrellas as we left the house. It was still raining, although it was lighter than it had been. Maybe the rain would be completely gone by tomorrow and we could figure out a way to contact the authorities. Maybe Morse code or something. If nothing else, once the rain stopped, the river would hopefully go down.

“I assume Gianna was upset when you left her?” I asked.

“She wasn’t happy. Hopefully she doesn’t know how to pick a lock.”

“What do you think about her story?”

“I don’t know what to think. My brain is full of cobwebs.” He exhaled roughly. “There are a lot of people who had problems with Santiago. He obviously pissed off the wrong person.”

“I agree. He did a lot of dumb stuff.” I frowned. “Even so, I have trouble picturing Gianna killing him.”

“Yeah. But then I remember how we all thought Mable Wilmington was a saint too. It’s a good reminder that people can be sweet as pie right up until they ruthlessly slip you some poison.”

“God. Good point.” I shivered.

“I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to do this, Max.” Royce sounded dejected. “I have no surveillance footage. I have no idea who was where when. I don’t have fingerprints, DNA, arrest records. I don’t have anything that I’d usually have to help me figure out who the killer is. I feel hopeless.”

I frowned, hating the sense of failure in his voice. “I’ll try to help you, but I have zero forensic training.”

“I know.”

“I will say I didn’t notice any defensive wounds on Santiago’s hands, but I wasn’t really looking either.”

“Yeah, I didn’t notice any.” He sighed and tugged Mona’s cell from his pocket. “God, still no signal.”

“Damn.”

He glanced at me. “Just so you know, I don’t expect you to solve the case for me. I don’t mean to make you feel pressure.”

“I think you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. Maybe you can’t solve Santiago’s murder until the river goes down and help arrives. With these obstacles, I don’t know that anyone could. There are too many people and no way to know where anyone was at any given moment.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, like I said, no one could solve Santiago’s murder under these circumstances.”

He laughed gruffly. “Jessica Fletcher could.”

“Okay, other than her and maybe the Hardy Boys.”

He sighed. “I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“You can’t control that. You have to accept that fact. You’re doing what you can by insisting people avoid being alone.”

“I guess.”

“You know I’m right. You’re only one man.” We were almost to our cabin. I glanced across the way, and all the cabins were dark. It seemed everyone but us had gone to bed. Did they feel safe? Did the killer feel safe because he or she knew the odds were against Royce ever catching them?

“If you had to go based solely off of a gut feeling, who do you think killed Santiago?” Royce asked softly. 

“Based just off of my gut?”

“Yeah?”

“Is Mary Puppins in the running?”

He laughed. “That’s up to you.”

“God, I have no idea. Amelia for sure had the strongest motive. Jax seems capable, but I don’t think flirting with Madison is a strong enough motive to brutally stab a man.”

“Maybe they did more than flirt, and he found out.”

“It’s possible.” I shrugged. “Richard seems coldhearted enough to kill someone. He’s selfish and greedy. But I don’t know that he has the balls to stick a knife in someone’s chest. It’s not a pretty job. He’d probably be afraid of getting blood on his fancy suit.”

“He does have nice suits.”

“Yeah, he does,” I said, grinning. “If I didn’t hate the bastard so much, I’d ask him who his tailor is. His jackets are not fused, my friend. That’s all hand stitching.”

Royce snorted a laugh. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m lucky I have a suit at all. I paid seventy dollars for it three years ago, and it has served me well.”

“Yes, I’ve seen your suit.” I grimaced. “I… uh… still love you even if your taste in suits is mortifying.”

He sighed. “That’s the nicest thing I’ve heard all day.”

We reached our cabin and made our way up the steps. When I heard a twig snap a few feet away, I stiffened. Royce heard it too, and he turned swiftly. He shone his flashlight toward the edge of the trees near the cabin.

“Is somebody there?” he called out.

Nobody responded, but I got the distinct feeling we were being watched. Royce started to move down the stairs, but I grabbed his arm. “Let’s just go inside.” My voice wobbled.

His jaw clenched, and he gave me a stubborn look. “Somebody is out there,” he said softly.

“I know.”

“I should check it out.” His muscles were tensed beneath my hand.

I swallowed hard. “What if they have a knife?” I knew Royce had chosen not to bring his service weapon on this trip. If the murderer was the one hovering out in the trees, he or she might stab Royce. The thought of that terrified me. “Let’s just go inside.”

He ignored me and headed down the steps. My stomach sank as he moved stealthily toward the trees. I wanted to follow him, but my feet felt frozen in place. Which was probably for the best. Knowing Royce, he wouldn’t want me to follow because he’d just have to worry about my safety too.

When he stepped into the greenery, my feet finally moved. There was no way I could just stand there and watch Royce. I practically tripped down the steps in my hurry to get to him before he disappeared from sight. Before I could reach him, he started struggling with someone.

I heard a hoarse cry, and then Royce dragged Dakota out of the trees. The boy’s eyes were wide, and he looked scared. “Don’t hurt me. Please, I didn’t do anything.”

“Dakota?” I frowned, watching as Royce led the kid closer. “What are you doing outside?”

His cheeks were flushed and his eyes glittered with distress. “I… I wanted to speak to Royce, b… but I didn’t want anyone to know.”

Royce kept a tight grip on Dakota’s arm. “Let’s go inside where we can talk.” His breaths were visible in the frigid air. He marched Dakota up the steps, and I followed. “Max, can you unlock the door? The key is in my coat pocket.”

I ran up the steps and slipped my hand into his pocket. I felt the small carved elf, and I tugged it out of his coat. With shaking hands, I unlocked the door and pushed it open. I entered the cabin first, and they followed.

“Sit, Dakota,” Royce said gruffly, pointing to one of the kitchen chairs.

With bowed shoulders, Dakota obeyed. He sat with his head down, shivering every few seconds. “I’m sorry to cause you trouble. That wasn’t my intention.”

Royce studied him, his expression difficult to read. “What’s so urgent you need to sneak around in the night? Don’t you know that’s a foolish thing to do under the circumstances?”

Unless you’re the killer?

Dakota licked his lips. “Like I said, I wanted to talk to you in secret.”

I frowned. “Why the urgency? Royce is going to talk to everyone eventually.”

Dakota sighed. “By the time you get to me, it might be too late.”

“That’s rather cryptic,” I murmured.

“I’m scared. I’ve seen things, and people might know I’ve seen things.”

“What have you seen?” Royce frowned.

Dakota glanced toward the dark window. “Before you got here, something weird was going on here.”

“Weird how?” Royce asked patiently.

“Like, at night. There have been strangers on the property.”

“Recently?”

“Before the river washed out the bridge.”

“Okay.” Royce sat on the edge of the mattress, studying the nervous boy. “Take a deep breath, and tell me what you know.”

Dakota swallowed hard. “I think Jax is involved in something. Something illegal.”

“Why do you think that?” Royce asked.

“Because he’s there when the strangers come at night.” Dakota winced. “I feel bad talking about him like this. Jax is cool sometimes. Like, he’s kind of protective of me when Dad gets out of line.” Dakota frowned. “But he has a real mean streak too. He’s kind of a bully. I… I think he’s bullying my mom.”

Royce frowned. “Mona isn’t someone easily pushed around.”

“No. I know. That’s why it’s weird that she’s letting him do stuff she’d never let anyone get away with.” He glanced up, his eyes dark with concern. “After that stuff he pulled with Chloe, she should have fired him. She’d have fired anyone else, busy season or not.”

“Well, it was just one infraction,” Royce said. “If she needs him, I can’t say I blame her for letting him off with a warning.”

A muscle jerked in Dakota’s cheek. “It wasn’t just one infraction. He’s done a bunch of stuff. He and Leo had a fistfight a week before you guys came. Jax started it too. I thought Mom was going to murder Jax, but she just let it go.”

Royce rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful. “You say people have been coming on the property at night. Can you give me more details?”

“It started about six months back. One night I was stargazing because there was a meteor shower.” He frowned. “I saw a truck come down the road and stop at the reindeer barn.”

“And that was unusual?” Royce’s gaze was alert.

“Trucks come and go all the time on the farm, but it was close to midnight. There would be no deliveries that late at night.”

Royce nodded. “Okay, go on.”

Clearing his throat, Dakota said, “Two men got out, and they started loading stuff from the barn into their truck. I couldn’t see what it was they were taking. I was about to go get my parents when I noticed Jax was there too.”

Royce narrowed his eyes. “So he didn’t try and chase the guys off?”

“Nope. He was laughing with them and smoking a cigarette.” Dakota scowled. 

I frowned. “What could the farm have that would even entice thieves?”

Dakota glanced at me. “We have a lot of stuff: generators, extension cords, power saws.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess that’s true.” I wasn’t into power tools, but I knew they were pricy.

Dakota sighed. “The weird thing is, when I did inventory with Leo the next day, everything was still there.”

“Is it possible you simply didn’t notice things were missing?” Royce asked, looking thoughtful.

Dakota shook his head. “No way. Leo is meticulous.”

“So, you told Leo about the night visitors that you saw?” I asked.

Nodding, Dakota said, “Yeah. I tell Leo everything. He told me to forget what I saw and to let him handle things. I… I think that’s why he and Jax don’t get along anymore. Leo is very protective of the farm and our family.”

“Did you tell your parents about the night visitors?” I asked.

Dakota shook his head. “Leo didn’t want me to.”

“Why not?” Royce asked.

“Leo feels like Mom already has enough stress.” Dakota frowned. “He’s right too. She was sick last month, and I was really worried about her. He said he could handle Jax and not to burden her.”

“Why not tell your dad at least?” Royce asked.

Dakota scowled. “Dad wouldn’t care. He cares more about Jax’s approval than the farm. He envies how Jax does what he wants and lives his life without apology. I think he’s living vicariously through him.”

“But if Jax is doing anything that might hurt the farm…” Royce frowned.

“The hard truth is, Dad wouldn’t care. He keeps telling Mom we should sell. But Mom doesn’t want to sell, and neither do I.”

“Leo seems to love the farm,” I said.

Dakota nodded. “Yeah. Maybe that’s why Leo and Dad don’t like each other much. Leo resents Dad trying to pressure Mom to sell when she doesn’t want to.”

“Your mom said the farm is doing really well,” Royce said. “So, why sell?”

“It is doing really well. But Dad just says that’s even more of a reason to sell. That we should unload it while it’s valuable. But I kind of resent that. I mean, it’s my inheritance.”

“Do you think it would be hard on Leo and the others if your Mom sold Giggly Elves Farm?” I studied Dakota.

A line appeared between Dakota’s brows. “I… I think it would kill Leo to have to leave us and the farm.”

“You care about Leo,” Royce said quietly.

A smile touched the boy’s lips. “Oh, yeah. He’s great. Leo and I are real close.”

“But not your dad,” I said, and his smile faded away.

“Dad thinks I’m soft.” He glanced up, frustration in his eyes. “I’m not. I’m way stronger than he gives me credit for. I don’t see why I can’t be nice and still be strong.”

“I agree,” Royce said softly.

Dakota sighed. “Well, Dad disagrees. He likes to rag on me and make fun of me because I’m close to Mom. I try not to let it get to me, but it does bug me.”

I felt sympathy for the kid. I knew only too well what it was like to have a father who thought you were weak and useless. One of the things I loved best about Royce was his ability to be strong and kind. 

“Did you come to me tonight because you feel unsafe, Dakota?” Royce asked. “Do you feel Jax is a threat to you?”

“Not exactly.” Dakota frowned. “I mean, when I saw him palling around with those strangers, I did feel kind of betrayed.” 

“That’s understandable,” I said.

Dakota winced. “Then Santiago got murdered. For all I know, it was one of those strangers who killed him. His body was in the reindeer barn, and that’s where those men were. Even though Leo won’t like it, I felt like I just had to say something to you, Sheriff. In case… you know… anything happens to Leo or… me.”

“I’m not gonna let anything happen to you,” Royce grated.

“I hope not, but things are weird right now.” Dakota looked tired.

“I’m hopeful the rain will let up tomorrow,” Royce said. “Things will get back to normal soon, Dakota. Just stay calm, and don’t take any risks.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Like coming out alone at night to talk to Royce.”

“I felt like I had to do something. Just in case.” Dakota glanced at the clock next to the bed. “I should probably get back. I don’t want Dad to wake up and notice I’m gone.”

“I’m glad you told me what you saw, Dakota. I wished you’d waited until daylight to do it,” Royce sighed. “But I’ll keep my eye on Jax.”

“Okay.” Dakota gave a tentative smile.

“Now, I don’t want you approaching Jax or following him at night. Do you understand? If Jax is mixed up in something illegal, it could be dangerous if he caught you spying on him.”

“I don’t think Jax would hurt me,” Dakota said softly.

“But you don’t know that. Desperate men do desperate things.” I studied the kid, taking in his angular features and cinnamon-brown hair. Lucky for him he looked more like his mom than his dad. His dad had blunter features and wasn’t really a very attractive man. Dakota had his mother’s warm smile and demeanor.

“Sorry I don’t have any real dirty details. I didn’t see anyone loading gold bars into a truck or anything. There weren’t any hostages.” Dakota gave a weak smile. “I just know something is going on under our noses.”

“I agree. Like I said, I’ll keep an eye on Jax.” Royce stood and glanced at me. “I’m going to walk Dakota back to the house.”

“Okay.” I nodded.

“You don’t have to do that. I can find my way back. I’m not a little kid.” Dakota almost looked insulted.

Royce’s lips twitched. “Sorry. I won’t be able to sleep if I don’t escort you, kid.” He moved to the door.

“Fine.” Dakota rose and followed Royce to the doorway. 

“I’ll be back lickety-split.” Royce opened the door. “Lock this behind us, Max.”

“Will do.” I moved to the door and watched them head down the steps, out onto the wet road. Their dark figures melted into the night as the wind hissed through the trees at the edge of the porch. Once again, the sensation of being watched nipped at me. As a chill zipped down my spine, I quickly stepped inside the cabin and closed the door.

After locking the door, I closed the curtains and sat on the edge of the mattress. My pulse was racing a little because I didn’t think I’d imagined the feeling of being watched. Of course, maybe I had. I was embarrassed to feel so spooked. I was a grown man and was used to being alone. But Santiago’s murder had me unnerved.

As I waited for Royce to return, I sat staring at the door, listening to the wind howling outside. Every little creak of the cabin made me uneasy. It was weird how cozy the little house felt when Royce was with me, but how creepy it felt when I was alone. I’d been living with Royce since my clinic burned down. Maybe I was becoming used to having someone around me all the time. Was that good or bad?

When I finally heard the key in the lock, relief washed through me. Royce opened the door and came in, stomping and shaking the rain off his coat. He glanced up and smiled at me, and my stomach buzzed with happiness. 

I guess getting used to having someone around wasn’t so bad. Especially since that someone was Royce.


Chapter Eleven

 

Royce

My hope that the rain would subside by morning was dashed, when Max and I had to fight our way through icy sleet to the main house for breakfast. Just as we entered the main house, the electricity went out. There was a collective groan from the guests and staff alike.

“Don’t worry. We’ll get the generators going, folks.” Mona sounded confident that all would be well. “Elle has the table loaded with goodies, so go ahead and have a seat.”

“I suspect Mona could power a generator with her positivity,” Max said dryly.

“That’s not a bad thing.”

“I agree.” Max smirked. “Unfortunately, Ezra could drain one with his negativity.”

My lips twitched.

Max and I took a seat across from Joe and Joey. Gloomy though it was, there was enough natural light for everyone to see well enough to serve themselves. It only took about ten minutes and the lights came on again. They flickered a bit but then stayed steady.

“See, told you it would be fine. I’m sure the regular electricity will return in a couple of hours. This happens a lot during these thunderstorms.” Mona set a small platter of turkey bacon on the table.

I glanced at Max. “Well, looky there. Elle made turkey bacon too.”

“Is that allowed?” Max helped himself to two pieces. “Won’t the Bacon Police descend at any moment because of this breach in full-fat protocol?”

Joey laughed, which surprised me. “I like turkey bacon too,” he said, taking a few pieces. “Granddad likes the regular kind.”

“It’s true. I should eat the turkey bacon though. It’s better for me.” Joe sighed.

Mona stopped near us. “Royce, I took a plate of food up to Gianna. She asked me to ask you when she’ll be allowed to come downstairs.”

Guilt ate at me because I’d almost forgotten about locking Gianna up in the attic room. “Uh, as soon as I finish my breakfast, I’ll go let her out. I’m not trying to punish her. I just needed to keep her from running.”

“Do you suppose the farm has some shackles we could borrow?” Max smirked, spearing a piece of fried egg.

“So then it’s true?” Amelia said. “You’ve arrested Gianna as the murderer?”

I frowned. “Where did you hear that?”

Hermina lifted her hand hesitantly. “Sorry. I… I told her where Gianna is. I was just sharing what happened last night.”

“I don’t see what it matters that you told me.” Amelia sniffed. “I’m just glad the little whore got what she deserves.”

“Oh, dear.” Hermina’s eyes widened.

I pressed my lips together so I didn’t snap at Amelia. “Gianna is not under arrest. I simply needed to keep her from trying to leave the house last night. I needed to be able to sleep.”

Amelia didn’t seem pleased about that. “But we all know she did it.”

“We don’t know anything yet.” I shook my head and grabbed a piece of sourdough toast from the plate in the center of the table. “I’m still questioning people.”

I still have to question you, missy.

Richard came into the room from outside, his expression grumpy. I was annoyed with him for ignoring my warning about being alone. But I had enough on my plate. If he was too darn stupid to know being alone was a bad idea right now, he was on his own.

River waved to me from down the table. “Yoo-hoo, Royce. I hope you got some much-needed rest last night?”

When River spoke, Lucas didn’t look up from his plate of food, although his jaw seemed to tense.

“I did. Thanks for asking.” To be honest, I hadn’t slept well. There were way too many things whirling in my brain. I’d checked Mona’s cell phone at least ten times during the night, hoping the signal bars would be there. They hadn’t been. But if I admitted how stressed-out I was to River, he’d probably try to give me some new age sleeping herb.

“I slept like crap, if anyone cares,” Richard announced, scooping a huge portion of golden hash browns onto his plate.

“Probably because you didn’t have a sleeping buddy,” Hermina said, her expression disapproving.

“No. That wasn’t it. I think I was stressed from being held captive.” Richard glowered at me and shoveled eggs into his mouth.

“I didn’t create this storm.” I laughed gruffly.

“Maybe not, but you’re enjoying this. You like the power you have over us.” Richard’s eyes were dark with malice. “For all we know, that river isn’t dangerous at all. You just want to keep us here at your mercy.”

“What are you going on about?” Girdy said, scowling.

“Oh, never mind. You’re all on his side,” Richard muttered.

“Unless you have a submarine, you wouldn’t be able to cross that river,” Mona said. She was trying to make a joke, but there was an edge to her voice.

“None of the other guests are making such a stink about being stranded here,” grumbled Ezra.

“Maybe they’re not as important as I am.” Richard shrugged and helped himself to some bacon. “I have a real job. I don’t just grow trees for a living.”

“We all have important jobs,” Elle said as she entered the room. She set more eggs on the table and shot Richard an impatient glare. “We’re making the most of a bad situation. Your negativity is not appreciated.”

Chloe was moving around the table pouring orange juice for the guests. “Mama is right. Negativity just makes things worse. There are far more awful things than being stuck here.”

“Pfft. Maybe for you.” Richard ran his eyes over her body as he spoke, and I felt a twinge of disgust. “I have things to do and people to see. I’m a big deal in my world.”

“I still have no idea why you even came here,” Amelia said. “You’ve practically been a recluse the whole time.”

Examining a piece of bacon, Richard said, “It’s none of your business why I’m here.” He pointed at me with the bacon strip. “That goes for you too, Sheriff. I hope you don’t plan on questioning me anymore because I won’t stand for it. I’ve told you all I’m going to tell you.”

Irritation prickled the back of my neck. “If I need to talk to you again, we’ll talk.”

His gaze flickered. “Or so you think.”

“We might need two pairs of shackles,” murmured Max.

Lucas’s gaze was assessing. “You’re more agitated than usual this morning, Richard.”

“Of course I’m upset. I don’t like being questioned like a common criminal.” Richard squirmed in his seat. “I have rights.”

“The sheriff is just trying to solve Santiago’s murder.” Amelia’s eyes were cold.

Giving a harsh laugh, Richard gulped down his juice. While he’d loaded his plate with food, he really hadn’t eaten much more than a few bites of egg and a piece of bacon.

“We’re stuck here for now, and that’s just how it is,” Hermina said firmly.

“I can’t just sit here for days on end.” Richard mopped his brow with his napkin and tossed it down onto his plate. “I need to get out of here.” He scraped back his chair and stood.

“Don’t go near the river, Richard,” I warned.

“See.” Richard gave a high-pitched laugh. “He doesn’t want me to go look at the river because then I’ll discover that it isn’t really flooded.”

“You’re wrong. I’m concerned for your safety.”

“Sure ya are,” Richard hissed.

“The bridge is indeed washed out. My boys have strict orders to keep all of the guests away from the river. No point in trying anything.” Mona’s eyes were hard.

Richard scowled. “Just as I suspected. You’re in cahoots.”

Penelope leaned forward, looking bewildered. “Royce is just trying to keep you from drowning. I’m not sure why that offends you.”

“It’s more, and you know it. Your sheriff pal there has a personal vendetta against me.”

I sighed. “Richard, I haven’t singled you out in any way, shape, or form.”

He scowled. “Sure you haven’t.”

“Why don’t you have some more orange juice?” Chloe asked, giving a strained smile. “There’s no need to be upset.”

“Oh, what would you know about it?” Richard muttered. “You’re just a kid.”

Pink appeared on Chloe’s cheeks. “I know plenty more than you think.”

“I’m going for a walk.” Richard strode from the dining room, slamming the front door.

“He’s going for a walk in the rain?” Girdy frowned.

Lucas narrowed his eyes and sat back in his chair with a thoughtful expression.

River scowled. “What a Neanderthal. I thought he was going to start thumping his chest and throwing food at us any minute.”

“What’s his problem?” Amelia dabbed at her eyes with her napkin. “I’m the one who had my boyfriend murdered.”

Hermina patted Amelia’s shoulder. “There, there. It’s okay.”

After Richard’s outburst, I was more convinced than ever that he must be using drugs. Perhaps his stash was running out, and he was panicking because he couldn’t get more? His aggression made me uneasy.

Ezra grumbled, “I’m starting to think we should do background checks on the guests before they arrive. That fella seems to have a screw loose.”

Clearing her throat, Mona stood. “I’m sorry about that, folks. I understand why Richard is frustrated. I… I know this hasn’t been the experience you were hoping for.”

“It’s not your fault,” Penelope said.

Hermina nodded. “How could you possibly know that horrible storm would wash out the bridge? Or that someone would… kill poor Santiago?”

“Still, I feel awful.” Mona grimaced. “I hope you all know we’re trying our best to keep you happy and safe.”

“We do know that. Of course we do.” Penelope smiled. “I see that you have games set up in the living room for us already.”

Mona gave a weak smile. “Yep.”

Chloe said, “Plus, Dakota found an old Blu-ray player and an old LCD TV we don’t use anymore. That means you guys can watch movies.”

Elle said, “Naturally, I’ll have lots of snacks for you folks during the day.”

Mona added, “And most importantly, the bar is always open.”

Everyone laughed.

The mood at breakfast got much better once Richard was gone. His erratic behavior weighed on me. I felt responsible for everyone’s safety, including his. Whether I liked him or not, I didn’t want him to drown himself.

Max and I finished our breakfast and then went with Mona to let Gianna out of her room. Mona led the way through a narrow hallway and up a small flight of stairs to the room at the top of the house. There were many framed family photos hung on the walls. Most of the photos were of Dakota growing up: baby photos. Birthday photos. Graduation photos. Plenty of them had Mona in them, but not many had Ezra. 

When I opened the door, Gianna was sitting on the bed, eyes puffy and red. She stood, looking hopeful. Her hair was in two braids, and she wore a pink sweater Mona had loaned her and jeans. The clothing was too big on her, and with her hair like that, she looked like a teenager.

“Do I get to leave this room now?” she asked softly. “I’m starting to feel a little claustrophobic.”

“Yes.” I waved her over. “I’m going to need you to promise you’ll stay in the house, Gianna. I have a lot of people to talk to. I can’t do what I need to do if I’m worried about you making a run for it.”

“I will. I… I promise. You already know the worst of it all.” 

“Hermina has agreed to keep an eye on you. Don’t make me regret letting you out of this room.” I gave her a stern look.

“I won’t.”

I led her down the stairs and into the living room. Amelia watched her with resentment simmering in her eyes. Hermina gave a weak smile and patted the couch next to her. 

“It’s good to have you back, Gianna,” Girdy said.

“Thank you.” Gianna looked grateful for the kind words.

Joe gestured toward a stack of Blu-ray movies on the coffee table. “We have movies now.”

“Oh, that sounds fun,” Gianna said.

I met Mona’s gaze. “Do you think you and Ezra can spare me some time right now? I’ll make it as quick as possible.”

“Of course.” She glanced toward her husband, who was showing Gerald how to work the remote for the TV and Blu-ray player. “I’ll go get Ezra and meet you at the office.”

“Perfect.” I smiled.

As Max and I headed toward the office, he asked, “Do you think you can trust Gianna not to run?”

“I think so. I hope so.” We entered the office and set up enough chairs for everyone. “I don’t want to keep chasing after her.”

It didn’t take long for Mona and Ezra to arrive. Mona looked nervous, but Ezra just seemed annoyed that he was being questioned at all. Ezra took the comfy padded chair, and Mona sat in a folding chair. 

What a gentleman.

“I wanted to touch base with you two and find out where you were during the afternoon yesterday.” I smiled, trying to put them at ease. “It’s the same thing I’m asking everyone.”

Mona nodded. “Okay, well, I was in the kitchen most of the day with Elle and Chloe. Elle has had her work cut out for her trying to keep everyone full so they don’t notice how bored they are.”

“This foul weather is costing us a fortune in extra food,” Ezra muttered. “And the booze too.”

You’re a ray of sunshine as usual, Ezra.

“How about you, Ezra. Where were you during most of yesterday?” I asked.

“Seems ridiculous I have to answer such silly questions, but uh…” He screwed up his face. “I think I took a nap at one point. I had a smoke out on the back porch right before you boys found the body.”

He sounded so offhand, it was a little disconcerting.

“Did anyone see you while you were smoking?” Max asked.

“Not that I’m aware of.” Ezra pursed his lips. “You must know neither I nor Mona killed that fella. We had no reason whatever to kill anybody. This will be bad for business. Probably have to sell after this.”

Mona’s mouth hardened, but she said nothing.

“Anyone could be the murderer. People don’t always think about the repercussions of their actions in the heat of the moment,” Max said. “Humans are impulsive.”

Ezra grunted. “Even if that’s true, the person you should look at for this murder is his girlfriend. She’s the one who probably wanted him dead the most. He was flirting with anything that moved.”

“Not quite that bad.” Mona gave a gruff laugh. “But he definitely liked pretty women.”

“I’m guessing Santiago was killed during the time the weather let up a bit. Unfortunately, that means just about everyone was out walking on the property.” I frowned. “Both of you have to be attentive to the guests’ needs. It’s possible you noticed something about someone that I may not have.”

“Like what?” Ezra asked, frowning.

“Well, for example, did you see anyone come back from their walk looking rattled?” I asked.

Mona nodded. “I see what you’re saying. You mean the killer might have seemed out of sorts?”

Ezra grunted. “Penelope and Gerald came back from their walk looking pretty uptight.”

Mona grimaced. “Oh, well, not because they murdered anyone.”

I glanced at her. “Do you know why they seemed upset?”

She nodded. “I do. I feel bad mentioning it though. It has nothing to do with Santiago’s murder.”

“I’d still like to hear what happened.”

Mona sighed. “Apparently Penelope found out that Gerald has a gambling problem.”

I froze because I knew all about Gerald’s gambling problem. I’d discovered it when investigating Penelope’s father’s murder. Had he started up again? He’d sworn he’d stop, but maybe he’d fallen off the wagon? “Do you know how she found out?” I asked.

“Apparently, he confessed to her.”

“He just confessed that to her out of the blue?” Last I’d heard, Gerald planned on taking that news to the grave with him. “That sounds like a very un-Gerald-like thing to do.”

“He didn’t have much choice. She caught him playing poker with Jax and some of the boys.” Mona scowled. “He’d already lost a bunch of money to Jax.”

Max laughed. “Seriously?”

“Yep. I’m not happy with Jax either. I’ve told him a million times not to play poker with the guests. He just doesn’t listen. It’s not legal, and it’s not ethical for him to be taking guests’ money, but it goes in one ear and out the other with Jax.”

Ezra guffawed. “Jax is a man after my own heart. He’s a man’s man. He’s not going to be bossed around by a woman.” 

Max’s dark brows rose. “Even when his boss is a woman?”

Mona’s face was pinched. “One reason Jax brushes me off is because you don’t back me up.”

“Back you up, how?” Ezra scowled.

“When I tell him not to do something, you should agree with me. But you just turn a blind eye to his bad behavior.”

“Pfft.” Ezra smirked. “You want to be liberated, but you still want me to fight your battles? Sorry, it doesn’t work like that.”

“We’re supposed to be a team. I’m not asking you to fight my battles, I’m asking you to have my back. It’s different.”

Max looked uncomfortable, and I didn’t blame him. 

I cleared my throat. “Um… getting back to yesterday afternoon, was there anyone else who stood out to you other than Penelope and Gerald?” 

Mona still looked annoyed with Ezra, but she let out a shaky breath and said, “Not really. But like I said, I was in the kitchen a lot.”

I studied Mona, unsure of how she’d react to my next question. “Rumor has it you threatened to fire Jax yesterday, Mona.”

She stilled. “Who told you that?”

“Someone overheard your conversation with him.”

The blood seemed to drain from her face. “Really?”

“Yes.”

She swallowed and shot a quick look at Ezra. “How much of the conversation did they hear?”

“Just enough to know you weren’t happy with Jax.”

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“Was it the gambling that made you want to fire him?” Max asked.

Mona gritted her teeth. “It’s the gambling, the brawling with Leo, the flirting with Chloe. There are so many reasons I’d like to fire him. He basically does what he pleases, when he pleases. I’m tired of trying to make him toe the line.”

“Oh, hell’s bells. She threatens to fire Jax at least once a month,” Ezra grumbled. “He’s not going anywhere.”

Ignoring Ezra, I said, “But you didn’t fire him. As angry as you are, you didn’t fire him?”

Red spears appeared on Mona’s cheeks. “One of these days, I will. I’ve had it with him. I won’t put up with it much longer. I’m frustrated is what I am.” Mona’s eyes glittered with resentment. “He works for me, not the other way around. You wouldn’t know it though.”

Ezra rolled his eyes. “Trust me, Jax will be here when you boys come back next year.”

Max winced at the mention of returning next year.

Mona said, “I guess we’ll see.”

Max’s expression was confused. “I guess I don’t understand why he’s still here? If Jax is more trouble than he’s worth, you should let him go.”

Mona sounded robotic as she said, “When the busy season is over. That’s when I’ll do it.”

“Yeah, right.” Ezra snorted.

The tension between husband and wife was so thick, it crackled in the air. It was awkward to be in the cramped space with them. I didn’t think either one of them had killed Santiago. They were obviously stressed-out, but I didn’t believe the strain was from murdering anyone. They were deeply unhappy with each other. It was as if being near each other was physically painful. The fissures had always been there, and no one would ever have accused them of being madly in love. But this was different.

Frankly, I wanted to get away from the two of them. “I… appreciate you both coming in.”

Mona forced a smile. “Of course.”

Ezra merely grunted. 

I said, “If I need to talk to you again, I’ll let you know.”

“That’ll be just fine.” Mona stood.

“What in tarnation would you need to talk to us again for?” Ezra scowled, getting to his feet. “We told you all we know. You want us to start making things up?”

“Obviously not.” My face twitched as I held his irritable gaze.

“This is a murder investigation.” Max stared at Ezra as if he had two heads. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

I put my hand on Max’s arm. “It’s fine. We’re all under a lot of stress.”

“I know I am.” Shaking his head, Ezra stomped to the door. “Hopefully you can catch the killer soon. Maybe if you stopped wasting your time talking to innocent people like me, you’d be better at your job, Sheriff.” He opened the door and left, not waiting for Mona.

Mona’s face was flushed, and embarrassment glittered in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. I’ve run out of excuses for him.”

I felt bad for her. It was apparent Ezra embarrassed her. I’d have loved to ask her why in the hell she’d ever married him, but that wasn’t my business. She’d obviously had her reasons. “Don’t worry about it, Mona. My feelings don’t bruise easily.”

“He wasn’t always like this.” She grimaced. “I mean, he was never Prince Charming, but…”

“It’s fine. Really.” I gave a reassuring smile.

She started to leave but stopped. “Who would you like me to send in next?”

“Madison if she’s free? Then Leo.”

“I’ll go get Madison. She’ll start the cabins in about thirty minutes, so now is perfect.” Mona hesitated in the doorway. “I’ll have Leo stay inside until you need him. Otherwise, you’ll have to hunt him down outside.”

“Sounds good.”

She left the room, leaving the door ajar.

I waited until I was sure she was down the hall, and I turned to Max. “Ezra is a piece of work. He’s so disrespectful to Mona.”

Max nodded. “I half expected her to slap him.”

I laughed gruffly. “God, that would be all I need—for Mona and Ezra to start brawling.”

He grinned. “My money would be on Mona.”

“Mine too.”

There was a knock on the door, and Madison poked her head around. “Mona said you wanted to question me now?”

“Yep. Come in, Madison.” I waved to the comfy chair. “Sit.”

“Thank you.” Madison swept her long dark hair off her brow. “Things sure are nerve-racking right now.”

I settled in my seat. “I know. It’s been hard on everyone.”

She crossed her hands. “Yes indeed.” She was nervous. The pulse at the base of her throat fluttered quickly, and she seemed breathless.

“So, I wanted to talk to you about Santiago.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“I’ve heard some rumors that he was hitting on you. Is that true?” I studied her closely.

Pink touched her cheeks, and she kept her dark eyes averted. “Santiago flirted with everyone.”

“Did it make you uncomfortable?”

“I didn’t want to take him up on anything, that’s for sure.” She swallowed. “I mean, he had a girlfriend. I was a little shocked at how brazen he was.”

“Jax is a pretty brazen guy too,” Max said.

She looked up quickly. “Jax is nothing like Santiago.”

“What about the fact he kissed Chloe?” I asked.

She winced. “That was a momentary lapse in judgment. H… he says she started it. I kind of believe that too. Chloe is a flirt, and… and she’s just now starting to understand her power over men.”

“So, you think she was testing her feminine wiles on Jax, and he was just an innocent bystander?” I tried really hard to keep the skepticism out of my voice, although I don’t think I fully succeeded.

Curling her hands into fists, Madison said, “I know Jax is a flirt. He has a wild streak. But he’s a good man.”

“Sounds like you’re very understanding.” I smiled, but inside I was wondering how she could put up with a man like Jax. Was she just lonely out here on the farm, and so he was good enough?

“Did Jax know Santiago hit on you?” Max asked.

She flinched. “Uh…”

“My guess is Jax wouldn’t like that one bit.” Max watched her closely. “Jax strikes me as a ‘Do as I say, not as I do’ kind of guy.”

“You say that like you know him, but you don’t.”

“It’s true we don’t know Jax,” I agreed. “That’s why we want you to tell us about Jax.”

“Why? So you can judge him?”

“I don’t want to judge anyone, Madison. I just want to figure out who killed Santiago.”

“I… I know, but it wasn’t Jax.”

“Would you say Jax is a possessive man?” I asked.

She sighed. “He can be. But he’s not violent.”

“He’s brawled with Leo recently.” I shrugged. “Are you saying Leo started that?”

She shook her head, looking muddled. “You’re confusing me. You’re asking me so many questions.”

“I’m sorry.” I wasn’t actually sorry. I wasn’t asking her particularly difficult things.

“Leo seems like an easygoing guy,” Max said. “He doesn’t strike me as someone who would just fight for no reason.”

She grimaced. “Leo is like a loyal pit bull. If Mona has a problem with Jax, then Leo has a problem with Jax.”

“You don’t think maybe Leo has a legitimate complaint of his own about Jax?” I asked.

“You’d have to ask Leo about that. All I know is Jax is a loving, wonderful, faithful boyfriend.”

Sure. When he’s not hitting on eighteen-year-olds.

“Do you know why Jax and Leo fought?” I asked.

“No. And I don’t care. I try to stay out of the drama on the farm.”

Max tapped his pen on the pad he held. “Seems like Jax is always at the center of the drama.”

“That just isn’t true.”

“Do you and Jax room together on the farm?” I asked.

Madison shook her head. “No. I have my own room in the main house.”

I nodded. “Since you’re a couple, I assume you spend the night together sometimes?” 

“Of course.” She lifted her chin. “He’s my boyfriend.”

I smiled and then asked, “Have you ever noticed Jax going out at night?”

She wrinkled her brow. “Going out? You mean like into town for a night out?”

“No, just out for a walk in the middle of the night kind of thing.”

Her face shuttered. “No.”

“You sure?” Max looked dubious.

“Yes, I’m sure.” She glanced at the clock on the desk. “I… I need to go do the cabins. It’s time.”

I didn’t see the point in keeping her. She was clamming up now. She was too busy defending Jax to really answer honestly. Her defensive manner showed her insecurities with Jax. I could feel her lack of trust in what they had together. She was willing to accept anything he told her, just so they could stay together.

“I guess I’ve heard all I need to hear,” I said. “I may need to talk to you again. Be warned.”

“Okay.” She stood, her dark eyes shimmering with worry. “Can I go?”

I gave a sharp nod, and she scurried out of the room.

Max shook his head. “Can you say denial?”

“It’s pretty bad when you have to blame an eighteen-year-old girl for tempting your thirty-year-old boyfriend.” I grimaced. “I’d feel sorry for her, except she might be shielding her boyfriend who might have committed murder.”

“I think Jax is my number one suspect at this point.”

“Really?”

Max shrugged. “He has no problem getting physical. I don’t see him having an issue defending what he thinks is his.”

“Defending, yes. Killing Santiago just for flirting? I’m not sure I’m ready to go there yet.” I stood. “I’m going to go find Leo. Sit tight.”

“Okay.” Max leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk.

I smiled and headed out into the living room, where everyone was having a lively discussion about what movie to watch. The rain seemed to have stopped, and it was a little foggy outside. Leo was sitting in the corner, talking to Mona. When I approached, they stopped talking.

“Do you have time to talk now, Leo?” I asked.

“Sure do.” He stood, giving Mona a warm smile. “Sorry to leave in the middle of our conversation.”

She waved him off. “No problem. This is more important.”

Judging from Leo’s grimace, he didn’t agree. But he met my gaze and said, “Lead the way, Sheriff.”

Once we were settled in the office, I studied Leo as he sat quietly in his chair. His brown hair was pulled back in his usual ponytail, and he wore a light blue flannel shirt. The sleeves were rolled up, revealing arms covered in tattoos. There were a few skulls, some flowers, a tiny Mona Lisa on the inside of his arm, and the word “Guardian” and the picture of an angel.

“Any plans on getting more tattoos?” I asked agreeably.

“Nah.” He brushed his rough hand over his arm. “Running out of room.”

“The angel is nice,” Max said. “I prefer serious angels like yours, not the cherubs.”

Frowning, Leo nodded. “Yeah, I don’t think angels would be cute and cuddly. They’re warriors.”

“Protecting the innocent?” I smiled.

“That’s how I see ’em.”

“You’ve worked here a long time.” It wasn’t a question. It was a fact. Leo had been here as long as Mona from what I’d heard.

“Yep. I started right before Mona took over.”

“So you knew Mona’s father?”

He dropped his gaze, and his mouth tensed. “Yes.”

“What did you think about how he didn’t want Mona to run the farm unless she was married?” Had he maybe agreed with Charles? He seemed more enlightened than that, but you never knew.

“I think that was a bullshit excuse to force Mona to marry Ezra.” Leo’s eyes glittered.

He was always so soft-spoken, his emotion caught me off guard. “Do you know why he picked Ezra for her?”

Leo shrugged. “Let’s just say Ezra and Charles saw eye to eye on the subject of women.”

“Huh.” I frowned.

Leo said. “Charles thought Ezra was perfect for his daughter.”

Max frowned. “Didn’t she have any say in it? Surely Mona knew what Ezra was like before she married him?”

“He put on an act,” Leo said quietly. “I tried to warn her, but she thought I had ulterior motives.”

I frowned. “Meaning what?”

Leo sighed, and he stroked his finger over the word “Guardian.” Glancing up, he said, “I don’t suppose I was ever any good at hiding how I felt about Mona.”

“So she thought you were just… jealous?” Max said.

Leo nodded. “I was jealous. I’ve loved Mona since the day I first set eyes on her.” A little smile played around his lips. “She was pretty but feisty. To a man like Ezra, that’s a bad thing. But to me? Well, she was perfect. Still is.”

I’d always suspected Leo had a thing for Mona. “I see.”

“Why didn’t you just marry her?” Max asked. “If all Charles needed was for Mona to be married, why not you?”

He chuffed. “Me? To Charles I was just a lowly employee. A penniless farmhand. He wasn’t about to let Mona get married off to someone like me. No, he wanted a man like Ezra. Ezra’s family had some money. Not the kind of money Charles had, which is probably why Ezra was willing to marry Mona. She got a husband, and he got money.”

“This is like something out of the dark ages,” Max muttered.

“Mona knew what the deal was, but she didn’t quite understand who Ezra was. She didn’t grasp how cold he was. I sometimes think the man doesn’t even have a heart.” Leo scowled.

“I do notice he’s not very kind to Dakota.” Max shook his head. 

“He does seem tough on Dakota,” I agreed.

“He doesn’t know how to be a father or a husband.” Leo curled his lip. “In my opinion, he’s neither.”

“Legally he is though,” I said.

Leo avoided my gaze. “Right.”

While I found the stuff about Mona’s marriage interesting, it wasn’t really relevant to Santiago’s murder. “Did you know Mona wanted to fire Jax last night?”

His gaze flickered. “Uh, yeah.”

“That’s right, you came over and calmed her down after Jax said something that upset her.” I watched him closely, but he gave nothing away. “Any idea what it was that Jax said that upset her so much?”

His jaw clenched. “Nope.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yep.”

“When Santiago was alive, did you have any dealings with him?” I asked.

He looked thrown by the change in subject. “Umm, not really.”

I leaned forward. “Jax wasn’t a fan of Santiago, right?”

“Not especially. He didn’t like that Santiago hit on Madison. Jax is the type of guy who can’t lose face. Whether he wants to be with Madison or not, he won’t let another guy step in and take his place.”

“Was Santiago trying to do that?”

“No. From what I gather, Santiago just wanted sex. With anyone who’d give it to him.” Leo shrugged. “Probably got him killed.”

“Oh yeah?” I narrowed my eyes.

“Jealousy is dangerous,” Leo said softly. “It can be deadly.”

“Who do you think killed Santiago?” I asked.

Leo narrowed his eyes. “You want my opinion?”

I lifted one shoulder. “I’m curious. Who do you think would have had the motive and opportunity to kill Santiago?”

He gnawed his lip, watching me like he thought the question was a trap. “If I had to guess, I’d say Amelia.”

“Really?” 

“Sure. Why not?”

“So not Jax?” Max asked.

Leo shifted his gaze to Max. “Jax is many things, but I don’t think he’s a murderer.”

“Oh, that’s right,” I said. “Jax has other irons in the fire.”

Leo said nothing.

“Dakota told us about how Jax has been sneaking around at night.” I pursed my lips. “Do you know what he’s up to?”

“No.” He answered so quickly, I wasn’t even sure he heard the question.

“You sure about that?” Max frowned.

“Of course I’m sure.” Leo once more ran his hand over his angel tattoo.

I leaned back in my chair, keeping eye contact with Leo. “Why did you tell Dakota to forget what he saw and to let you handle things?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Leo said stubbornly.

“Dakota told us about the strangers coming on the farm at night. How Jax is involved.” I really hoped he’d talk because I didn’t have much more information than what I’d just shared. “I’m sure whatever actions you’ve taken or plan on taking, they’re to protect Dakota and the farm.”

Leo shrugged. “Dakota doesn’t need to get tangled up in whatever Jax is doing.”

“So you admit Jax is up to something?” I pushed.

Leo hesitated. “Knowing Jax, yeah. He’s always up to something.”

Max said, “But you have no idea what that thing is?”

“Nope.”

“You don’t like Jax though, right?” I asked.

Sighing, Leo closed his eyes. “What is it you want me to say?” He opened his eyes and held my gaze, looking uneasy. “Jax is an asshole, okay? I wish Mona could fire him—”

“You wish she could fire him?” I narrowed my eyes.

“Why can’t she?” Max scowled. “She’s the boss.”

“She has her reasons,” he said.

“Did Jax threaten her if she fired him?” I asked. 

“I didn’t say that.”

“You’re keeping stuff from me, Leo.” I let out an impatient breath. “Jax seems to be keeping an awful lot of secrets for people. He seems to use them as leverage. How about you, Leo? Is Jax holding one of your secrets too?”

Leo gripped his legs, his knuckles turning white. “None of that has anything to do with Santiago’s murder.”

I ignored his comment. “What was it Jax wanted you to do that day in the barn? He threatened to spill your secrets if you didn’t give him what he wanted. What was it he wanted?”

“Nothing,” Leo snapped, finally starting to lose his cool. “You’re messing with things that could really blow up. They have nothing to do with Santiago, so just drop it.”

“I can’t drop it. There’s too much I don’t know. There’s a man dead.”

Slumping, Leo said, “Please, Sheriff, none of what Jax was threatening me with is connected to Santiago’s murder.”

“And I’m supposed to just take your word for that?” I frowned. “That’s not how this works, Leo.”

“If I knew who killed Santiago, I’d tell you. I swear. But I don’t.”

Mona appeared at the doorjamb suddenly, her eyes wide and her face pale. She stumbled into the room. “Help me. Please, help me. He’s grabbed Dakota.” She was breathing hard. “He’s threatening to stab him!”

At that exact second, Mona’s cell in my pocket beeped, alerting me that cell service had been restored.


Chapter Twelve

 

Max

All three of us stood, and the office chair went spinning away, smacking into the wall.

Leo moved to Mona immediately, and she clutched his arms. “Who has Dakota?” Leo demanded.

“I don’t know who he is.” She licked her lips. “Hurry. Please.”

“I’m coming.” Royce’s hands shook slightly as he tugged the phone from his back pocket. “Max, the network is up.” He tossed the phone to me. “Call 911 and tell them what’s happening.”

I almost missed the phone but somehow grabbed it just in time. I watched as Royce, Leo, and Mona ran from the office. With trembling fingers, I dialed 911 and tried to formulate what to say. Did I mention the situation with Dakota first? Or the fact that we were trapped? Or that someone had been murdered?

When the operator came on the line, I blurted, “There’s been a murder.”

“What’s your name and address, sir?” 

“I’m at the Giggly Elves Farm. I have no idea what the address is.” I swallowed. “There’s been a murder. It happened a day ago, but the bridge is washed away, and we can’t get out.” 

“Take a deep breath,” she said calmly. “Now, what’s your name?”

“Dr. Maxwell Thornton. I’m not from here. I’m… I’m from Rainy Dale.” I felt the oddest pang as those words left my lips. I’m from Rainy Dale. I didn’t feel the usual dissatisfaction that reality had always filled me with. If anything, I’d have given my left arm to be sitting in front of the fire on Royce’s couch, with his arm around my shoulders and Grumpy in my lap. The desire to run home to Rainy Dale was like a punch in the gut.

“You say there’s been a murder?”

“Yes,” I rasped.

“Are you in any danger, sir?”

I swallowed hard. “I don’t know. Maybe? But—”

Royce is certainly in danger.

I almost dropped the phone as the realization hit that he was outside at that very moment with a knife-wielding madman. I ran out of the office and through the deserted house. The sound of my shoes hitting the tile reverberated through the house as I sprinted for the front door.

I burst out onto the porch and found everybody outside, crowded around a tall, skinny man with matted dark hair and wild black eyes. He had his arm around Dakota’s throat, and he held a knife against the boy’s chest.

Royce stood in front of him, only about three feet away. He was speaking, but the blood was rushing through my ears so loudly, I couldn’t hear what he was saying. I stumbled down the steps and headed toward them. Mona was slightly behind Royce, sobbing. Leo had his arms around her, and his eyes were pinned like a laser on the guy holding Dakota.

Ezra was with the crowd. He looked stunned, but he made no move toward his son. I pushed through everyone and stopped just behind Royce. He glanced at me very briefly and then went back to talking to the guy.

“Nobody here wants to hurt you.” Royce’s voice was smooth, agreeable. “What is it you want? Food? Drink? A warm bed? We can get all of that for you.”

The homeless guy shook his head. “No. Stay back.”

I could faintly hear the 911 operator talking but couldn’t understand a word. I didn’t care. They had our location. If the river was still flooded, they probably couldn’t get to us anyway. I needed to be out here with Royce. If he got stabbed, he’d need me. If Dakota got stabbed, he’d need me. The operator didn’t need me.

“Please,” Mona sobbed. “Please don’t hurt him.”

“It’s okay, Dakota,” Leo said gruffly. “Don’t struggle. It’s okay.”

The boy’s eyes were wide, and tears streaked down his dusty cheeks. He didn’t speak; he just watched his Mom and Leo with a terrified expression. Maybe he couldn’t speak. The guy’s arm was clenched pretty tight around Dakota’s throat. His cheeks were flushed, and now that I looked closer, he was struggling for breath.

“You’re choking him,” I said gruffly, taking a step forward. “You need to loosen your grip on his windpipe.”

The guy’s glazed eyes flicked to me. “What?”

“You’re choking the boy. Loosen your grip. You’re going to crush his windpipe.” 

For whatever reason, the guy listened. He slightly loosened his arm, and Dakota gasped for air like a fish out of water. 

“Dakota,” Mona moaned. “It’s okay, honey.”

It was most certainly not okay. While the guy had stopped choking Dakota, he still held the knife against his chest. What worried me was the guy seemed out of it. I feared he might stumble and accidently stab Dakota or just slip the knife in without realizing what he was doing. If I’d had to guess, I’d have said he was high. On what, I had no clue.

Jax was to the left of the guy, as if he’d come from the direction of the sheds. I was shocked when he moved toward the guy instead of slinking away like I’d have expected. “Let him go,” Jax said harshly. “He’s just a kid.”

“I see the light of truth,” the guy whispered. “The river purifies all.”

What the hell does that mean?

Behind Jax, I saw Richard running down the road. He was dragging his huge rolling suitcase and stumbling over the uneven ground. The snake was using this horrible moment as his opportunity to make a break for the river? 

I hope you drown, you slimeball.

“Leave the boy alone.” Hermina started crying. Mary Puppins seemed confused by her master’s crying and started barking. 

Surprisingly, the guy widened his eyes with fear at the sound of Mary Puppins. “Don’t let the dogs get me,” he cried out.

“Nobody is going to let the dogs get you,” Royce said, taking a step forward.

“Stay back,” screeched the guy. “Don’t unleash the hounds of hell.”

I glanced at scrawny little Mary Puppins. She probably weighed two pounds wet. Hounds of hell? Not so much.

Royce held up his hands. “We don’t want to hurt you. We just want to help you.”

Jax slowly moved to flank the guy. I was flabbergasted that he seemed to care more about Dakota than his own safety. Richard was behaving exactly as expected, but Jax was being… heroic?

“Be careful, Jax,” Chloe called out, pressing her hands to her cheeks. “He’s a crazy person.”

I winced inwardly, afraid Chloe might inadvertently alert the homeless guy to the fact Jax was creeping up on him.

“Why are you doing this?” Dakota gripped the guy’s forearms, struggling slightly to free himself.

The guy didn’t respond; he just dragged Dakota back a few steps. Royce followed, which drove me nuts. I just wanted him to stay back. Even though I knew that it wasn’t in Royce’s nature to play it safe when anyone needed help.

Homeless guy was so distracted by Mary Puppins, he didn’t notice Jax creeping up behind him. I felt sick watching because at any second the guy might turn and see Jax. If that happened, it would be a toss-up who he stabbed first. Maybe he’d stab Jax or maybe Dakota. Hell, maybe he’d stab Royce for good measure. 

When Royce moved closer, I couldn’t help but say, “Royce, don’t be reckless.”

I earned a scowl for that comment, plus he ignored me and moved closer still. All the worst scenarios spun around in my mind. If anyone got stabbed, I wasn’t sure I could save them. I had no blood for infusions. If a major artery got nicked, I had no suture to sew it up. 

Painful memories of Lucinda Pratt dying on my operating table came flooding back. Even with all the right equipment, sometimes you just couldn’t save someone. But this situation was worse. There was zero hope of success because I had no tools whatsoever at my disposal. If anyone got seriously injured, all of my medical expertise meant squat because I had none of my equipment. 

When Lucas also broke from the crowd and moved around to the opposite side of Jax, I felt like I was dreaming. Jax and Lucas were both being valiant? In what universe had I landed that those two men were the heroes?

“Be careful, Luke,” River said from behind me. He’d also moved to the front of the crowd. He wasn’t actually walking toward the crazy guy, but then, neither was I. I found it interesting that he’d warned Lucas to be careful and not Royce.

I truly have to be dreaming.

“Let him go,” Joey yelled. “You’re hurting him.”

Joey was right. Dakota wore a white T-shirt beneath his flannel shirt. There was a small circle of blood spreading across the material. I didn’t think the guy was poking Dakota on purpose, but because he was distracted, the tip of the knife was piercing Dakota’s skin through his shirt.

“He’s bleeding,” Joey screamed again, looking frantic.

“Please let him go,” Chloe cried out, her voice wobbling as tears streamed down her face. “He didn’t do anything to you.”

Scowling with confusion, the guy looked down at Dakota. Jax lunged so quickly, I didn’t even see it coming. Neither did the homeless guy. Thank God Jax was smart enough to grab the guy from the side so that when the three of them fell, it wasn’t on top of Dakota. They fell onto the muddy ground with a loud oof. The knife fell out of the guy’s hand, and Dakota scrambled away.

Jax began wrestling with the guy as Royce and Lucas jumped into the fray to help subdue the man. I was so relieved no one had been stabbed and that I didn’t need to try and save anyone’s life with luck and a prayer, I started shaking. The terrifying responsibility of saving someone from bleeding to death had now shifted into Royce taking the homeless guy into custody.

“Oh, my God, Max.” When Girdy spoke beside me, I jumped. “That was terrifying.”

My throat was still so tight, I had trouble making any noises except a grunting sound. Royce dragged the homeless guy to his feet, and the man looked dazed. He didn’t look like he could afford a meal, let alone drugs. Yet, I was positive he was under the influence of something.

“Where do you suppose he came from?” Girdy asked, shivering in the chilly weather.

“I don’t know. He must have been on this side of the river when the storm hit.” I frowned. “I thought Jax and the others searched for him?”

“It’s a big piece of land. He could easily have hidden.”

“True.” I studied the emaciated-looking fellow as he mumbled to himself, looking bewildered. It occurred to me I could hear a faint voice coming from my pocket. 

The 911 operator.

“Oh, shit.” I stuck my fingers into my pocket and pulled the phone out. “I forgot I was talking to 911.” I put the phone to my ear. “Hello, I’m sorry. I… I didn’t hang up.”

Royce walked up, breathing hard. He had a scrape on his cheek, and his expression was serious, but I could feel his relief. We had contact with the outside world now. “Let me talk to them,” he said gruffly, reaching out to take the phone from me.

Happy to let him take charge, I complied and gave him the phone. I glanced at Dakota, who was hugging his mom. Leo was shielding both of them in his arms, and Ezra was talking to Jax. 

What is wrong with this picture?

Lucas approached, and River intercepted him. “That was dangerous,” River said tersely. “You should have let Royce handle it.”

“I’m fine,” Lucas grumbled, rubbing his shoulder.

“That was brave,” I said grudgingly.

Lucas frowned. “Your tone implies surprise.”

“I guess it never occurred to me you might be hero material,” I said.

Lucas sighed. “Tactful as usual, Max.”

“It was brave,” Girdy said. “But River is right. It was also dangerous to get involved.”

Lucas shrugged. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”

The homeless man stood next to Royce, his hands tied with rope. He looked subdued as Royce spoke on the phone next to him.

“Why do you suppose that guy would stab Santiago?” River asked.

Girdy grimaced. “Why did he grab Dakota? He’s probably not all there.”

“We don’t know for sure he’s the one who stabbed Santiago,” I murmured.

River scowled. “He literally just tried to stab Dakota.”

“I know.” I met his gaze. “But the police will need to verify that’s the same knife that killed Santiago.”

Lucas nodded. “Max is right.”

Curling his lip, River said, “Well, look at you two, besties for life.”

“Uh, yeah.” Lucas eyed me cautiously. “The jury is out on that one.”

River said, “Where do you suppose that homeless guy has been the last few days?”

“Since he looks like a drowned rat, my guess is he’s been outside in the storm.” Lucas sighed.

“Do you think he really wanted to hurt Dakota?” Girdy asked.

I sighed. “It’s hard to say. I doubt he knows where he is right now.”

“It’s kind of scary to think that guy has been lurking on the property the whole time.” Girdy shivered.

“Truly.” River brightened. “But the important thing is help will be here soon.”

Lucas pushed his muddy hair off his forehead. “The river is probably still impassable. It’s going to take them a little time to get to us.”

“Yes.” I eyed the cloudy sky. It wasn’t actually raining at the moment, which was a hopeful sign. If the weather held, would help be here by nightfall? Or did we have to stay here another night? Or two? My stomach churned at the idea of that. “I just want to get out of here,” I muttered.

Girdy slipped her arm through mine. “I feel that in my soul, Max.”

Royce returned, leading the homeless guy with him. They stopped in front of us, and the guy had his head hung low. The guy looked like a wild animal, his hair and beard matted with mud. He smelled of BO and his clothes were ragged. His cheekbones jutted, and up close, I could see he was a bag of bones.

“He needs a meal,” I said softly.

“And a bath,” River added, sounding like he was trying not to breathe too deeply.

I studied the man. “Should I check him over? Jax took him down pretty hard. He doesn’t look like he has any padding to cushion the fall.”

Royce grimaced. “Not sure he’s going to be agreeable to a bath and examination. We can try?”

“That room was evil,” the man suddenly mumbled. He looked up, his dark eyes glassy. “All the sins of the world gathered there.”

“Uh… okay.” River gave a nervous laugh.

I cleared my throat and addressed the man. “Have you taken any narcotics?”

The man cocked his head. “I had to.”

“Did you?” I frowned.

He glanced nervously. “Have the hounds gone?”

“Do you know his name?” I asked.

“He has no ID. Won’t tell me his name.” Royce sighed. “I’m hoping his prints are in the system.”

“I’d say that’s a safe bet,” Lucas said.

The homeless guy mumbled, “None of my business.”

River leaned toward Royce. “Not to interrupt, but when do we get out of this hellhole?”

“Yeah, I’d love to know that as well,” I said.

“Not surprisingly, the local authorities are overrun with emergency calls.” Royce let out a tired breath. “But because of the seriousness of our situation, they’re pulling some of their resources from other parts of the state to help out.”

“What does that mean?” Girdy asked, frowning.

“It means we have to wait a little longer for help,” Lucas said quietly.

Royce flicked his gaze to mine, looking uneasy. “Yeah. They’re sending state troopers, but they’re not close. It’ll be morning before they get here.”

I gritted my teeth. “I see.”

“Sorry, Max.” Royce looked guilty.

“It’s not your fault.” 

“It’s my fault you’re here,” he said gruffly.

“It’s fine. I’m fine.”

River’s tone was peevish as he said, “We’re all suffering. Not just Max.”

“I know,” Royce murmured, giving River an assessing look. “But I’m talking to Max right now, if that’s okay with you?”

River shrugged, running a hand over his hair. “I’m just saying this has been trying for all of us.”

“What do we do with this guy until help arrives?” Lucas asked.

“We’ll keep him restrained for everyone’s safety.” Royce rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t want him stabbing anyone.”

“Did he confess to killing Santiago?” Girdy asked.

“Well.” Royce grimaced. “He says he killed a demon. Not sure how to translate that. Did he hurt Santiago thinking he was a demon? I have no idea. We’ll have to wait for forensics to tell us some stuff.”

“When help finally does arrive,” River interrupted, “how will we get across the river?”

Royce said, “I’m not exactly sure what they have planned.”

“Maybe they’ll send a helicopter to rescue us?” River looked hopeful.

Royce grimaced. “I doubt it.”

River’s tone seemed disappointed. “But the DPS has helicopters for rescue.”

“They do, you’re right. But I think things are being handed off to the Houston fire department. They’re going to be in charge of getting the civilians in the group to safety. I’m sure they have a plan to deal with the river. They know our situation.”

Frustration fluttered through River’s gaze. “You’d think the fact that a man has been murdered on the property would make us a priority.”

“I can’t tell them how to run things, River. I just have to wait like the rest of you.” Royce glanced around. “Did I see Richard heading toward the river earlier?”

“Yes.” I scowled. “He slithered off during the altercation with Dakota.”

Royce frowned. “Did he come back?”

“Not that I saw.” If Richard was at the bottom of the river, I wasn’t sure I’d care. But I wouldn’t say that out loud. Royce probably wouldn’t approve.

Mona walked up. “Royce, Lucas, I owe you a debt of gratitude for what you two did. I’ll never be able to repay you for helping Dakota.”

“Thanks aren’t necessary.” Lucas looked embarrassed.

Royce nodded. “We did what anyone would do under the circumstances.”

Except Richard.

“I don’t agree. I believe you two and Jax went above and beyond. Words can’t express my feelings.”

Both men looked uncomfortable. 

“Anyway… uh… I’ve told everyone to head inside where it’s warm.” Mona glanced at the homeless man, and pity warred with anger in her eyes. “What do we do with him?”

Royce grimaced. “I was thinking maybe the attic?”

“Really?” Mona looked less than thrilled.

“We’d have to strip the room of anything he could use to harm us or himself. But it’s either lock him up somewhere safe or watch him twenty-four seven.” Royce didn’t look happy at the idea of that.

“I suppose,” Mona murmured.

“It’s just for the night,” Royce nudged.

“Yes. I know you said the authorities should be here by morning.” She continued to eyeball the man. “I suppose it’s hard to feel charitable to a man who held my son at knifepoint.”

“I understand that.” Royce nodded.

Mona sighed. “But it’s probably the best way to keep him and us safe. I’ll go help Madison strip the room.”

“Thanks, Mona.” Royce smiled.

“Of course.” She turned and headed toward a group of people who were moving into the main house.

It took an hour or so for Mona to prepare the room upstairs. While we waited, Chloe brought the man some bread and hot soup. He ate the food hungrily, mumbling to himself the whole time.

Once the prisoner had been fed, Royce and I took him upstairs to the attic. Once inside the room, the guy sat on the bed, running his calloused hands over the silky comforter. His eyes were hooded, and he looked half-asleep. I wondered how long it had been since he’d slept in a real bed. Mona might have to burn the sheets after he slept in them. Odds were he had lice and other lovely varmints living on his body.

Leo had volunteered to sit outside the room to make sure the guy didn’t break out, and Royce took him up on his offer. We went downstairs and found everyone sitting in the living room, talking about what had happened.

“Elle made supper,” Mona said. “She figured everyone could use a good meal after a horrible day like today.”

“I hope you won’t be offended if I just go shower and hit the hay?” Royce asked, grimacing. “I’m beat, and tomorrow will be a long, trying day.”

“Of course I don’t mind. You do what you feel you need to.” Mona smiled warmly. “Truth be told, if I wasn’t the hostess, I’d probably sneak off and go sleep too.”

Royce gave a tired yet grateful smile. “Thanks, Mona.”

“I’m not hungry either,” I said. I truly wasn’t. All I could think about was sleep and possible rescue the next day. I’d had it up to my eyeballs with Giggly Elves Farm.

Royce met my gaze. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“I could make you boys a plate of something, and you could eat it in your cabin?” Mona raised her brows. “It’s no trouble.”

Royce shook his head. “I don’t think I’d be able to stay awake long enough to eat anything.”

“Me neither.” I wouldn’t have minded a glass of whiskey, but I was too tired to say so. Best to just go back to the cabin and get some sleep.

Mona gave a sympathetic smile. “I understand. I’m sure you boys haven’t had much rest. Maybe now that we’ve caught Santiago’s killer, you’ll actually be able to sleep.”

Royce just grunted. While everyone else on the farm seemed convinced the homeless man had stabbed Santiago, I knew Royce was waiting for forensic evidence before he made up his mind. 

When we got to our cabin, we showered together. There was no fooling around though. Neither one of us had the energy to do anything more than soap up, rinse off, and towel down. Once we got in the warm, soft bed, I rested my head on his chest, and he put his arm around me.

I assumed he’d fall asleep immediately, but he didn’t. After a few moments, he said softly, “Jax said he found Richard’s coat by the river.”

“Do you think he drowned? Is that why he never came back to the farmhouse?”

“I don’t know. I just know he never returned.”

“If he doesn’t turn up, will they drag the river to see if he’s… in there?”

“They might.”

“If he didn’t drown, where would he have gone? How far could he get dragging that suitcase?”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way?”

“I guess.” I hesitated. “Do you think the homeless guy killed Santiago?” I asked softly.

Royce didn’t respond right away. In fact, he took so long to answer, I thought he really had fallen asleep this time. But then he said in an uneasy voice, “The knife wasn’t the same.”

“The knife?”

“Yeah. It wasn’t the same as the one that killed Santiago.”

Shock rolled through me. “What?”

“I remember the other knife, and the one this guy threatened Dakota with was smaller. The handle is different.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. The homeless guy had an old-school fixed blade. The handle is gray canvas, so at a distance, it looks similar to the other one.”

“I thought it was the same,” I muttered.

“It’s not. The one that killed Santiago had a fixed blade as well, but it was slightly larger, and the handle was a silvery mother of pearl kind of thing.”

“Shit. I… I just saw a gray color and assumed it was the same.”

“Anyone might.”

I sat up on my elbow. “So, are you saying you’re positive the homeless guy didn’t kill Santiago?”

“Not exactly. But I am saying if he did kill Santiago, he used a different knife.”

“I see.” 

“He definitely could have killed Santiago. It’s possible he had more than one knife.”

“The guy barely had pants. His clothes were in rags, and he was literally starving. How would he afford two knives? It’s surprising he had one.”

“I know.” 

“If that guy didn’t kill Santiago, then the killer is still out there.”

“Yes.” He sighed. “If the killer is someone else, they probably think they’re in the clear right now.”

“What do we do?”

“I’m not sure. We definitely don’t share this information with anyone.”

“Well, I know that,” I huffed.

“Don’t get all mad,” he said patiently. “You might have told Girdy because you worry about her.”

“Oh, that… that’s true. Sorry.” I laughed sheepishly. 

“The less people who know what I’m thinking, the better.” He tugged me back down onto his chest. “We should get some sleep.”

“You just told me the killer might still be on the loose. Now you expect me to sleep?” I said wryly.

“The cavalry is coming in the morning. That means I’ll have backup. I’ll have help. In fact, they’ll be able to take this whole case off my hands. Let the local guys figure out who killed Santiago.”

“Since when are you happy to step away from a case?”

He exhaled roughly. “This has been a nightmare, Max. Way too much pressure. I don’t think I’ve slept a wink since this all started. Although, as exhausted as I am, I may not sleep a wink tonight either.”

I could clearly hear the strain in his voice. “Why not?”

“I guess it concerns me that if Santiago’s killer isn’t the homeless guy, then the actual killer is still out there. I’m uneasy that he or she might know that I know the knife the homeless guy had today was different.”

“I thought you said the killer probably thought they were in the clear right now?”

“I did say that, but criminals are paranoid. Paranoid people are dangerous.”

I shivered. “You’re freaking me out.”

“Sorry.”

“No. It’s okay. I guess it’s best to know the score.” Although, I’d have probably preferred to be in the happy bubble I’d been in moments ago. When I’d thought the murderer was in custody.

There was a rustling sound near the front of the cabin. Every hair on my body stood on end. “Did… did you hear that?” I whispered.

Royce was already throwing back the covers by the time I finished speaking. He crept toward the door, and I slid out of bed, panic flooding me. Had the killer figured out that Royce knew their secret? Were they here to murder us in our sleep? 

Reaching for the handle, Royce yanked open the door and found Dakota huddled on the threshold. “Dakota?” Royce said, sounding shocked.

“Sheriff.” Dakota stood, looking over his shoulder, his eyes wide. “The night visitors are back.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Royce

I helped Dakota up. “Where?”

The boy swallowed hard. “The reindeer barn.”

Max frowned. “How would they be back? How could they cross the river?”

“I don’t know, but I saw lights down at the reindeer barn.”

Max grimaced. “Do you think they’re trying to hide Santiago’s body before the police arrive tomorrow?”

“Not sure why they’d bother,” I said.

“If so, I pity them. It’s been several days since Santiago died. His body is going to be… ripe. Cold weather or not, you can only delay decomposition so long.”

I cringed. “Do you know how many of them there are, Dakota?”

Dakota shook his head. “No. I just saw flashlights, and I heard voices.”

“Okay, I’ll go check it out.” I moved back inside the cabin and partially closed the door so I had some privacy as I dressed quickly. I also slipped my backup piece, a Kahr P380 that I’d brought instead of my main weapon, into my back pocket. I had no idea what I was going to run into, and I’d feel better if I was armed.

Max came inside, looking annoyed. “I hope you don’t think you’re going down there alone?” As he spoke, he too began to dress in jeans and a flannel shirt.

I hesitated. “Max, I don’t want you to come with me.”

“Excuse me? You can’t go down there alone. Who knows how many there are? It’s probably the killer. I’m not letting you handle this by yourself.”

“Max, I’m a cop,” I growled. “I’m supposed to handle this.”

“Well…” He shrugged. “I’m handling it with you. I’m… a concerned citizen.”

Gritting my teeth, I headed toward the door. “You’re staying here.”

“Nope.” He slipped on his jacket, his mouth a stubborn line.

“Max, come on,” I said, opening the door. I stepped out onto the porch, and Max followed.

“You’re the one who should… you know… come on. There could be ten guys down there. You can’t handle them alone.”

“Max, I’m armed.”

He looked surprised. “You are?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t know you brought a weapon.”

“I usually do.”

His gaze flickered. “Well, regardless, I think it’s best if you’re not alone.”

“Realistically, Max, how much help would you really be?”

He looked offended. “I’m better than literally no one.”

“Are you though? If you’re with me, then I’ll have to worry about you.”

He sighed. “Well, I don’t want to stay here worrying about you.”

“I don’t have time to argue,” I rasped, jumping down the steps in one move. “Dakota, go back to the main house. Now.”

“Yes, sir.” Dakota took off at a full run in the direction of the house.

I glanced up at Max. “For the last time, Max, go with Dakota. I can handle this. You’ll only get in my way.”

He scrambled down the steps, his jaw set stubbornly. “Sorry. I’m coming. I’ll try to stay out of your way.”

“You’re like a tick sometimes, Max,” I grumbled. I turned and headed in the direction of the reindeer barn. It was probably a good thing the ground was so soggy; it made creeping along the path quieter than usual.

As we neared the barn, I heard voices. I inched along the tree line, scanning the front of the building. I couldn’t make out the voices enough to know if I recognized them or not. I needed to get closer.

I gave Max a stern look over my shoulder and whispered, “Stay here. I’m going to go check it out.”

“I want to come,” he hissed.

“Please, Max, I’m begging you. Just… stay here for now. I… I can’t do my job if I’m worried about you. Please.”

The stubborn line of his jaw softened. “Fine, but… if I hear anything that makes me think you’re in trouble, I’m coming in.”

Sighing, I nodded. I knew arguing wouldn’t help, and time was ticking. I turned away from him and crept slowly toward the side of the barn. There was a window, but it had holiday paint on it, giving it the illusion of snow. I inched toward the main door, my heart thumping against my ribs. I had no idea what I was about to find.

The voices stopped suddenly, and the sounds of a struggle came to me from inside the building. I pulled my weapon out, and as I moved quickly toward the entrance to the reindeer barn, I heard grunting. I was about to open the door when there was a horrible groan. It was almost like the squeal a pig might make when being slaughtered. The hairs on the back of my neck stiffened, and I prepared to push inside the barn. I didn’t tug out the flashlight I had in my jacket though. I didn’t want to make myself a lighted target, in case someone was waiting for me inside.

As I pushed inside the barn, the first thing I noticed was the smell, no doubt coming from Santiago’s body. Covering my nose, I tried not to gag. I scanned the area for whoever I’d heard talking. Along the back of the building were stalls. There was a flashlight lying in the hay, pointing up at the rafters overhead. My mouth went dry when I noticed the body of someone lying on the ground. I’d heard more than one voice earlier, so I wanted to proceed with caution. I decided I needed light now, so I tugged my flashlight out and flicked it on. It lit the area in a golden glow, but I didn’t see anyone else.

Adrenaline pumped through my veins as I slowly advanced toward the body on the ground. Every little sound in the barn had my skin itching to leave. Cop or not, few things got to me like entering a building and not knowing who might be waiting to pounce. 

When I reached the person who lay on the ground, I gently kicked them with my foot. “Hey. You okay?” I kept glancing around warily, afraid someone was lurking.

The person on the ground didn’t respond. I gritted my teeth and knelt down, still looking over my shoulder every few seconds. I carefully shook the person, but there was no response. They were lying facedown, and when I slowly rolled them over, I found Richard staring up at me with vacant eyes. There was a knife sticking out of his throat, and I clamped my teeth to stop from reacting too much at the garish sight. There was so much blood, I felt nauseous, but I needed to stay focused. 

A chill went through me when I recognized the knife as the same one that had stabbed Santiago. The pearl handle gleamed in the beam of my flashlight as I moved to check his wrist for a pulse. I knew he was gone, but I had to make it official. I felt no flutter that might indicate life, and judging by the amount of blood, I wasn’t surprised he was dead.

I stood and swung around when I heard the scrape of a boot near the door. I lifted my weapon and flashlight simultaneously and found Max standing in the doorway. His eyes were fixed on my gun but then dropped to Richard’s body behind me. Max pulled a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and covered his nose.

“Is that Richard?” he asked, his voice muffled.

“Yes.”

He moved toward me, and he crouched beside the body, no doubt checking for vital signs. “Shit,” he said under his breath. “He’s dead.”

“Yeah, I know.” I moved toward the back of the building, remembering there was a storage room. A quick sweep of the small room with my flashlight revealed no one hiding. There was a back door, and I moved toward that cautiously. Whoever had stabbed Richard must have fled through that door. “Did you see anyone leave the building?” I asked.

“No. To be fair, I was focused on you though.” Max joined me, his expression grim.

“I guess this solves the question of whether or not the homeless guy killed Santiago.”

“Yeah. That’s true.” Max shifted uneasily. “Do you think we could get out of here? The smell is making me want to vomit.”

I nodded and headed toward the back door. It wasn’t locked, and when I pushed it open, it made no squeaking sounds at all. I had a feeling someone had oiled the hinges on purpose. Non-squeaking hinges were a rarity on an old building like this. Whoever had taken the time to do that had probably wanted to come and go without drawing attention.

Behind the building was a small clearing. Just beyond the grassy area was a wall of trees. I shined my light on the trees, but there were no glittering eyes staring back at me. How could someone have stabbed Richard and exited the building so swiftly? It had to be someone very familiar with the reindeer barn. Someone who apparently knew the back door didn’t squeak?

Max walked up behind me. “Why do you think they’d kill Richard?”

“I have no idea. As people go, Santiago and Richard couldn’t have been more different.” 

“I agree,” Max said softly. “Santiago was a womanizer, and Richard was an asshole. Perhaps the killer just doesn’t like assholes or womanizers.”

“Could be.” Max stayed outside in the fresh air while I went back to Richard’s body. I searched the immediate area around his corpse, hoping there might be some clue as to the identity of the killer. I couldn’t find anything that stood out, but I did notice that Richard’s right hand was clenched.

Frowning, I knelt down. Usually I’d never touch a body without gloves on, but in this situation, I had to wing it. Clenching my jaw, I took hold of his still-warm hand. It didn’t take much to pry his fingers open since he’d died so recently. In the palm of his hand, I found a tiny silver ball. Or was it a pumpkin? I held it up to the light of my flashlight, turning it. At the top of the silver ball, a piece of metal protruded. Was that a bale? I rubbed my finger along the bottom edge of the ball, noticing it was jagged, as if something had broken off. 

I stood, continuing to examine the ball. If I’d just found it on the ground near the body, perhaps it wouldn’t have had any significance. If it had been in the hay, it might have been there for decades. But the fact it was clutched in Richard’s hand made it a very significant, although mystifying, clue.

Tucking it in my pocket, I headed toward the back door where Max was. I stepped outside and sucked in clean air, shuddering. Once I felt less nauseated, I met Max’s curious gaze. “I found something in his hand.”

Max frowned and moved closer. “You mean stuck in his hand?”

“No, clenched in his hand.”

Max raised his brows. “Seriously?”

I dug it out of my pocket and showed it to him. 

He wrinkled his brow, leaning closer. “Is that a diamond?”

“No. I think it’s sterling silver.”

He nodded. “Oh, yeah. I see it better now. Huh.”

“He must have grabbed it off of the killer.”

“Okay.” Max straightened. “The internet is working. Maybe you can do a search or something.”

I grimaced. “What would I search? Small silver ball?”

“There’s no serial number or anything?”

“Not that I can see.” In the trees overhead, an owl hooted.

Max shivered. “Do you think we should go up to the main house?”

“Yes. I want to know if anyone was out wandering around. Maybe someone saw something this time.” 

“Okay. Let’s go.” He glanced around at the dark trees. “For once, I don’t think I’ll mind being around people.”

I gave a weak smile. “Let me just lock up the barn.” I went back inside and went into the storage room. I searched through the shelves and found some Christmas wrapping paper. I went in to where Richard’s body was, and I knelt down. It felt all wrong to disturb the body in any way, but I couldn’t risk the knife disappearing again like last time. There could very easily be prints on the handle, and I needed to try and preserve those if possible. I cautiously pulled the knife from Richard’s throat, gagging at the sound it made and the blood that seeped from the open wound. I carefully wrapped the knife in the paper, and I rose.

Once I felt pretty sure I wasn’t going to throw up, I moved toward the back door and locked it. Then I headed to the front door of the barn. I stepped outside and slipped the chain and padlock back on the door. I wasn’t locking the barn up to keep the murderer out. It was obvious the killer could get inside at will. The padlock and chain hadn’t kept them out. But locking the building would keep other people out, and the fewer people who trampled through the murder scene, the better. 

I moved around the building, and Max joined me. “Ready?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

Our breaths were visible as we headed toward the main house. Max slipped his arm through mine as we walked. The fresh smell of pine trees and the clear night sky might have been romantic any other time. Instead, we were walking through the dark night with a killer on the loose. I could hardly believe what a nightmare this festive holiday had turned into. I’d had such high hopes, and it had been nothing but a shitshow from the moment we got on the bus in Rainy Dale. I was sure Max couldn’t wait to get the hell out of here, and I couldn’t wait either.

“We should get to go home tomorrow, right?” Max asked softly, as if reading my mind.

“You guys will. I might have to stay a while longer.”

He stopped walking. “Why?”

I sighed. “Because I’m responsible for the crime scene, which is pretty much what this entire farm is at the moment.”

“But how long would you have to stay?” He sounded unnerved.

“I don’t know. As long as they need me.”

“You’re not solving the case though, right? The local police would do that?”

I blew out a shaky breath. “I sure as hell hope so, Max. I’ve had about all I can take of this place. I… I just want to go home.”

His expression softened, and he wrapped his arms around me. “Me too. I hate it here. I love you, Royce, but I really, really don’t want to ever come back here.”

I laughed gruffly, pulling back to study his face in the moonlight. “I’m sorry for bringing you here.”

He tilted his head. “I’m sure it would have been great… if not for… you know… the killer part.”

I groaned and started walking again. “Speaking of which, we should get inside the house.”

“One of them is a killer. I can’t quite wrap my head around that.”

“Me neither, but it’s probably a fact.”

“Maybe the homeless guy broke out and he’s the one who killed Richard.”

I grimaced. “I highly doubt that. Leo took shifts with Jameson keeping an eye on him. I’m sure someone would have told me if he escaped.”

We reached the main house, and from inside, the sound of laughter and Christmas music floated down the steps. It was obvious everyone felt safe and happy, believing the killer had been caught. We were about to barge in and burst their bubble. I felt guilt, even though I knew it wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t just pretend Richard hadn’t been murdered.

Moving up the steps, movement caught my eyes. I glanced over and saw Jax entering the house from a side door farther down on the porch. My heart raced as I tried to think of a reason he’d be out this late at night. It was completely possible his reason was mundane. Just because he’d been outside didn’t make him Richard’s killer. But it definitely meant I knew who I wanted to talk to first.

Max must have noticed him too because he said softly, “Jax just walked in the house.”

“Yes.” I opened the front door for Max.

He brushed past me, his face tense. I followed him into the house, and everyone turned to look at us.

“I thought you boys had gone to bed?” Mona smiled warmly.

“Uh, no,” I started, not sure how to tell everyone the dreadful news.

She waved us in. “Well, come in. We’re about to watch It’s a Wonderful Life.”

Elle was sitting next to her on the couch. “I made buttered popcorn and hot chocolate.”

Girdy was sitting on Todd’s lap, smiling at us. “You two should definitely join us.”

Hermina sighed. “We wanted to do something fun on our last night here.” She glanced up toward the ceiling and whispered, “Now that the bad man has been caught.”

Chloe came in from the direction of the dining room. She made a beeline for her mother, and she sat down on the couch with her. Elle put her arm around her daughter. “Hey there, sweetie. You made it just in time.”

“Of course,” Chloe said brightly. “This was Dad’s favorite movie. I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

She seemed a little stiffer than usual. My gaze slid to Jax, who was leaning in the doorway to the dining room. Had he been bothering her again? Chloe had come from that direction. If he’d been harassing her, I hoped she’d speak up.

Jax too seemed unusually stiff. When he was near the guests, he usually joked around a lot. He could be very entertaining when he put in effort. But he was just standing in the doorway, looking distracted.

“You need to tell them before they start the movie,” Max said softly.

He was right, of course, but guilt ate at me as I watched them helping themselves to popcorn and giggling happily. I was about to shatter their holiday spirit, big-time.

“Are you going to sit?” Mona asked.

River patted the spot next to him. “I have room next to me, Royce.” He cleared his throat. “And Max.”

“Could he be more obvious?” Max muttered.

I sucked in a shaky breath and prepared to ruin their evening. I had no choice. “Folks, I have something I need to tell you,” I said.

Penelope laughed. “Why do you look so serious, Sheriff? This is a Christmas party. Smile.”

“Unfortunately, I have some bad news.” 

Penelope’s smile faded. “Really? Are the police not coming for us tomorrow?”

“They’re not coming?” Hermina widened her eyes. “But why?”

“I didn’t say they weren’t coming,” I said.

“The police are still coming tomorrow,” Max said over their murmuring. “That isn’t what Royce needs to tell you.”

“Oh, thank goodness.” Penelope pressed her hand to her chest. “That would have been just about the worst news ever.”

Wanna bet?

“I… I know that we were all pretty shook up about what happened today with Dakota and the homeless man.” Looking at their unsuspecting faces was torture. “But I’m afraid there’s been another murder. Richard has been killed.”

A hush fell over the room.

“I’m sorry, I know that you probably all thought things were safe now, but I’m afraid that’s just not the case.” I sighed. “We all need to stay paired up until tomorrow. No one should be alone right now.”

“But I thought Richard had drowned?” Amelia asked quietly.

“We didn’t know that for certain. We simply found his jacket by the river. Maybe he put it there to make us think he drowned. I don’t know.” I raked a shaky hand through my hair. “All I know is Richard is most certainly dead now.”

“How?” Elle asked. “How did he die?”

I shook my head, trying to find a way to say things without sounding so grim. 

“He was stabbed.” Max’s voice cut across the quiet room. “Same as Santiago.”

Several people gasped.

“I don’t understand.” Hermina’s eyes were wide and startled. “Why is someone hurting us? Are they planning on picking us off one by one? Will we all be dead by morning?”

I shook my head. “Nothing will happen to us so long as we stick together. All we’re talking about is one night, right? I promise you, this person will be found and punished.”

“Do you think it’s one of us?” Chloe asked, her face pale.

Elle scowled. “I don’t believe that for a minute. It has to be someone from the outside.”

“How though?” Mona frowned. “We’re the only ones here. The river has been impassable.”

“The homeless man got through,” Ezra said. “If he could get on the property, others could too.”

“That was a fluke,” Mona said. 

“Was it? Maybe there’s a whole homeless encampment out on the property.” Ezra stroked his beard, looking thoughtful. “It’s not like we’d know.”

I held up my hand. “I… I don’t think it’s a random homeless person.”

“Why not?” Jax asked suddenly.

I turned to glance at him and found he’d moved closer, his gaze guarded. “Because it was the same knife that killed Santiago.”

“What does that prove?” Jax challenged. 

I studied him. “It proves nothing. But whoever it was who killed Richard had a key to the padlock on the reindeer barn. Odds are that person isn’t a random homeless person.”

“They had a key?” Mona looked startled. “That’s not… possible. I gave you the key, Royce.”

“Yeah. Obviously there are other keys,” I said gruffly.

The group muttered uneasily for a few moments.

“Once the local cops get here, they’ll be able to hunt down things I can’t begin to. Fingerprints. DNA. They’ll be able to trace the knife used in the murders possibly. The killer will be caught.”

“Thank goodness,” Elle said. “The sooner, the better.”

I cleared my throat and prepared for things to get really uncomfortable. “Who was missing from the group about a half hour ago?” I asked. “Most of you were in here picking a movie, but who wasn’t here?”

Max turned to Jax. “We saw you come in right as we did.”

“So?” Jax’s gaze was defiant. “It’s not illegal to walk on the property.”

“You used to be one of the few people Richard talked to, Jax.” I held his gaze.

“And your point is?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Whoever stabbed Richard had to be someone who he didn’t feel threatened by. The killer was someone who could get close enough to him to stab him.”

Jax gave a harsh laugh. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. You think I killed Richard?”

“You were friendly with him, and you were out on the property during the time of the stabbing.” I pinned him with my gaze.

“I wouldn’t say we were friendly,” Jax said.

“Okay, but you were outside just now.”

“So were you and your boyfriend,” he rasped. “You don’t see me throwing accusations around.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance have a key to the padlock on the reindeer barn, would you?” I asked, ignoring his comment about me and Max.

Jax’s face tightened. “I might have one. I have keys to just about everything around here. I have to because I handle a lot of stuff.”

“He’s not wrong.” Ezra scowled. “Jax does handle a lot of things for the farm.”

“I didn’t think about the fact Jax had a key.” Mona frowned. 

“Come on, Mona, you know I’d never do anything to hurt the farm,” Jax said calmly. “You’re letting the sheriff get in your head.”

Dakota was sitting beside his mom. He hadn’t said one word the entire conversation, but now he turned to Jax and said, “I’ve seen you at night, Jax.”

Jax held Dakota’s gaze. “What are you talking about?”

Looking sick, Dakota said, “I… I’ve seen you with strangers who come on our property at night.”

I was surprised Dakota was bringing that up, but it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It was something that needed to be brought out in the open. 

Red spears of color hovered on Dakota’s cheeks. “You say you wouldn’t do anything to hurt the farm, but… but then why were you letting those strangers go into our barn and take things?”

“Now, Dakota, you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jax sputtered.

“Then tell us what you were doing late at night,” Max said. “If it’s nothing, it won’t be hard to explain away.”

Jax took a step back. “Look, that stuff… it has nothing to do with murder.”

“What does it have to do with?” Mona demanded. “What possible reason would you have for letting strangers onto our property at night?”

Leo stood up, his face hard. “You should come clean, Jax. Otherwise, I’ll have to tell Mona what you’ve been up to.”

Mona frowned at Leo. “You know what he’s been doing?”

Shame washed over Leo’s face. “I had my reasons for holding my tongue. But if another person has died, well, there comes a time when even if the truth can damage people I love, I have to speak up.”

Jax’s eyes were cold as he watched Leo. “Really, Leo? You wanna go there?”

“Yeah, Jax. You’ve held that secret over my head long enough. I’m sick to death of being afraid. The reality is two people have lost their lives in that barn, and whether I get fired or not, you need to be stopped.”

“I didn’t kill anybody,” Jax said harshly. 

“What is Leo talking about, Jax?” Mona sounded almost scared. 

Jax swallowed hard. “I didn’t kill anybody, Mona. You have to believe me. I’m no killer.”

I faced him. “What are you, then? Because you’re definitely up to something. You were at the reindeer barn this evening, weren’t you, Jax?”

“Says who?” Jax’s voice wobbled.

“You used your key to let Richard into the barn. Why?”

Jax’s face was red, and he gave an uneasy look toward Mona. “I didn’t let him in the barn tonight. I swear on my life.”

“Richard wasn’t the type to come to a place like Giggly Elves Farm. He didn’t come here for a vacation. He came here to meet up with you, right, Jax?” I studied him. “Why?”

Jax slumped slightly, looking sick. “Why couldn’t you just keep your mouth shut, Leo? You’re ruining my life.”

“Leo might be doing you a favor, Jax. Right now, you’re my prime suspect in the murders of Richard and Santiago.” I frowned. “Give me another reason why you were down at the reindeer barn tonight.”

“Stop badgering him,” Chloe said softly. “You’re all ganging up on him.”

Dakota scowled at her. “Why are you defending him?”

“You should be defending him, not throwing him under the bus,” she snapped. “He saved your life today, Dakota. Doesn’t that mean anything? It means a lot to me that you’re alive because of Jax.”

Guilt washed over Dakota’s face. “Yes. I… I’m grateful to Jax. But if he’s doing something to hurt the farm, well, I want to know that.”

“It’s okay, Chloe,” Jax said softly. “You don’t need to defend me. I’ll tell the sheriff what I’ve been doing. It doesn’t seem I have much choice.”

Chloe looked like she was about to cry, but she didn’t speak.

Jax turned to me. “You’re right. Richard came here to meet up with me.”

“Why?” I asked.

Sighing, Jax shrugged. “Because he was here to pick up drugs and take them back with him to Nevada.”

“What?” Mona asked sharply.

“Richard was hired by my employer to transport drugs.” Jax shrugged.

“I thought I was your employer?” Mona said harshly.

Jax sighed. “I’ve been moonlighting with a second job. Let’s just say, it pays a heck of a lot better.”

Ezra blinked at Jax, looking confused. “You’ve been dealing drugs on our farm?”

“Well, the farm is really more of a holding area.” Jax gritted his teeth. “Things were working great for years too, until the storm from hell descended.”

“Years?” Mona mumbled. “You’ve been doing this for years on my farm?”

Jax raised his brows. “Sorry?”

“Arrogant little shit,” Leo muttered.

“I knew he was up to no good. Didn’t I tell you, Mona? Didn’t I tell you to fire him?” Elle shook her head. “I hope you rot in jail for killing those men.”

“No.” Jax shook his head vigorously. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

“Liar.” Elle glared.

“I’m a drug trafficker, not a killer.”

I studied Jax, inclined to believe him. He’d never seemed vicious. He was mouthy and opinionated, and he was obviously a user. But I’d never seen any indication he was a violent person. “I’ll bet you know who did kill those men, don’t you?”

His face closed, and his mouth thinned. “No.”

“Were you there when Richard was stabbed?”

His face flinched. “No.”

“Are you lying to me, Jax?”

“Nope.”

Gianna spoke for the first time. “Santiago was amazing. How could you kill such a beautiful soul, Jax?”

“I didn’t,” he grated.

“You’re going to go away for a long, long time, Jax. Murderers belong behind bars. Justice will prevail,” Penelope wailed.

“You’ll never see the light of day, murderer,” Amelia hissed.

Chloe started quietly crying, and a muscle worked in Jax’s cheek. He blew out a tired breath, and he shook his head, muttering to himself. Then he puffed out his chest and said, “Fine. Yeah, I killed Santiago and Richard, and they both had it coming. Can we be done now?”


Chapter Fourteen

 

Maxwell

Did he just confess to both murders?

Jax’s sudden confession gave me whiplash. One second he was professing his innocence, and the next announcing he was a cold-blooded killer? Audible gasps filled the room, and everyone started whispering furiously.

“I knew it,” Amelia said, recovering first.

Chloe cried louder, and Dakota looked mortified.

I met Royce’s skeptical gaze. “Are you buying this?” I asked.

Royce grimaced and fished the little silver ball he’d collected from Richard’s hand. “While I think what you’re doing is oddly chivalrous, Jax, I don’t think you’re telling the truth.”

Jax scowled. “Yes I am.”

“Do you wear jewelry, Jax?” Royce asked.

Blinking with confusion, Jax repeated, “Do I wear jewelry?”

“Yes.”

Jax chuffed. “No. Why would I wear jewelry?”

“Lots of guys do,” Gianna said. “You’re making it sound like a bad thing.”

“I’m simply saying, I don’t wear jewelry.” Jax shook his head. “I have better things to spend my money on.”

“Which is why I don’t think you’re actually the killer,” Royce said.

Looking muddled, Jax asked, “I’m not following.”

Royce held up the tiny silver sphere. “I believe Richard struggled with the killer and managed to grab this off of the murderer right before they stabbed him.”

Jax squinted at the silver ball. “I have no idea what that is.”

“I think it is a part of a necklace.” Royce scanned the room. “Anybody missing a necklace or a pendant?”

“A necklace?” Elle’s voice was hushed.

Mona stood and moved closer. She studied the sterling ball in the palm of his hand, different emotions fluttering across her face. She lifted her gaze to Royce’s, and there was obvious pain.

“Have you seen this before, Mona?” Royce asked.

She swallowed. “I’m not sure.”

She was lying. Even I could see that. Why? Was she protecting someone? I scanned the room, and everyone looked uneasy. Some more than others. 

“Come on, Mona, it’s not that complicated of a question.” Royce frowned, moving the little ball around in the palm of his hand.

“I don’t think I’ve seen it,” whispered Mona.

“You sure?” Royce asked.

“I don’t get it. I confessed. Why are you still asking questions?” Jax moved closer. “Shouldn’t you cuff me or something? Who knows, maybe I’ll get the urge to kill again.”

“I ain’t worried,” Royce said.

Hermina came over, and she peered at the silver ball. “I feel like I have seen that somewhere. I don’t remember where though. It was different though. It had a word stuck on the bottom. U something. Universe? No that’s not it. It was a word though.”

“Yeah, something broke off,” Royce said.

“Gosh, where was it I saw that?” Hermina tapped her chin.

Elle made no move to come over. She sat beside Chloe, her face pale and tense. Chloe had her head down, but she’d stopped crying now. 

One by one, most of the people in the room slowly came over and stared at the silver ball to see if they could place it. Elle continued to sit where she was, staring at Royce. 

Obviously, Royce noticed that Elle was acting oddly. He gave her plenty of time to come over, but when she didn’t, he approached her. He knelt down in front of Elle, and in a gentle voice, he asked, “Elle, do you recognize this?”

Elle shook her head, but a tear slipped down her rosy cheek.

“Oh, Mama,” Chloe said, tears rolling down her face again. “I’m sorry.”

“Be quiet,” Elle said gruffly. “Just be quiet, Chloe.”

“Leave her alone,” Jax said harshly. “I told you, I killed those men. It was me. Leave her the hell alone, Sheriff.”

“I can’t do that,” Royce said quietly.

Chloe wiped roughly at her eyes and let out a little whimper. “It’s mine, okay? It’s from my necklace. Daddy gave it to me.”

“Be quiet,” Elle practically screamed. “Just shut up, Chloe.”

“No, Mama. I… I can’t let Jax or anyone take the blame for something I did.”

Elle covered her face, and her shoulders shook with sobs. “Why? Why, Chloe?”

“Don’t cry,” Chloe whimpered.

Royce stood, looking down at them. “Why would part of your necklace be in Richard’s hand, Chloe?”

“Because I killed him,” she whispered.

There was a stunned silence.

Royce asked softly, “Why?”

“He wasn’t a good man.” She looked up at Royce. “I know that’s no excuse, but he really was a terrible person.”

“You killed Santiago too?” Royce asked.

Chloe hesitated but then nodded. “Yes.”

“Why?” Royce narrowed his eyes.

“I was protecting Jax.” Her voice wobbled. “I’m in love with Jax.”

Jax made a strangled sound. “Now, Chloe, I… I told you that’s not true.” He turned to the room at large. “She doesn’t even know what love is. She’s just got a crush, that’s all.”

“A crush you encouraged,” Elle hissed.

Jax shook his head. “No, Elle. I’m serious. Even that time in the kitchen, she kissed me. I made a mistake, and I let it go too far that night, but I never let anything else happen again. I swear, Elle, I was a perfect gentleman with her.”

I had trouble believing the “gentleman” thing. But I didn’t doubt Chloe was infatuated with Jax. He was handsome, and he came off smooth. Worldly. Probably to an eighteen-year-old girl who’d led a fairly sheltered life, he seemed exciting.

“It’s not a crush,” Chloe said. “I killed for you, Jax. How can you say it’s just a crush?”

Jax held out his hands. “Just stop talking, Chloe.” He turned to Royce. “I’ve already confessed. Shouldn’t that trump her statement?”

“This isn’t a game of poker, Jax.” Royce scowled.

“No, I know, but… she’s just a kid.” Jax turned to look at Chloe. “Leave her out of this.”

Royce hardened his jaw. “I can’t do that.”

“I don’t want to be left out of it.” Chloe straightened her shoulders. “I’m not a kid. I’m a woman, and I did what I did for love.”

“Oh, geez.” Jax winced.

“What exactly did you do… for love?” Royce asked quietly. “Why kill Santiago?”

“I didn’t want to kill him. He wasn’t so bad.” Chloe grimaced.

Royce studied her. “So then, why do it?”

“Santiago stumbled on Richard and Jax in the reindeer barn. He saw the drugs. He promised Jax he wouldn’t say anything. Jax even gave him some money to keep him quiet.” She sighed. “But Santiago changed his mind. He said the right thing to do was to tell you, Sheriff. I… I couldn’t let that happen.”

I frowned. “Were you in on the drug thing, Chloe?”

She widened her eyes. “Oh, heavens, no.”

Jax scowled. “You think I’d cut a young girl in on the action?”

“Then how did she know Santiago discovered the drugs? How did she know he promised not to tell but then changed his mind?” I asked.

Chloe gave Jax a longing glance. “I… I know everything Jax does.”

Jax looked uneasy. “I didn’t know that she followed me around. I knew she liked me, but I didn’t know she was literally tailing me. Not until Santiago got… killed.”

“I’m pretty good at staying hidden,” Chloe said softly.

Her matter-of-fact voice sent a chill down my spine.

“Why did you kill Richard?” Royce asked.

Her mouth thinned. “He tried… well, he tried to have sex with me.” Her face was pink. “Against my will. Mama had me take a plate of food to him, and he started pawing me. It was disgusting.”

Jax scowled. “You should have just told me, Chloe. I’d have handled him.”

“I didn’t need your help.” She frowned. “I… I handled him.”

I squinted at her. “You murdered him because he tried to have sex with you?”

She shook her head. “Not just that. He wanted to cut Jax out of all the money. He actually told me that to my face. He said he and Jax were in business together, but that we could cut Jax out and keep all the drugs and money for ourselves. Like I would want that.”

“And that made you angry?” Royce said.

“Of course. What made him think I’d turn on Jax? He was the outsider.” She frowned. “He was telling me all these lies about how he’d take care of me. He actually thought I was so stupid, or naïve, that I’d believe that? I felt so angry that he thought he could just come here and what? Use me? Because I’m a country bumpkin or something? I… I felt bad about Santiago but not Richard.”

“Was it you who destroyed the guest’s phones?” I asked.

She nodded, looking sheepish. “I kind of forgot about the fact the staff all have phones. After I… killed Santiago, I panicked. I wasn’t thinking straight. I was so happy when the sheriff said there was no cell phone signal. I… I couldn’t believe my luck. I felt like God wanted me to get away with it.”

“I don’t think that was God,” I muttered.

“Why did you go back for the knife after killing Santiago?” Royce asked.

Chloe sighed. “It was Jax’s knife. I didn’t want anything to lead back to him.”

I asked, “Why did you have Jax’s knife?”

She gave a funny little smile. “I like to take things of his sometimes.”

“You encouraged her.” Elle glowered at Jax. “You had to have done something to make her think she was in love with you.”

“No. I didn’t,” Jax said gruffly. “I swear.”

“He didn’t touch me, but I wanted him to.” Chloe lifted her chin. “I’m not a little girl, Mama. That’s a fact.”

“Oh, Chloe.” Elle’s bottom lip trembled. 

“What happened tonight?” Royce asked. “Did you go there planning on killing Richard, Chloe?”

She shrugged. “I had to protect Jax.”

“So, you knew Richard wasn’t drowned?” Royce’s gaze was assessing.

“Yes. I knew he was meeting Jax tonight. They needed to get the drugs off the property before the cops come tomorrow. I also knew Richard would get there early because he liked to dip into the drugs when Jax wasn’t looking. I knew he’d be high and that would be my best chance to surprise him.”

“Asshole couldn’t stop pilfering.” Jax scowled. “He thought I didn’t know he’d steal bags and go use in the bushes. The guy was a mess.”

Chloe nodded. “That’s why I had to protect you, Jax.”

Jax pulled his teeth tight across his lips. “I wish you hadn’t have done it, honey.”

Shrugging, Chloe said, “What’s done is done.”

Royce asked, “How did you get in the barn? I have a key, and Jax had a key. Did you take Jax’s key?”

“No. There are three keys to that padlock. I have one. I got it out of Mona’s desk. I used to like to go in the reindeer barn and just think about things. But not now.” She shuddered. “I don’t want to go in there ever again.”

“Three keys?” Mona frowned. “I thought there were only two.”

“Nope.” Chloe shrugged. “There were definitely three.”

Hermina hugged Mary Puppins. “She seemed like such a sweet girl.”

Dakota looked heartbroken, but he didn’t speak.

Royce let out a tired sigh. “I don’t even know what to say. I really wish this wasn’t where things had landed.” He glanced at Elle. “I hope you know this isn’t easy for me to be in this position.”

She stared at him, resentment glittering in her eyes. “I don’t want to even look at you right now, Royce. You’ve destroyed my life and my baby girl’s life.”

Anger prickled me because I could see her words bothered Royce. “Your daughter murdered two men. Is Royce supposed to just pretend that didn’t happen?”

Royce glanced at me. “It’s okay, Max.”

“Not it’s not. She’s mad at you because her daughter slaughtered two men in cold blood. How is that your fault? It doesn’t matter if they weren’t nice people. That’s not the point. We don’t get to just kill people we don’t like.” I glanced at River.

River raised his brows. “Why are you looking at me?”

Mona said softly, “Max is right, Elle. I can’t imagine the pain you’re feeling, but it’s not fair to be mad at Royce. He’s just doing his job.”

“You’d have been happy for the sheriff to arrest any one of us if we’d killed those men. Your daughter isn’t above the law just because she’s your daughter.” Amelia scowled. “I loved Santiago. Maybe our relationship wasn’t perfect, but I loved him, and Chloe took him from me.”

Elle swallowed hard, still looking obstinate. But at least she didn’t say anything else mean to Royce.

“By rights, I should lock both of you up tonight.” Royce rubbed his jaw, weariness settling on his features.

“No,” Elle said, her tone now pleading. “Please, Royce. Please let Chloe stay with me tonight. It might be my last night at home with my daughter for a long time. I can’t bear it if you take her now.”

“You can lock me up, I don’t care,” Jax said. “But let Chloe be with her mom.”

Ezra looked shell-shocked. Probably because the man he’d looked up to was about to be arrested. “What in tarnation is happening? Has the world gone mad?”

Royce let out a shaky breath. “I hope I don’t regret this, Elle.”

“You won’t.” She put her arms around her daughter.

Chloe leaned against her mom, looking dejected. I wasn’t sure she completely grasped the situation. She kept casting longing glances toward Jax and sighing.

“Okay, I’m trusting you to not stab me in the back,” Royce said.

I wasn’t a fan of his choice of words.

Needless to say, movie night was canceled. Everyone dispersed to their cabins and rooms. Jameson volunteered to keep an eye on Jax for the night. Royce allowed it, even though I worried it was a bad idea. The two men were friendly and I worried Jax would convince Jameson to let him go. But Royce trusted Jameson, and it was his decision. Royce and I stayed behind with Mona and Leo. Ezra went to bed, apparently crushed that Jax wasn’t the man he’d thought he was. 

Leo broke out the whiskey, and the four of us sat down in the living room by the fire. We sat in silence for a long while, sipping our drinks and watching the orange flames greedily devour the wood.

Eventually, Royce said, “Jax didn’t tell your secret, Leo.”

Leo nodded. “No. He didn’t.”

“What was it you argued with Jax about in the barn that day?” I asked.

Leo grimaced. “I found the drugs in the barn. I took them, hoping to use them as leverage to make Jax stop using the farm for his illegal activities. In the end I caved. I couldn’t risk him doing or saying anything to hurt Mona. So I let him have them back.”

Mona sighed and took Leo’s hand in hers. He looked surprised, but she shrugged. “After a night like this, I don’t care what anyone thinks of me. If I want to hold your hand, I’m gonna hold your hand.”

A gentle smile touched Leo’s lips. “If you don’t mind, I don’t mind. Never have. Never will.”

She laughed. “He’s always like that. Says what he feels when he feels it.” Her smile faded. “I wish I’d been more like that when I was younger.”

Royce didn’t seem hugely surprised by the warmth between the two of them. He just sipped his whiskey, holding my hand.

“I’m gonna tell you two something I’ve never told a living soul,” Mona said. “Maybe it’s the whiskey, or maybe I’m just sick and tired of hiding things. I love Leo, and I always have.” Her cheeks were pink as she finished speaking.

“See, now was that so hard?” Leo asked.

“Yeah, actually, it was.” Mona grimaced. “Not because it isn’t true, but because I’ve hidden it for so long, it’s scary to say it out loud.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand why you married Ezra.”

Mona sighed. “I didn’t have much choice. This farm was my rightful inheritance, and the only way my father would let me have it was if I married Ezra.”

“I see.”

Leo said, “It’s no secret I’ve always loved Mona. If Ezra doesn’t see it, it’s because he doesn’t want to see it.”

“I agree,” Royce said.

Mona bit her bottom lip. “I… I’ve always loved Leo from the very beginning.” Her voice was hushed. “But my father didn’t approve.”

Royce said softly, “But that’s not the secret Jax threatened to tell, right?”

“No.” Mona winced.

“You don’t have to tell us,” Royce said. “But you can if you want.”

Mona sighed, her cheeks pink. “Part of me does want to tell you. I’m sick to death of being afraid all the time.”

“Afraid?” I asked. “Of what?”

“Of being judged.” Mona shrugged. “Of Dakota being judged.”

“I see.” I nodded.

“It was different times back then.” Mona grimaced. “These days probably no one would blink at what I’m about to say.”

I had an inkling of what she might be going to say, but she needed to say the words. It would be good for her to do it. Symbolic.

Mona looked around, her cheeks pink. “Dakota is…” She winced. “Dakota is… L… Leo’s son, not Ezra’s.”

“I had a feeling.” Royce nodded.

“Did you?” Mona’s laugh was self-conscious. “And here I thought I was such a great actress.”

“You are. But there were little things.” Royce shrugged.

I nodded. “I agree. A lot of things make sense to me now. Leo is so loving and protective of you and Dakota. You’re his family, even if it’s not on paper.”

“I like hearing that.” Leo smiled. “They are my family.”

“Do you think Ezra suspects?” Royce asked.

“I think he has moments when he wonders,” she said. “But he never really cared about having kids. He just wanted to have the money that came with marrying me. I needed him, and he needed me. It was more of a business arrangement than anything else. In order to claim my inheritance, I had to allow myself to be handed over to a man I’d never have picked in a million years.”

“He doesn’t seem to care about the farm,” I said.

“No. He just wants me to sell and move into the city.”

Leo sighed. “It’s not even that he wants to sell really. He wants me gone, that’s what he wants. If the ranch sells, he figures I’ll go away too. He’s jealous of me, even though he doesn’t really want Mona or Dakota.”

“How did Jax know something so personal?” I asked, frowning.

Leo winced. “I got drunk one time with him. Apparently, I spilled my guts. Jax could be fun, and I was stupid. I trusted him with a secret that had been burning a hole in my soul for decades.”

“When I threatened to fire him about a year ago, he threw that in my face.” Mona sighed. “I was terrified he’d tell Ezra, and Dakota’s life would be ruined.”

“But he’s still your son, Mona. The farm is still his by rights.” Royce frowned.

“Yes. But I wouldn’t want Ezra to reject him or tell him he’s a bastard child or something.”

“I find it interesting Jax didn’t spill your secret tonight.” I shook my head. “He’s a more complicated person than I gave him credit for. He was actually willing to take the fall for Chloe. I find that mind-boggling.”

Mona wrinkled her brow. “I agree. He comes off like a shallow, cocky type of man, but then he does something like risk his own life to save Dakota’s. I… I can’t help but feel grateful. He did so many shady things. Whether he blackmailed me to keep his job or not, I’ll always be thankful to him.”

“So are you two just going to live forever this way?” Royce asked, looking thoughtful. “Pretending to be less than you are?”

“I’m still afraid if the truth comes out about Dakota, Ezra will be cruel to him.” Mona bit her lip. 

I shrugged. “Ezra is cruel to Dakota now.”

“That’s true,” Leo said. “It’s painful to watch.”

I sighed. “My dad was a hard man, and I… I think if someone had told me that the man who seemed to hate me wasn’t my real dad?” I swallowed hard. “I think it would have been a relief. I’d have given anything to hear that man’s toxic blood didn’t run through my veins.”

Royce rubbed my back. “I’d probably feel the same way if I’d been in your shoes, Max.”

Leo watched me. “I never thought about it that way. I… I just figured it was better if Dakota thought Ezra was his dad. I thought it was best not to rock the boat. Even if Ezra is… well, frankly, awful.”

“I’m not saying it would be easy to tell Dakota and Ezra the truth. But it’s really about what you want your future to look like,” Royce said. “If the last few days don’t put things in perspective, maybe nothing will.”

Mona sighed. “Yes. Life can be so… short.”

“I’d love to marry you, you know that, Mona.” Leo grimaced. “But I’d never pressure you. Not ever. I love just being by your side.”

Her eyes glittered with emotion. “This has been the most horrible few days of my life, but perhaps it’s time for a new beginning. We’ve been through hell.”

Royce smiled. “Maybe it’s time for a little heaven.”

Mona raised Leo’s hand to her lips, and she kissed his knuckles. “Maybe it is.”

****

The next morning, liberation arrived in the form of a big black-and-green truck with an open bed and enormous tires. A half dozen troopers jumped out of the vehicle and went about securing the scene.

Our homeless friend was led out of the house and allowed to sit up front in the cab of the big vehicle. I hoped he ended up in a mental health facility because that was where he belonged. Not jail.

Once the police were on scene, everything felt a bit chaotic. The guests were instructed to pack quickly so they could be transported off the farm. Apparently, Hank was waiting up at the big parking lot to take us back to Rainy Dale.

I didn’t see Chloe get arrested, and I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t handle witnessing the pain Elle must be experiencing. Whether Chloe had gotten herself into that mess or not, Elle was obviously devastated. I hoped that Chloe’s young age would work in her favor. I suspected she wasn’t mentally well because she hadn’t shown the kind of remorse I’d have liked to have seen.

Jax took being cuffed with his usual cavalier attitude. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have suspected he had an escape plan in place. He seemed so unaffected by the gruff way the cops bossed him around. I felt astonishingly sorry for Jax. I wasn’t one prone to sentimentality, so I didn’t completely understand why I cared what happened to him. But for some reason, I did. For a self-centered asshole, he’d been surprisingly willing to fall on his sword for others.

The worst part of all was Royce had to stay behind.

Saying goodbye to him was painful. I could see how much he wanted to escape with us in his tired, yet resigned, expression. But he wasn’t about to admit that to his fellow cops. Instead, he gave me a quick peck on my lips and went back to stand with his law enforcement buddies as our vehicle lumbered away.

Since the rain had stopped for several days, the river had definitely gone down. It was, however, still dangerous and not easily crossed. The vehicle we were in managed the swirling waters fairly easily, but even it bogged down a few times. But the driver gunned the engine, and the truck spewed mud from its huge tires as we were bumped and jostled around in the back.

Once on the bus, our group was quiet on the way back. Gone was the cheerful bunch who’d sung along to the Chipmunks’ Christmas album. I was happy to sit with Hermina for whatever reason. It was almost comforting to have Mary Puppins growling at me every time I breathed too loud. 

When we finally arrived in Rainy Dale, an actual lump formed in my throat at the sight of the dusty little town. The shops and people felt familiar and comforting. Royce had hired a girl named Ashley to keep Grumpy with her while we were away. When I entered Royce’s house, the silence was depressing. I missed the little pup’s energy, but mostly I missed Royce.

Girdy had tried to convince me to come stay at her place so I wouldn’t be alone. I declined. I was peopled out. Ashley was dropping Grumpy off tomorrow morning, and I hoped maybe Royce would be home by then too.

I spent most of the day unpacking and doing laundry. I didn’t have to go back to seeing patients until Monday. I wasn’t sure what to do with all my free time. Without Royce around, having time off felt pointless. By late afternoon, I decided I had to get out of the house. My mind was swirling with everything we’d been through on the farm. I needed a distraction.

I went into the Squeaky Wheel gift shop simply because I liked the cozy atmosphere of the place. Susan, the owner, was behind the counter helping another customer, but she gave me a friendly wave. Christmas was only about a week and a half away now. I’d bought Royce some cologne as a gift, but I still needed to buy Girdy something.

The shop always smelled amazing. Today the scent of cinnamon and cloves filled my nose as I wandered through the aisles, perusing the trinkets. Dean Martin sang Christmas carols overhead, and I had to smile. It seemed to be the same CD Hank had played endlessly on the bus ride to Giggly Elves Farm.

That thought gave me a pang of loneliness. I really did feel so very alone. It was depressing to have no way to really talk to Royce. I needed to replace my destroyed cell phone. If I wanted to call Royce, I could use the landline at his house. But I’d have to call the farm’s main line. How amazing could our conversation be if he had to have it in front of everyone?

“Merry Christmas,” Susan said, coming to stand beside me. “How was your trip?”

I opened my mouth to speak but wasn’t sure what to say. What could I say? “Not counting the double homicide, it was peachy?” Instead of giving details, I simply said, “It was fine.”

“Romantic, I’ll bet?” She smiled. “I went there a few years ago. We had so much fun. What did you think of the hayride?”

“It was one of the best parts.” That was actually true. The hayride and my time in the cabin with Royce had been the highlights. Everything else was mostly a stressful blur. “They had a lot of bacon.”

She laughed. “Right? It was heaven.”

I cleared my throat. “I was looking for a Christmas gift for Girdy.”

“Is that right?” She nodded. “Jewelry? Perfume?”

“Girdy doesn’t wear much jewelry. I’m not sure what scent she’d like either.” I picked up a candle holder from the shelf. “She once said she likes burning candles.”

“That’s so sweet you’d remember that.”

And also shocking.

I turned the candle holder over in my hand. “This is pretty. It’s also unique. What is this made of, quartz?”

“Essentially, yes. The packaging says agate, but they’re basically the same thing to the layperson.” She smiled. “That one uses electric tea lights.”

“Electric?” The outer shell was painted gold, and the inside was purple stone. 

“They’re safer than real candles. You wouldn’t believe how many fires start every year simply from people burning candles.”

“She loves purple.”

Susan laughed. “I have to say, I’m surprised to see you shopping for anyone.”

I frowned. “Are you?”

“Yes. You don’t seem to like many people.”

I shrugged. “Girdy is special.”

She touched her heart. “You’re just what I needed today, Dr. Thornton.”

That was a first. “I am?”

She nodded. “All I’ve had all day long are grumpy people complaining about the price of things and how much they hate Christmas. It’s so nice to have a customer who’s here to buy a gift for someone they care about.”

My face warmed. It wasn’t often I got compliments. I turned the candle holder over and noticed the price. $99.00. I hadn’t planned on spending that much on Girdy. Not that I minded spending that much, and now that Susan had mentioned how cheap everyone had been all day, I felt obligated to spend that much.

“I’ll take this.” I started to hand it to her, but the cord snagged on some other items next to it, and they almost fell off the shelf. “Oh, ugg.” I grabbed one item midair and sheepishly set it back on the shelf. “Sorry.”

She laughed. “No problem. That’s the display model. It’s plugged in so people can try it out. Would you like to try it out?”

“No. I’ll just take it.”

Quickly. Before I break everything in the shop.

“Excellent. Follow me to the counter, and I’ll gift wrap your purchase for you.”

“Okay.” I followed her to the register, figuring the fact she was wrapping it for me made the price well worth it. I set my credit card on the counter.

She went into the back and returned with a box. “How’s the new clinic working out? Isn’t River Martin a joy to be around?” she asked, pushing a button on the cash register. 

I gritted my teeth. Why did everyone love River so much?“I’m just using his building temporarily. Construction for my new clinic begins first of the year.”

“Oh, that’s right.”

I examined a pair of gold cufflinks in the display box next to the counter. “I look forward to having my own place again.”

She smiled and stuck a bow on the colorfully wrapped box. “It’s funny that River will still be your landlord even in your new place.”

I frowned. “No. The family who owns the land where my clinic is lives in Florida.”

She looked up, confusion clear in her eyes. “Oh, but… Mrs. Numi was in here shopping yesterday, and I swear she said that the land had been sold to River Martin.”

Shock rolled through me. “What?”

“I… I assumed you knew. The landlord has to notify the tenant of a sale, right?”

The blood in my body felt like it was pooling in my feet. “I didn’t get any notice.”

“Oh dear.” She grimaced. “You don’t look happy.”

Trying to gather myself, I willed my heart rate to slow down. It felt like I was on the verge of a stroke. “You must be mistaken. Mrs. Numi must have been talking about a different property.”

Her face twitched. “Yes. I’m sure you’re right.”

“Maybe I’ll call Mrs. Numi.”

She pushed a gift bag that held the candle holder toward me. “That’s a good idea.”

I took the bag and my credit card from her. “Have a good rest of your day.” My face felt stiff as I forced a smile.

“You too, Dr. Thornton. Say hi to Royce for me.”

“I will.” I left her shop feeling numb. She had to be wrong. That couldn’t be true, right? The very idea of River owning the property my clinic sat on was terrifying. That would give him way too much control over me. Why would he have purchased the land to begin with? Why wouldn’t he have mentioned to me that he’d purchased the land? I couldn’t think of any good reason why he’d keep that to himself.

I wish Royce was here.

I took a calming breath. The original owners couldn’t sell the land without notifying me. I couldn’t stop the sale, but they were legally obligated to tell me about the sale. If River really had bought the land, why hadn’t I received notice? Was it because the clinic had burned down and the notice had been undeliverable? I’d forwarded all mail to River’s clinic. Had that notice come before I did that?

I walked up to Royce’s house, my mind a tornado of disjointed, paranoid thoughts. With shaking fingers, I slipped the key in the lock and opened the door. When I saw Royce standing in the foyer, grinning and holding Grumpy, I let out a gasp. I dropped the package I held and lunged toward a very surprised-looking Royce.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Royce

“I’m so glad you’re back,” Max mumbled, his arms squeezing me tight.

I’d known Max would be happy to see me, but I hadn’t expected him to be quite so happy. He’d never greeted me with such heartfelt enthusiasm before, and while it was nice, I knew immediately something was wrong.

“You okay?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

I frowned. “You sure?”

“Positive. I’m just so happy you’re home.”

I didn’t believe him, but I also didn’t want to push him to talk if he wasn’t ready. He’d get there. “It’s good to be home.” I kissed the side of his head, since that was about all I could reach while holding the pup.

He let go of me, looking a little embarrassed. “Sorry. I guess I should let you move.”

“Nah, I like it when you’re affectionate.” I handed Grumpy to him because the dog was going nuts trying to get to him. “Grumpy wants some love too.”

“Hey, boy.” He took the dog and buried his nose in the pup’s fur. “I thought Ashley was bringing him home tomorrow.”

“She was, but I decided to pick him up and surprise you.” I put my arm around his shoulders, studying his tense face. What could have happened that had him so rattled? He hadn’t been home that long. Was it just residual stress from the nightmare we’d just been through?

“I was afraid you wouldn’t be home until tomorrow.”

“That was the plan, but I told them everything I knew. To be honest, there wasn’t much I felt like I did know. I feel like I may never know half of what went on. I’ll have to go back, of course, if they request that. Maybe during the trials, if they have them.”

“Why wouldn’t there be trials?”

I shrugged. “They both confessed. Unless they take their confessions back and say they were coerced or something, it should be a cut-and-dried thing.”

“Do you think they will take their confessions back?”

“Chloe, no. Jax, maybe? Depends on what their lawyers want them to do.” I sighed and hugged him tighter. “I’m happy to let the local guys handle it. I just want to spend some time home, with you.”

“And Grumpy.” He smiled, kissing the pup’s nose.

“I think he’s mad at me because he nipped me when I picked him up from Ashley’s house.” I grinned.

“He did?” Max raised his brows. “That’s not like him.”

“Nope. He’s teaching me a lesson.” I led the way into the kitchen. “I’m starving. How about we order something?”

“If you say bacon burgers, I’ll strangle you.” Max set Grumpy down on the ground.

I laughed. “I was thinking maybe chicken salads from the Crazy Cactus?”

His face brightened. “God, yes. Please feed me a salad.”

I grinned. “I’ll make the call.”

He moved closer again and put his arms around me. I liked this more affectionate version of Max, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong. He lifted his face to me, and I kissed him. When it ended, I said softly, “I’m so sorry for giving you the most horrendous experience of your life.”

He winced. “It certainly wasn’t what I expected. But that wasn’t your fault. I figured it would be painful in parts, but I never thought our lives might be in danger.”

I groaned and pulled him close. “We didn’t even get a damn tree.”

“I hope you can get a refund.” His voice was muffled. “That experience was nothing like the brochure.”

“I think Mona has enough on her plate without me asking for my money back.”

“Will she be okay, do you think?”

I nodded. “I think she’ll be fine. I think she and Leo are making plans to tell Dakota the truth and to get Ezra out of their lives. He doesn’t want to be there anyway. There’s no reason for her and Ezra to keep up the charade.”

“What about the fact that Jax used their farm for his drug business?”

“So far he’s keeping Mona and Ezra out of it. He’s taking full responsibility. They were clueless. I doubt there will be any evidence that points to them. I don’t think there will be any criminal charges filed, but I don’t really know. I’m happy to say, it’s not my case.”

“You should be paid for your time there. That was a working vacation if I ever saw one.” He let go of me and moved away to sit at the table.

I went to call in the order for the salads and paid extra for delivery. I didn’t want to leave my house for the next two days. I just wanted to sit and relax and not worry about being murdered or someone else being murdered. I wanted to not be a cop for a minute.

“It was painful leaving you behind,” he said. “You looked forlorn.”

“Did I?” I frowned. “I tried very hard to look macho and cool.”

“Well, I know you. I know your expressions. I can feel your emotions.” He smiled. “That’s weird to say, but it’s true.”

I nodded. “And I know yours.” I sat at the table with him. “For example, I know something is bothering you, Max.”

He dropped his gaze, a line between his dark brows. “I don’t want to burden you when you literally just got home.”

“Burden me. Please. It’s worse knowing something is eating at you but not knowing what it is.” I grimaced. “Is it something with us?”

“What? No. Nothing like that.” He grabbed my hand. “I’m ha… happy with you.”

“Good.” I gave a relieved smile. “So then, what is bothering you?”

He exhaled. “I went into the Squeaky Wheel to buy Girdy a Christmas gift.”

“Okay.”

“While I was there, I got some very troubling information from Susan.” He glanced up, worry shimmering in his blue eyes.

“What kind of news?”

“News about my clinic.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know if it’s true. I need to call Mrs. Numi.” He frowned. “But my gut says it probably is true because I’ve known all along River is a snake.”

“River?” I frowned. “What does he have to do with this?”

He clenched his jaw. “According to Susan, the property my clinic is built on has been sold. Guess who bought it?”

Shock jolted me. “River?”

“Yep. If she’s right, River will be my new landlord.”

Uneasiness shifted through me. “But why would he buy that land?”

“To get rid of me,” Max growled. “It’s been his plan from day one. I’ll bet you he moved here after already buying the land. He’s been conniving since the beginning. The way he ingratiated himself with the town council and Penelope. He could get them to change the damn zoning, and I wouldn’t be able to have my clinic there.”

“I… I don’t believe he’d do that,” I murmured. “Do you really think he would?”

His mouth was a hard line. “I think River Martin will do whatever it takes to make room for Lucas. He brought him here to be the GP of Rainy Dale. Why else is Lucas still here? He’s here because he’s known the plan all along too.”

It was hard to imagine River being so cunning even before he’d arrived. But he did seem to be a man with relentless drive and grandiose ideas. “Well, call Mrs. Numi, and we’ll go from there. No need to panic just yet. I mean, River leased you a spot in his clinic, so maybe we’re misreading him.”

Max looked unconvinced. “I’ve known this day would come, even though everyone kept telling me I was misjudging him. I could just feel that he meant me harm.” He scowled. “He wanted to take you from me too.”

“Well, that’s never going to happen.”

He didn’t respond.

The doorbell rang, and I stood. “That’s the salads.”

Max stood and followed me to the door. He picked up the gift bag he’d dropped earlier, and I opened the door. I expected to see the Crazy Cactus delivery guy, but instead it was a guy in a plaid shirt with a cowboy hat and a clipboard.

“Mr. Royce Callum?” the guy asked.

“Yes,” I said in a wary voice.

He pulled a pen from behind his ear. “I have a Christmas tree delivery for you, courtesy of Giggly Elves Farm.” He held out the pen. “If you’d just be so kind as to sign on the dotted line.”

“You’re delivering a tree to me?”

He nodded. “Yep. I own the Christmas tree lot on the other side of town. Mona and me we go way back.” He grinned. “She bought one of my biggest Fraser firs and paid extra to have it delivered.”

“What in the world?” I blinked at him.

Max cleared his throat. “You probably ought to sign and let the man do his job.”

“Oh, uh, right.” I took the pen he offered and scribbled my signature on the line. “I’m in shock. I had no idea she was buying me a tree.”

The guy laughed. “I could tell. I’ll just go get the tree.” He strode off.

I turned to Max, who was smiling. “I can’t believe she did that.”

“We got a tree,” Max said, looking happy. “And we didn’t have to cut it down ourselves.”

“I’m speechless.”

It only took a few minutes, and the guy returned with a huge, gorgeous tree. It was so fresh to the touch, no needles fell when I ran my fingers along the branches. “This is stunning,” I said.

“I agree.” The guy laughed. “Hope you two have a merry Christmas.”

“Thanks,” Max said, closing the door behind the guy.

I went back into the living room to admire the tree. “She’s a beaut.”

“She is. Even I can see that.”

“That was awful sweet of Mona to do that for us.”

“She’s probably trying to circumvent you asking for a refund by being nice.” He smirked.

I laughed. “Nah. She’s just good people.”

“If you say so.”

I grinned and tugged him over. I wrapped my arms around him, and we stared at the tree. The fresh pine scent filled the room, and I felt a nudge of contentment. “We’re going to end up having a good Christmas after all, Max.”

“It’s my first Christmas with you,” he said softly. 

“Yep.”

“I… I think next year, we should just stay here in Rainy Dale.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded. “I like the idea of being home for the holidays.”

His use of the word “home” took me by surprise. “You feel like Rainy Dale is home, Max?”

He hesitated. “I think I finally do. The idea of River trying to run me out makes me furious. I was here before him. I belong here more than him.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Are you the same man who has threatened to leave town since the day he first arrived?”

He turned and slipped his arms around my waist. His smile was an odd mixture of affectionate and bewildered. “Honestly, Royce, no. I’m not that same man. I don’t think I even grasped that until this moment.”

My chest ached at the warmth in his voice. “I like you either way.”

“And that’s how I was able to change.” He winced. “Not that I think I’m perfect.”

“I think you are.” I kissed him and then said, “River can go jump in the lake. You’re not going anywhere, Max.”

He nodded. “No. I’m not.”


Epilogue

 

Max

When Monday came. I didn’t go to River’s clinic to work. How could I face him without strangling him? I had no idea how to be around him without wanting to do him bodily harm. So I gave Girdy extra time off, and I stayed home. Normal people took time off around the holidays, so I decided to do the normal thing.

When Christmas morning arrived, I woke up in Royce’s arms. He kissed me gently and whispered, “Merry Christmas, Max.”

“Merry Christmas.” I smiled up at him.

He nuzzled my neck and whispered, “I need to put the turkey in the oven.”

“Slow down there, Romeo. How about a little foreplay?”

He laughed. “No, I literally have to put the turkey in the oven, or it won’t be cooked in time.”

“I know. I’m just kidding.”

“But once I do that, I can come back.”

“You’re not going to bring a baster or anything right? I’m not into kinky Christmas sex.”

He shook his head and threw back the covers. “How about instead, I make a fire and we have some spiked eggnog?”

“Sounds perfect.”

Grumpy yawned from the foot of the bed, looking almost annoyed that we were getting up so early. He followed us into the kitchen, and I fed him while Royce prepared the turkey.

Much of the day was spent sitting in front of the tree, listening to Christmas music while drinking spiked eggnog. Royce handled most of the meal because I really didn’t know how to do anything. I opened the cranberries, I helped mash the potatoes, but I steered clear of the stuffing and the turkey. I knew I would only be a hindrance.

The meal was probably the best Christmas supper I’d ever eaten. The wine was perfect, the food fantastic, and being with Royce was everything. Royce had even made a pumpkin pie, and I forced myself to eat a slice, even though I was beyond full.

Once the meal was over, I did the dishes. It was my one real contribution. Then we sat in front of the tree, and I gave him his present. He also had a present for me, and I held it in my lap, watching nervously as he opened his gift.

He pulled out the Tommy Bahama St. Bart’s cologne I’d bought him. “Thanks, Max.” He opened it and sprayed some into the air. Nodding, he said, “I like that a lot.”

I sighed. “Good. It’s hard picking cologne for other people. I just knew I’d enjoy smelling that on your skin.”

He grinned. “Knowing that, I’ll spray it strategically.”

I laughed. “Shall I open my gift?”

“Absolutely.”

I ripped the silver wrapping from the small box, wondering what in the world it could be. “I don’t need many things. I’m curious to know what you picked for me.”

“You need things.”

“Do I? I usually just buy what I need as I go.”

“Not always.”

I squinted at him because his tone was odd. I opened the lid and found a car key nestled in cotton. My mouth fell open. “What the heck is this?”

Royce looked a little nervous now. “It… it’s a car key.”

“I know, but…” I glanced up. “Did you buy me a car, Royce?”

He laughed. “Well, winter is here, and you weren’t in any hurry. You can’t just walk everywhere, Max.”

“But a car?” I squeaked. “That’s too expensive.”

“Now don’t worry. It’s not a new car. But it’s a good car.” He grimaced. “It’s the 2017 Subaru Impreza you were talking about buying.”

I blinked at him. “I… I can’t believe you bought me a car. I gave you a lousy bottle of cologne.”

“Max.” He grimaced. “Honestly, getting you a car gives me peace of mind. I don’t like you walking everywhere. You need a car.”

“I know.” I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “This is so thoughtful.”

“I wanted to get you something you really needed.”

I sighed. “Thank you, Royce. Honestly, this is the nicest gift I’ve ever received.” I turned the key over in my fingers. “I actually have a car.”

“Yep.” He grinned. “I even had it detailed. It looks like a new car.”

“Maybe we should take it for a spin?” I raised my brows.

He grimaced. “Uh, probably not tonight. We’ve both had a lot to drink.”

“Oh, yeah. True.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Okay,” I said softly. “Can I see it?”

“Of course.”

We went outside and, sure enough, there was a strange car in the driveway. I ran my fingers along the smooth paint and shook my head. “I can’t believe you bought me a car.”

“I hope you don’t feel like I overstepped?” 

“What? No. Not at all. I’m just struggling with my old habit of keeping things even.”

“Max,” his voice rumbled. “You know we don’t operate like that.”

“I know.” I smiled.

He moved closer and kissed me. I returned the kiss, feeling happier than I’d ever felt before. 

“Did you have a good Christmas, Max?” he asked softly, watching me closely as if he actually thought my response might be negative.

“I can honestly say I’ve never had a better Christmas.” I touched his cheek. “I can see now why people look forward to the holidays. I’m already looking forward to next Christmas.”

“Yeah?” He smiled. “You know what I’m looking forward to?” I shook my head. “Spraying that cologne on to all sorts of inventive places.”

I gave a giddy laugh and leaned in to kiss him.

****

Two days later, it was time to think about going back to work. I really didn’t want to go. I hadn’t been able to get hold of Mrs. Numi because of the holidays, so I still wasn’t a hundred percent sure if what Susan had told me was true.

Royce had already gone to work, and I was sitting in the kitchen drinking coffee. I was considering just taking the bull by the horns and confronting River. When we’d been at Giggly Elves Farm, he’d said he wanted us to be friends. He’d tried to discourage me from rebuilding. Why? Had all of that been because he’d bought the land where my clinic was? Or was Susan’s information wrong, and he truly had just been extending an olive branch?

If River really was scheming against me, why would Lucas go along with any of that? He didn’t seem like the same kind of person as River. I almost liked him. But if he was besties with a man like River, he couldn’t be a great person.

The doorbell rang, and I scowled. Grumpy was barking, his little huff rising. I didn’t want to talk to a salesperson right now. I decided to ignore it, but when they rang again, only more insistently, I got up. Maybe it was an emergency or something. Everyone in Rainy Dale knew I was staying with Royce.

When I opened the door, the mailman stood there. “I’m looking for a Dr. Maxwell Thornton?”

“That’s me.” I frowned.

“I have a certified letter for you to sign, if you’ll be so kind.” He smiled politely.

“Uh, sure.” I signed on the line he pointed to. 

He handed me the letter. “You have a nice day now.” He turned and headed back to his mail truck.

I closed the door and stared at the letter. It had my name and Royce’s address, but there was no indication of who it was from. Frowning, I tore the envelope open, and my mouth fell open at what I saw. The words “Three-day notice to pay rent or quit” jumped out at me.

“What the hell is this?” I rasped. I’d been paying rent to River and to the landlords where my clinic was located, faithfully.

I scanned the document and saw that the tenant address was for my old clinic. But my heart dropped when I saw that instead of the usual address in Florida for my landlord, the name River Martin LLC was in that spot. With hands shaking, I gaped with fury and disbelief at the documents.

 That SOB River was threatening to evict me.
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