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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Police and Fire: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker
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        When trust is destroyed, more than hearts will break

      

      

      

      Grace Taylor is stunned to see her ex-husband at Crossroads Mountain Retreat—a place where she uses her special ops training to help veterans like herself heal. She’s determined to keep Zeke far from her mind despite their new proximity. But when a group camping excursion ends with a dead guest, all evidence points to Zeke as the killer.

      

      A potentially career-ending injury leads Zeke Friedman to the Smoky Mountains of Tennessee, where he comes face-to-face with the one person who hurt him more than the bullet that threatened to steal his future. But spending time with Grace is the least of his worries after a camping trip from hell, where someone attempted to frame him for murder.

      

      Forced to trust the woman who broke his heart, Zeke accepts Grace’s help in clearing his name. Tension escalates between them as their past is thrust into the present. Now, they must uncover the truth behind the recent murder before Zeke is arrested for a crime he didn’t commit. And their hearts are broken again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A swirl of late October air rustled the leaves in the trees. Morning sun streamed down and burned away lingering drops of dew. Grace Taylor tilted her face skyward and closed her eyes, soaking up the last moments of peace she’d experience for the next four days.

      Four days camping in the wilderness would normally be her idea of pure heaven. Chilly nights around a campfire with only the cacophony of nature and the peaks of the Smoky Mountains. Days spent hiking her favorite trails and foraging for hidden treasures. Only herself for company.

      If she couldn’t outrun her demons, at least she could wear herself out so by the time her head hit the pillow, sleep wouldn’t be far behind.

      But this was different. For the next four days and nights she would be responsible for the handful of guests who wanted to rough it away from Crossroads Mountain Retreat and escape into the woods with Grace as their guide. A bi-annual tradition Brooke insisted on and Grace dreaded more and more with each new camping trip.

      “You better open your eyes if you’re going to show this group where to go.”

      The sugary sweet voice of her friend and boss, Brooke Mather, had Grace grinding her teeth. She forced a tight smile and hooked her long, dark strands into a braid to keep her from fisting her hands. “Do you really want me to tell all these lovely people where they should go?”

      Brooke fought a laugh. “Be nice.”

      She dipped her chin in the direction of two women she hadn’t met yet. “Those two haven’t been to any of the activities I’ve led and judging by the pure white sneakers on the young one, I doubt they know what they’re getting into. Being nice won’t keep them safe, but I’ll try my best.”

      There weren’t any rules at the retreat that required the guests to attend certain activities or outings. Brooke’s mission was just to allow space and options for injured law enforcement and veterans to find mental and physical healing. Guests could choose between traditional therapy, alternative practices, or focus on more physical wellness. Hell, they could trap themselves in one of the cabins dotted along the lake if they really wanted.

      If Brooke didn’t manage to coax people out of their hiding holes with her magnetic personality, the crappy coffee and shitty provisions were usually enough to at least get them up to the lodge.

      But when Grace led a strenuous hiking and camping excursion, she preferred to know a little about the people she’d be responsible for. Which meant spending time at the shooting range or throwing axes in the woods or whatever else they chose to do.

      “They got here last night but were really excited about the camping trip. I warned them what to expect, and they both agreed they were more than capable. They promised they’re experienced outdoorswomen.”

      The older woman struggled with the heavy pack on her shoulders, and Grace snorted. “For their safety, I hope so.”

      Brooke snagged an arm around her shoulder, which had to look comical with Brooke’s petite stature. Brooke was a good five inches shorter than Grace. But she didn’t brush off her friend, even though physical touch always made her uncomfortable.

      “You’ll whip them all into shape,” Brooke said. “Even the ones with less experience. But I mean, if you’d rather cancel so you can stay around here and help me plan the big anniversary celebration for the retreat, I’d gladly accept your assistance.”

      The idea of planning anything larger than a backyard barbeque made beads of sweat break out at her hairline. “Unless you want a hog roast and a keg, you don’t want my help.”

      Brooke gave her a little squeeze then dropped her arm. “Sounds good to me. I just need a little more pizazz to celebrate Crossroads Mountain Retreat’s three years of survival.”

      Bending down, Grace scooped up her pack and shrugged it on her back. “Survival, huh?”

      Chuckling, Brooke shrugged. “Sometimes it feels like that’s all we’ve done. This place, these people,” she gestured toward the eager hikers. “The workers. But we’ll keep on surviving. Keep on pushing forward into a new year of business, helping people cope one day at a time.”

      The wistful look in Brooke’s brown eyes and the conviction in her tone constricted Grace’s chest. Brooke had survived more than one traumatic experience and still stood tall and proud and eager to give back to everyone who came into her life. Grace had narrowly escaped the tragedy that kept her hidden, the guilt and self-loathing too much to ever outrun.

      Unable to push words through the emotion clogging her throat, Grace offered a sincere smile. “Certainly sounds like something to celebrate.”

      “A celebration you’ll be at, whether you like it or not.” Brooke leveled her best don’t-mess-with-me-look.

      Grace resisted the urge to flick Brooke’s nose. She’d rather pluck out her eyelashes than attend a party, but now wasn’t the time to argue. Instead, she focused on the individuals she’d be spending the next few nights with. Besides the two newbies, she’d spent time with the other four guests. Two men and two women between the ages of twenty and forty, none with physical injuries that would hold them up on the trails.

      “It’s a good size group,” she said, although she’d prefer to be alone. “Six isn’t too big.”

      “You mean seven,” Brooke said, raising her eyebrows and making her way to say hello to the eager campers. She waved as she walked.

      Grace frowned and counted the faces that lingered in the open field cleared beside the shooting range. “There’s only six here.”

      “A new guest came early this morning. I mentioned needing to get out here before y’all took off, and he wanted to join. I didn’t see the harm in adding another. Trust me, he’s plenty fit enough to keep up. Quite the looker, too.”

      Grace snorted. “I bet Lincoln would love hearing that.” She moved beside Brooke, keeping her strides short so her friend didn’t have to hurry her pace. The heavy pack on her back already had her shoulders aching, but she craved the pain. The pull of her muscles. The strain that always came after a long day of hard work.

      “Doesn’t hurt anyone to look. Including you.”

      Grace shook her head, refusing to have this conversation. She’d loved and lost once in this life, and that was more than enough. No man had turned her head in years, and that’s the way she liked it. “Don’t care what he looks like, but if he doesn’t show up soon, I’m leaving without him.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, a broad-shouldered man with a wave of brown hair swept over his head and a thick beard jogged down the gentle slope toward them. Something about the way he moved had the base of Grace’s spine tingling.

      Something in the pit of her stomach tightening.

      “There he is.” Brooke raised a hand over her head, as if he couldn’t see where everyone waited for his arrival.

      “Give me the quick version of his story.”

      “Army veteran. Current firefighter. Was injured and looking for extra rehab and a chance to get his head on straight. A friend had heard of this place and recommended it. He’s from Texas but recently moved to Tennessee. Name’s Zeke.”

      Alarms blasted in Grace’s brain, and she struggled not to sway on her suddenly weak legs. She studied the man as he approached, hating that he was more and more familiar with each step. Her breath caught in her throat. Her pulse raced.

      No. It couldn’t be. No way in hell he’d found her. She’d ran too far and for too long for Zeke Friedman to come jogging straight up to her like a freaking fallen god with his chiseled jawline and brooding eyes.

      He closed the distance, a mere twenty feet separating them, when he slowed. And there was no denying who had just crashed back into her world.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke was going to kill Penelope.

      The thought played on repeat in his mind as he marched along the narrow trail, following behind the rest of the group like a line of ants. The instant he’d laid eyes on Grace, his stomach dropped to the ground and six hours later, he’d yet to regain his bearings.

      Years had come and gone since the last time he’d laid eyes on her. Years filled with longing and loneliness and questions. Questions she’d refused to answer, choosing instead to run away and never return.

      Choosing to end their brief marriage and leave him broken and bitter. He ran the pad of his thumb along the inside of his ring finger, the way it always did when he thought of Grace.

      No way in hell Penelope Turner hadn’t known exactly what she was doing when she’d recommended he check out Crossroads Mountain Retreat. A place that seemed too good to be true, and now he understood why.

      But he wouldn’t be a coward like Grace. He wouldn’t run and hide, no matter how badly he wanted to get the hell out of here. Penelope and whatever crazy-ass plan she had could go to hell and drag Grace down there with her.

      A bend in the trail showed an open patch of land. From up ahead, Grace stopped and dropped her pack. “Let’s set up camp here for the night. We’ve got a few hours before the sun sets, so plenty of time to get dinner served and tents up before it gets dark.”

      Zeke bit back a groan of relief. His wounded shoulder ached from the heavy load strapped to his back, but he’d rather eat dirt than complain. His mind might have been occupied with the unexpected annoyance of finally coming face-to-face with the woman who’d haunted his dreams for years, but he’d come to this place for a reason.

      A reason he needed to focus on if he’d ever get back to his passion of fighting fires.

      The middle-aged man who’d been a few steps ahead of him swiped his forearm over his brow. “Thank God. I didn’t want to admit I was about to drop. I’m Darrin, by the way. Don’t think we’ve met.” He extended a hand.

      Zeke shook it then offered a small smile before unloading his supplies. “Zeke.”

      “Haven’t seen you around the retreat. You been hiding in your room?”

      “Just got here.” He didn’t really feel like opening up to a stranger right now but blowing the guy off wasn’t exactly an option. Not when they were stuck on the same excursion for the next few nights. Being rude would just create an even more awkward environment.

      “You’re in for a treat, my friend. I came with the intentions of staying in my cabin long enough for my boss to think I worked through my issues.” He used his fingers to indicate air quotes when speaking the last two words. “But as soon as I caught a glimpse of that tall drink of water, I signed up for as many classes with her as I could.”

      Zeke struggled not to put his fist in the guy’s crooked smile. Grace might not be his wife anymore, but that didn’t mean he wanted to hear about other men ogling her. He gave a noncommittal grunt and focused on erecting his tent.

      “She knows what she’s doing. Not too friendly. But damn, those legs.”

      He was going to lose his shit. Tossing the materials he’d yanked from his pack on the ground, he stomped away. He sucked in the fresh, mountain air and wandered to the edge of the trail. Close enough to keep an eye on the group, but far enough to not listen to anyone else’s bullshit.

      Overgrown grass crunched under his boots as he made his way to a large boulder and sat facing a magnificent view of tree-tipped peaks, the colorful splashes of orange and red leaves glowing in the early-evening sun. Being so close to the cliff set him on edge, but he’d stay away from the steep drop. Focusing on the vista, something loosened inside his chest. He rolled back his shoulder and winced.

      Maybe staying wasn’t a good idea. After Penelope told him about this place, speaking with Brooke Mather had sealed the deal on his decision to check out the retreat. Not only were the amenities top-notch, but Brooke had suffered a similar injury. Her suggestions for alternative therapy had piqued his interest enough to pay over the phone and hop in his truck to make the short drive early that morning.

      But was it possible to focus on healing when the one person who’d hurt him the most was in his face?

      “What are you doing here?”

      The hard edge of Grace’s voice tightened every muscle in his body. He longed to turn toward her, to see the soft lines of her face and huge blue eyes. But he couldn’t trust himself not to reach out and touch her the way he’d dreamt of doing for the last few years. “I could ask you the same thing. How long have you been here?”

      A beat of silence followed, punctuated by the rustling of camping gear and shuffling feet at the makeshift site.

      Anger surged through him, forcing him around. He steeled his nerves, emotions in check, and stared into a face he barely recognized anymore. That hard edge wasn’t just in her voice but practically vibrated from every pore of her body. “You can’t even answer the simplest question, can you? Well, I refuse to waste my time speaking to you. I’ll stay out of your way, and you stay out of mine.”

      He forced himself to move past her without a second glance. Finally, he was the one who got to walk away. He only wished it didn’t break his already shattered heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Twigs snapped under Grace’s feet as she walked a wide perimeter around the camp site in search of firewood. One of the guests, Joan, stayed close by—her arms loaded down with dry logs. Usually, Grace welcomed the help when gathering enough wood to keep the fire going for the night.

      But not now.

      Hell, if she wasn’t responsible for keeping a handful of people alive, she’d pack up her stuff and trudge back to her cabin in the dark to get away from Zeke. She shouldn’t have approached him. Shouldn’t have asked him why he was here. She’d given up the right to know anything about him when she’d asked for a divorce and ran away.

      A lump of regret lodged in her throat. Damnit, this was why she preferred being alone. She couldn’t afford to go back to that dark place where life wasn’t even worth living. She’d fought like hell to crawl out of that hole and being around Zeke and everything he represented would drag her right back there.

      Realization dawned on her like a slap in the face. Had Penelope sent Zeke here? Brooke mentioned someone had recommended Crossroads Mountain Retreat to him. It’d be just like Pen to stick her nose in her business and try to smoke her out of her safe haven by using Zeke. Determination surged though her, and she yanked up another log. She didn’t care if Zeke wanted to talk or not, she’d get answers from him one way or another.

      “Looks like we have enough, don’t you think?”

      Joan’s gravelly voice broke into Grace’s spiraling thoughts, and she glanced down at the heavy load in her arms. “Good for now. I’ll grab more if we run low.”

      Joan stayed in step beside her as they weaved through the evergreens. “This place really is beautiful. Tessa had to talk me into the overnight trip though.”

      “The girl wearing the sneakers?” If Grace had to venture a guess, she’d assume Joan was the one who’d convinced her friend to camp in the wilderness. The older woman’s strength surprised her, and she’d kept up during the strenuous hike. Not to mention Joan had been more than prepared.

      Her younger friend, on the other hand, was full of complaints and off-handed remarks that had raised Grace’s hackles from the moment they’d left.

      Joan chuckled. “That’s the one. She’s a nice girl, if a little naïve. But I guess we all were that way in our twenties. Tessa’s a spitfire though, who thinks she can take on any challenge. That’s a good quality to have in a partner. She’s a hell of a cop, even if she’s young. And she saved my ass. That’s why we’re here and not in the morgue right now. Her quick thinking and bravery.”

      Grace gave a non-committal hum. “Sounds like a good person to have on your side.”

      Shaking her head, Joan made a clucking noise. “I almost feel bad for that handsome boy. Tessa set her sights on him as soon as he jogged down the hill this morning. He doesn’t stand a chance against her. All she’s got to do his bat those big, brown eyes and men just melt. Something about a beautiful young woman who knows how to handle a gun that gets them every time.”

      Red rage colored Grace’s vision, and she lengthened her stride. She couldn’t fault Tessa or any other woman for finding Zeke attractive, but the thought of him falling for someone else made turmoil explode in the pit of her stomach.

      “We need to hurry,” she said, not caring if Joan couldn’t keep pace. “Fire needs started.”

      She focused on the sound of the birds overhead and whisper of nature all around her to calm her trembling nerves. Once she made it back to camp, she’d start the fire and make sure everyone had food before turning in for the night. Then she’d be down to three days and nights before she could return home.

      Hell, maybe she could fake an injury or food poisoning and turn back early. That might make her a coward, but she didn’t care. She’d rather be a chicken than be forced to watch Tessa flirt with her ex-husband for the next three days.

      A smattering of tents clogged the clearing. The pit she used for the fire on every outing sat in the middle of the grouping of temporary nylon shelters. Grace dumped her armload of wood near the pit then relieved Joan of her burden.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      Joan smiled, the thin wrinkles around the corners of her hazel eyes deepening. Gray streaked through her brown hair that she’d pulled back into a stubby ponytail. “No problem. Let me know if you need help with anything else. I’m a great cook over an open flame.”

      Grace offered a tight smile then surveyed the group. Darrin sat on a stump outside his tent, his eyes on her way too much. Two woman whose names she couldn’t recall laughed while sharing a flask, and the other man—Trevor—rummaged in his pack.

      Her gaze landed on Tessa and dread expanded in her chest. Zeke stood beside her, helping her construct her tent. Tessa’s melodic laughter was light-hearted and carefree…two things Grace hadn’t been for years. The young woman held up two steel rods and shrugged, as if not understanding how they fit together.

      Did she not have instructions? Setting up a one-person tent wasn’t hard.

      Either Tessa had no clue what she was doing or continued her campaign to gain Zeke’s attention. Something that had clearly worked as a smile poked through his dark beard, and he grabbed one of the poles and shoved it into the nylon.

      Nausea sloshed in the pit of her stomach and she turned away, hating the tears that crept into the corners of her eyes. Coward or not, tonight was the last night she’d spend this close to Zeke. Faking food poisoning couldn’t be too hard. Tessa’s freaking laugh as she flirted with the man Grace had once given her heart to was more than enough to make her sick.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke tore off another hunk of beefy jerky. The dried meat tasted like rocks and wasn’t much softer. He hadn’t been as prepared for a four-night trek in the woods as he preferred, but he’d also assumed whoever oversaw the trip would at least provide something to eat when he’d hastily shoved what little he had in his bag.

      Not like he could handle much of anything right now with his nerves so knotted. He’d force down some protein then call it a night. The day had been long and filled with too many emotions, leaving him exhausted. He’d have no problem passing out no matter how hard the ground was beneath his sleeping bag.

      “Mind if I sit?” Tessa stood above him with her hands full—a plate in one and thermos in the other.

      He bit back a groan. Tessa was nice enough, but he didn’t want anyone invading his personal space right now. “I’m not sure how long I’ll sit around the fire.”

      She placed her thermos on the ground before settling beside him. “You’re no fun. It’s early still. The sun just went down. We have hours left to get into some trouble.”

      He kept his gaze firmly fixed on the flames dancing in front of him. Trouble was exactly what he wanted to avoid, which meant staying far away from Grace. “We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow. I want to make sure I’m well rested.”

      She bumped her shoulder against his and lingered longer than he’d like. “How about some food then? You didn’t eat much. You want to make sure you have plenty of stamina.”

      Not even the moonless sky could hide the spark of desire in her eyes. He scooted away, creating a sliver of space between them. “I’m good. Thanks.” He made his voice firm so she understood where he stood on anything she had to offer.

      Smirking, she shrugged and took a sip from her cup. “Your loss. I’m around if you change your mind.”

      A chirping noise caught his ear, and he grabbed his bag and rifled through it for his phone. A new text from Penelope waited for him.

      Tessa glanced over his shoulder. “Wow, I’m surprised you have service out here.”

      He agreed, but he was done with whatever situation she was pushing on him. “Excuse me for a second.”

      Climbing to his feet, he skirted around the fire and avoided making eye contact with anyone as he walked back to the spot by the cliff where he’d caught his breath earlier. He opened the text from Pen and growled.

      Hope you made it safely. Heal and enjoy.

      He typed out a slew of different responses before opting to call Penelope instead. No words written on a phone screen could even begin to express his irritation with his friend.

      “Hey,” Penelope said, answering on the third ring. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”

      “And what exactly where you expecting? A thank you card for sending me to a retreat out in the middle of freaking nowhere, knowing my ex-wife was here?” He hated the hurt in his voice, but he couldn’t hide it. Not with Pen. Not with his friend who he’d trusted and had led him blindfolded to the slaughter.

      Penelope released a long breath. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But you need to be there. For you as much as for her.”

      “I tried to be there for her,” he snapped. “She didn’t just push me aside, she shoved me in front of a damn bus then didn’t turn around when it ran me over. I came here for me. For my healing, and as my friend, you should have had my back. Should have given me a heads up as to what I was walking into.”

      Pacing in the small area, he shoved a hand through his hair and peeked over his shoulder. His outburst had drawn the attention of more than one person. Drawing in a deep breath, he closed his eyes and counted to five. He had to hold his shit together. At least until he had a second of privacy to fall apart.

      “Come on, Zeke. Why did you move to Tennessee?”

      The abrupt change of topic caught him off guard, and he stiffened and opened his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “You haven’t stopped searching for Grace since the day she walked away. None of us have. She might have turned her back on us, but we’re still here for her. Hell, I even understand exactly why she ran because I did the same thing once. And if it wasn’t for Moose and everyone else who helped me along the way, I don’t know if I’d have ever made it back.”

      The crack in her voice lowered him onto the hard, cold rock and took the smoldering heat from his anger. “Well hell, Pen. You went back to Moose because you loved him. Because you were ready to accept his help in any way he could give it. Grace doesn’t want me or anything I can offer. She’s made that abundantly clear.”

      “Sometimes we don’t know what we need. I didn’t. So I ran. And when I finally understood what I did need, Moose’s loving arms held me up and secured me while I figured out my shit. Without him, I would have fallen on my face. Now it’s your turn. Give this a chance for me. Because Grace is in this dark and lonely place because of me—because of what I went through. I’m tired of carrying that burden. Especially on these tiny shoulders of mine.”

      He snorted out a laugh at her familiar bite of sarcasm. “I won’t tell you what you want to hear. I’ll stay a few days because the owner had some good suggestions for helping my injury. The worst that will come out of this is leaving in better shape than I came. I can’t promise Grace and I will have anything to say to each other.”

      “I respect that,” Penelope said. “But you didn’t answer my earlier question.”

      “Which was?”

      “Why did you move to Tennessee? And don’t give me some lame reason about the fire and your injured shoulder opening your eyes to some long-held desire to move from Texas and set up home in the mountains. Because I won’t buy that.”

      He stared out onto the Smoky Mountains. The stars twinkling above the colorful peaks and the jagged rocks sloping down the hill in front of him. He couldn’t find a much different landscape from the plains of Texas if he tried. But he and Penelope both knew that change of scenery wasn’t what prompted his big move.

      “Whitney reached out to me.” He’d stopped searching for Grace years ago, so the random email from her sister had shocked the hell out of him. “She didn’t say much. Just that Grace was in Tennessee and working and staying under the radar. I didn’t think, I just acted. Rented a house in Tennessee and told myself it had nothing to do with Grace. That I just needed some time to heal and recover after what happened in Texas. Whitney didn’t even tell me where Grace was, but I’m not far from Pine Valley where the retreat is. Seeing her this morning…honestly, I can’t even describe it.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you she was there. You’re right, I should have warned you. But don’t give up on her. Not yet.”

      “She broke my heart, Pen.”

      Penelope sighed. “You don’t have to be her man. Just be a friend. If she lets you. And if she doesn’t, maybe you can finally put her behind you and come home knowing you’ve done everything you can to mend fences. You can finally move on.”

      Move on. Something he claimed to have done years ago. Not that anyone bought his bullshit. He’d been stuck on Grace Taylor since the moment he laid eyes on her. Even after everything she’d put him through, she still held his heart in the palm of her hand and he hated it.

      Hated she was hurting and refused to let anyone help. Hated he was stuck in the past and couldn’t find a way to move forward.

      Maybe Penelope was right to send him here. If he was lucky, all he needed to put Grace behind him was to do the one thing she hadn’t allowed him to do.

      Look her in the eye and finally say goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The fire crackled and sent sparks shooting into the night sky. Grace sat on a fallen log, witnessing the camaraderie build among the people huddled together—sipping bad coffee from metal cups and sharing stories of what had brought them to Crossroads Mountain Retreat. She listened with one ear, not really interested in anyone else’s story besides Zeke’s.

      But he’d made it clear he wanted no part in sharing anything about himself or the experience that had led him to the top of the mountain with the rest of them.

      Not like she could blame him. She hadn’t told anyone what led to her exodus. Not even the other workers at the retreat understood her reasons behind tucking herself deep in the woods and being as reclusive as possible. And that was just the way she wanted it.

      She’d had a different life before. One with friends and laughter and hope for a joyful future with the man she’d fallen head over heels in love with by her side. But that had all been ripped away from her, and instead of sitting around and wallowing in her misery, she preferred to shove every thought or emotion it evoked deep down to her toes. To a place she never visited.

      Because if she did, she might never overcome all the fear and guilt that came with it.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Darrin stood over her, his hip hitched to the side and a slimy grin on his weathered face.

      God, the guy got on her last nerve. He’d shown up at her office every day for the past week. Asking for lessons or recommendations for hiking trails. Each time he visited, he made it clear he was interested in more than her wilderness skills.

      She’d made it equally clear if he tried anything inappropriate, she’d plant her fist in his face.

      She returned her stare into the flickering flames, relishing the heat on her skin. “No thanks.”

      “A woman of few words. One of the things I like most about you. A rare quality to find.” Darrin plopped onto the log beside her.

      Sighing, she fixed her most bored stare at him. “Do you need something?”

      “Just hoping the fire will help melt away some of your icy exterior. I keep waiting for you to warm up to me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Keep waiting.”

      “Come on,” he said, draping an arm over her shoulder. The smell of alcohol wafted from his breath. “We’ve got a lot in common, me and you. I thought this little trip would show you that. Maybe we can even have some fun. My tent’s big enough for two.”

      She brushed off his arm, irritated he’d had the audacity to bring booze on the trip. “Keep your hands to yourself before I do something we both regret.”

      “Ohh, I like em feisty.” He pumped his eyebrows up and down.

      Reigning in her temper, she stood. “I suggest you sleep off whatever you drank. Alone.”

      This asshat had taken her already sour mood and made it impossibly worse. Nothing would make it better but at least she could try to sleep and leave this horrible day behind her.

      Darrin snagged her hand and yanked her down toward him. His face was inches from hers. “Don’t be such a tease, sweetheart.”

      She jerked out of his grasp. “Go. To. Bed.”

      He laughed and reached up until his lips pressed against her cheek.

      Outrage exploded inside her. She reached back her hand, but before she could deliver the blow, a flash of movement shot forward and Zeke edged her behind him. He fisted Darrin’s long-sleeved thermal shirt in his hands and pulled him to his feet. “Leave her alone, man.”

      A mixture of gratitude and irritation pressed against Grace’s chest. She could handle herself, but all the emotion weighing down on her made it way too nice having Zeke charging in to keep this guy off her.

      Darrin threw his hands up as if in surrender “Dude, back off. We’re just having a little fun. Have been all week, haven’t we?” He winked in her direction.

      Zeke maneuvered himself so she was no longer in Darrin’s eyeline. “Harassing a woman after she’s told you no isn’t having fun. For anyone. Now stay the hell away from her.”

      Tense silence crackled louder than the fire, and the feel of a dozen pair of eyes made the back of Grace’s neck itch.

      “Boys, boys, boys,” Tessa called, weaving around the group to stand beside Zeke. She smoothed a palm over his shoulder and eased him back a step. “It’s been a long day and we all need to calm down. Let’s take a walk. Cool off a little.”

      “Yeah, man. Walk away and mind your business,” Darrin said.

      Finally finding her voice, Grace cleared her throat and drew everyone’s attention her way. “We leave at sunrise and will head back to the retreat.”

      A few startled protests rose with the billowing smoke, but she didn’t wait around to answer anyone’s queries. This was too much, and if nothing else, she knew her limits. All she wanted was to close herself off in her tent, allow a few tears, and go to bed so she could rush home early and wash the stink of this trip off her. Hell, maybe she’d take some personal days and stay away from the retreat until Zeke left.

      At the thought of her ex, she sought him out as she stomped to her shelter. Tessa had moved her hand to the small of his back and led him away from the group, toward the same clearing where Zeke had been earlier. Jealousy burned brighter than the stars.

      As if sensing her, Zeke glanced over his shoulder and their eyes met. Time stood still, and more than anything, she wished she could forget everything that had brought her to this point.

      Everything that kept her away from making her dream a reality.

      Tessa laughed, regaining Zeke’s attention, and Grace snapped from her moment of wishful thinking.

      She should have canceled the trip the second she saw Zeke jogging toward her. His sudden appearance brought up a lot of unanswered questions, but one thing was certain.

      This camping trip was doomed from the start.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sound of rustling tents and whispered comments roused Zeke from a restless sleep. He turned onto his back and stretched out his body as best he could in the cramped space. His muscles ached and injured shoulder throbbed. Not what he’d expected the morning after booking a stay at a retreat geared for healing. Hell, he hadn’t felt this rough in ages.

      Yawning, he rubbed his eyes. The lack of sleep didn’t help. After prying himself from the persistent Tessa, he’d laid in his sleeping bag, tossing and turning for hours. No matter how exhausted his body was, his mind refused to rest. Refused to give up and stop thinking about how close Grace was.

      In a moment of weakness, he’d almost stormed from his tent in the middle of the night with the intention of gathering her in his arms so he could feel her pressed against him just one more time.

      Thank God he hadn’t. No doubt she had a gun with her, and she’d have been right to use it on him if he’d behaved so poorly. Then he’d have been no better than Darrin.

      Darrin.

      Anger shoved away all his fatigue. He should have punched the bastard last night, but that wouldn’t have solved anything. Not to mention his bad shoulder would have made his punch too weak to do much. At least Grace had canceled the rest of the excursion. Zeke would have to make sure to keep out of Darrin’s way for the rest of his stay, or the next time Darrin pissed him off there might be a different outcome.

      More rustling of fabric and louder voices penetrated the fabric walls, urging him to get moving. Sunlight would break soon. He needed to pack everything up before Grace took off down the mountain. His skills in the forest were fine, but nowhere as good as hers. Being left behind with bears and the increasingly cold weather wasn’t something he wanted to risk.

      He quickly got dressed then unzipped his tent. The morning air nipped at his nose but worked almost as well as coffee at waking him up. A couple of tents were already torn down, their owners enjoying an early breakfast by the fire. Darrin and Joan both fumbled around their structures, and Grace was busy making sure they’d leave the site exactly the way they’d found it.

      Forcing himself to ignore her, he deconstructed his tent and got everything packed and ready. He grabbed another chunk of jerky to get himself through a few hours, then sat and waited for everyone else to finish their tasks.

      Joan walked over to him, frowning. “Do you know where Tessa is? When I went to sleep, she was still talking with you after that blowup with Darrin. She never came into the tent last night. I figured she stayed with you.”

      The comment caused the dried meat to lodge in his throat. He coughed to clear his windpipe. “Definitely didn’t stay with me. I haven’t seen her.”

      Her frown deepened, and she pivoted toward the group. “Then where is she?”

      He studied the area. All the clutter had been cleared and picked up. People sat or stood, waiting for word on when their hike would begin. Tessa was nowhere to be found. “Where’s her stuff?”

      “Her pack is over by mine. I made sure everything was in there.”

      A beat of apprehension pushed him to his feet. “Did you check with Grace? Maybe she got sick or something during the night and Grace helped her get back to the retreat?”

      Joan chewed her bottom lip. “She would have told me. No way she’d just take off. Something’s not right.”

      He gave her back a reassuring pat. “Let’s not panic. Let me talk to Grace. We’ll figure this out.”

      He marched over to where Grace poured water on the fire still simmering in the pit. Smoke billowed into the air and stung his eyes. “We need to talk.”

      Her back stiffened. She took her time making sure the embers were snuffed out before facing him. “I thought you didn’t want to talk.”

      He worked his jaw back and forth. “This isn’t about me—about us—it’s about Tessa.”

      “You and Tessa can do whatever you want. I don’t want to be a part of any of it, and don’t need to know what goes on between you two.”

      The flash of hurt in her eyes surprised him, but he couldn’t get sucked into that right now. “Not like it matters, but there’s nothing between me and Tessa. Apparently, she didn’t sleep in her tent last night and now Joan can’t find her. Do you know where she went?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Haven’t seen her since she pulled you away from Darrin.”

      He surveyed the area again, hoping for a sign of the missing woman. “Joan packed her things and tore down the tent. But she’s worried, and I can’t say I blame her. Everyone’s ready to go, and there’s no sign of Tessa.”

      Grace glanced around, then waved a hand high to gain the attention of everyone else. “Has anyone seen Tessa?”

      The heat of curious stares made his stomach dip.

      “Ask lover boy over there,” Darrin said with a nod of his chin toward Zeke. “They went off together after he flew into a rage. I don’t know about everyone else, but I went to sleep before they came back from their little rendezvous.”

      Zeke pressed his teeth together to keep from snapping out a quick retort. Besides, Darrin was right. Everyone had turned in for the night by the time he’d removed himself from Tessa’s attempted seduction.

      “Obviously Tessa isn’t here,” Grace said, ignoring Darrin’s comment. “We can’t take off until we find her. Did she mention anything to anyone about leaving the area on her own?”

      A few heads shook and mumbled no’s reaffirmed that Tessa hadn’t mentioned taking off alone to anyone.

      Joan took a step forward, bringing herself toward the middle of the circle of campers. “She wouldn’t have just left without telling me. She’s a city girl who wouldn’t be comfortable in the forest alone.”

      Grace wiped her hands on the thighs of her jeans. “Let’s spread out a bit and see if we find her. If she did walk away from camp, she may have gotten lost or injured. Hopefully if that happened, she isn’t too far. Take someone with you.”

      Everyone fanned out.

      Grace stayed rooted to the spot. She kicked the dirt at the ground and kept her gaze fixed on her boots. “Was she upset when you left her last night?”

      He shrugged. “More irritated. She said she wanted a few minutes alone before going to sleep and I walked away.”

      She nodded. “Well, makes the most sense to start looking at the last place you saw her.”

      Agreeing, Zeke led Grace to the clearing on the edge of the mountain. He’d take Grace’s lead in tracking Tessa. If anyone could find her, it was Grace. Her time in the military was served in special ops. She hadn’t been allowed to explain much of her duties and responsibilities to him, but her training in tracking and survival were well known to everyone in their unit.

      The sound of hurried footsteps turned him around. Joan hustled his way. He stopped to wait for her.

      “Did you find something?” She asked.

      “Not yet.”

      She blew out a long breath and fell into step beside him. “Something’s not right. I feel it. This isn’t like her. Did she say anything last night that made you think she was upset or planned to leave?”

      He ran over his conversation with Tessa. “She was a little embarrassed because I rebuffed her advances but laughed it off. Said she just needed a minute and wanted to look at the stars. That’s it.”

      Grace kneeled beside a patch of high grass. “Joan, can you come here?”

      Joan stood over Grace and peered into the foliage. “What is it?”

      “Do you recognize this phone?”

      Joan leaned closer. “Looks like Tessa’s. But why would she be on her phone? I doubt there’s even service all the way out here.”

      “I made a call yesterday in this spot,” he said.

      Grace stood and kept her gaze trained on the forest floor as she walked closer to the edge.

      Joan took a step forward, and Grace held up a hand. “Don’t come closer. The grass around here is all pressed down, like its be stomped on. And the earth is turned up.”

      Zeke stayed put but noted the spots Grace pointed out. He and Tessa hadn’t gone that far toward the edge of the mountain. Heights were never his thing. He preferred to look out onto the beautiful scene, not down to a deadly fall.

      Grace continued toward the steep drop off, and his stomach muscles clenched.

      She peered down, and the set of her shoulders went rigid.

      He knew her too damn well. “What is it?”

      “I think I found Tessa.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Close to fifty feet and a smattering of scraggly trees separated Grace from what she assumed was Tessa’s body. A shock of blond hair peeked between the canopy of leaves blocking her view of the woman’s face.

      Joan surged forward. “Tessa! Oh my God! She fell? Is she okay?”

      Zeke hooked an arm around Joan’s shoulder to secure her in place. His eyes met Grace’s.

      She gave a tiny shake of her head.

      He let out a long breath. “Joan, just take a step back.”

      “But Tessa. We need to get to her. She’s hurt and probably scared.” Her voice hitched high.

      Grace’s throat went dry, and she forced the quivering in her limbs to stop. “I’ll go down and check on her. See if she’s…” she couldn’t finish her thought. Not when she already knew what she’d find. But even though the possibility was slim Tessa could survive a fall from this height, she still had to make sure. Had to be one hundred percent positive of her condition.

      Tears flowed from Joan’s eyes, and she covered her mouth with her knuckles. “How could this happen? I don’t understand.”

      The commotion drew the attention of the rest of the group, who slowly made their way over.

      “What is it?” Darrin asked, shoving his way to the front. “Did you find her?”

      Grace didn’t have time to explain. She needed to make her way down the face of the mountain as quickly and safely as possible on the off chance she could still get help for Tessa. “She must have fallen. I’m headed down. I need you all to stay right here.”

      As she headed for her pack to retrieve what she needed to repel down the cliff, she grabbed her phone. One bar lingered at the top of her screen. Enough to get through to Brooke. She made the call with her phone squeezed between her ear and shoulder while fetching her supplies.

      “Grace? Why are you calling me?” The urgency in Brooke’s tone spoke louder than her words.

      “There was an accident. One of the guests went over a cliff.”

      “What’s her status?”

      “I’m going to find out now.”

      “Tell me how I can help you. What do you need?”

      Her friend’s willingness to jump into action and provide whatever she needed loosened the vise squeezing her chest. “Send Cruz or Lincoln up to the first check point on the trail. Doesn’t look good, and my hopes aren’t high I’ll find anything positive. I don’t know how long ago she fell, but you know where we are. It’s one hell of a drop.”

      A beat of silence took over the line. “Linc’s still with me at our cabin. He and I will head out now. Keep all the guests there. We don’t need any more accidents. I’ll be in touch.”

      Grace disconnected and turned to find herself face to face with Zeke.

      “I’m going with you.”

      The set of his jaw told her he wouldn’t back down so there was no use fighting. “You hate heights.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I might be scared but I’ll do it anyway.”

      He wasn’t just talking about repelling down a cliff, but now wasn’t the time for that discussion. “Got equipment? Because I only have enough for me.”

      “I already tied off my rope. Darrin will stand by the boulder and keep hold for us.”

      She arched a brow. “You trust him to have our backs?”

      “He’s the strongest one. Seems to know what to do. Sometimes we don’t have a choice but to trust the people around us.”

      “Fine.”

      Brushing past him, she hurried to the cliff. She couldn’t afford to get caught up in anything besides her singular mission. Everyone wore worried expressions as she secured her rope around her waist and tested her clips.

      Zeke did the same beside her. She wished she’d brought helmets and spikes for her boots, but she’d only brought what was needed in case of an emergency.

      “Ready?” Zeke asked.

      The sun streaked down and blinded her, but she nodded, hating how much his presence steadied her heartrate. “Ready.”

      She released some slack in her line and leaned backward. Wind swirled against her skin. Adrenaline pumped through her veins. She swung toward the rocky cliff and pushed off again with her feet. Outstretched branches reached for her. The distance between her and the ground disappeared, and she stayed in total control until she landed on the grass, Zeke coasting to a stop beside her.

      She let out a long breath and loosened her death grip on the rope. Her palms burned and dread pooled in the pit of her stomach. She needed to search for Tessa—the body shouldn’t be far—but the blurry shadows of faded memories cleared. She swallowed the acidic bile crawling up the back of her throat. Dark spots dotted her vision, and the slightest breeze could have knocked her off balance.

      The last time she’d searched for a body, her life had changed forever.

      “Grace?”

      She blinked at the gentle timbre of Zeke’s voice.

      “Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

      Shoving her memories back in the little box she kept them in, she tossed her rope to the ground. “I’m fine. Let’s find Tessa.”

      Concern lingered in his dark eyes.

      “Tessa!” She called out her name just in case the woman was alive. She struggled to even out her breaths and put one foot in front of the other. The line of trees was a few feet in front of them, Zeke not far to her right. Tessa’s body had been close to the tree line, which was just a few yards away.

      “Here she is.” Zeke crouched low. “You’re gonna want to see this.”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Grace gave herself one second to pull herself together. This wasn’t the same. She wasn’t a teenager walking home from school—not a child about to discover the woman she’d loved most in the world had finally succumbed to her demons. This was a tragic accident that could have happened to anyone, and she owed it to the young woman before her to give all her focus and respect.

      With a heavy heart, she picked her way around rocks and roots until she stood beside Zeke and looked down at Tessa’s body. Her neck was twisted at an awkward angle and her sneaker had fallen off one foot.

      But it was the bruising around her throat that caught Grace’s attention.

      Zeke glanced up, the lines of his face tight. “Doesn’t look like she stumbled or fell. Looks like she was murdered.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The piece of wood clutched in Zeke’s hand had morphed from a thick branch to a pointed shard. He used the pocketknife who always carried with him to whittle, something that usually calmed him. But nothing stopped the light tremor in his hands as he waited for the police officer—Officer Lincoln Sawyer—to make his way over to question him regarding his interactions with Tessa.

      After he and Grace climbed back up the cliff and told everyone Tessa was dead, Grace had done her best to calm the guests while they’d waited for law enforcement to come and assess the scene. Neither had mentioned their suspicions about the woman’s death. No need to upset anyone further, or clue in the killer that the cover up of the murder hadn’t gone as planned.

      At least, that’s what he assumed happened. Kill Tessa then throw her over the edge of a mountain to make it look like an accident. But the scene didn’t read like an accidental tumble over a cliff, at least not to him, and the scowl on Lincoln and Brooke’s faces told him they agreed.

      Which increased the probability that one of the guests circled around the fire, waiting for word they could head back to the retreat, was a murderer.

      Lincoln shook Darrin’s hand where they’d spoken a few feet away then made a beeline to Zeke.

      His turn to talk. Standing, he folded his knife and stuffed it back in the front pocket of his jeans. He kept the now-smooth wood in his other hand and ran the pad of his thumb over it again and again.

      “Zeke.” Officer Sawyer gave a brief nod in greeting.

      He’d introduced himself earlier when he and Grace explained what they’d found at the base of the cliff. Officer Sawyer had taken his statement then asked him to wait with the others as he spoke with Brooke and Grace before he went down to study the death scene himself. Now, hours later, the knots tying up Zeke’s insides had doubled in size. “Officer.”

      “Let’s take a step away.”

      Zeke appreciated the space from the sad eyes and muffled sobs. Poor Joan hadn’t stopped crying since they’d confirmed Tessa’s death. He’d wanted to comfort her, to reassure her that grief may never leave but did fade with time. But he couldn’t bring himself to leave the sawed-off stump and speak meaningless words no one wanted to hear.

      Under the shadows of a towering Maple, Lincoln ran his palm over the scruffy beard covering his jaw. Strain wrinkled the corners of his blue eyes. “How well did you know Tessa Evans?”

      “Not well. Just met her yesterday when I showed up in the morning for the trip. We chatted a bit on the hike, and she was very…friendly once we set up for camp. She made her intentions clear that she was interested in me, and I made it equally clear that wasn’t an option.”

      “Did she mention anything to you that was off? Was she afraid of anything or anyone? Was she upset?”

      “I’ve replayed our conversations, especially the last one, a million times and nothing stands out. She was outgoing and seemed like a nice enough lady. Hell, I knew her a total of eight hours. I don’t have any answers for you.”

      Lincoln scribbled in a notebook then took a step closer. “You and I’ve both seen the body. We understand what we’re really looking at here. Brooke and the coroner are working to get the body to the morgue, and we haven’t released any information to the group that would clue them in to this situation being more than a tragic accident. Has anyone acted suspicious? Given you any indication he or she might know more than they’re saying.”

      Zeke studied the forlorn campers. “No. Like I said, I just got to the retreat yesterday morning. I don’t really know any of these people, and nothing screamed homicidal killer.”

      “Did you hear anything? Arguing or a scuffle of any kind?”

      “Man, I’m sorry, but I have nothing to tell you. Nothing to add that will help you figure this out. Trust me, I wish I did. She was so damn young. Whatever happened, she didn’t deserve this.”

      The sound of approaching footsteps drew his attention to Grace. Dirt smeared on her cheek and strands of hair had slipped from her low ponytail. “We need to get back to the retreat. Everyone’s an emotional wreck, and we’re looking at three hours on the trail minimum. And that’s traveling fast with no breaks.”

      “Okay,” Lincoln said. “I’ve talked to everyone here, but I’ll need to speak with some of them again. Things are going to get dicey. So far, people are chatty, but that might change.”

      “They’re pretty shaken,” Grace said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them cut their visit to the retreat short and head home. Dealing with something like this isn’t easy.”

      “Some of them will need to stay close.” Officer Sawyer squinted against the sun. “That includes you, Zeke.”

      The statement snapped his attention back to the uniformed officer. “Me?”

      “You’re the last known person who saw her. And several people mentioned you had a display of temper last night before you and Tessa went off alone.”

      He stiffened. “Excuse me?”

      “Did you not have a verbal altercation with one of the guests where you placed your hands on him?”

      Grace frowned. “That wasn’t related to Tessa.”

      “No?” Officer Sawyer hooked a brow and bounced his gaze between them. “I have several witnesses who say differently. I may have some more questions for you and need you available, that’s all I’m saying.”

      Zeke’s jaw dropped.

      “Linc, Zeke didn’t hurt that girl.”

      Grace’s words of absolution closed his windpipe and he coughed to clear his airway. No matter the hostility and bad-feelings that simmered between them, Grace’s belief in who he was as a person meant more to him than he wanted it to.

      “I didn’t say he did. I said I may have more questions at a later date.”

      “I’ve got nothing to hide.” He couldn’t help the way his gaze stayed on Grace as he spoke. In that moment, his mind was made. “I’ll answer any questions any time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Grace widened her eyes before turning and stomping away.

      She could go…this time. But unlike before, he’d fight to the death to get the answers he needed.
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      Grace shifted her stance with the light breeze as she aimed her bow at the target on the opposite side of the lawn. Keeping a firm grip on the smooth, curved wood, she focused her mind and drew back her elbow then released a small breath as she let the arrow fly.

      Thunk.

      She pulled another arrow from the quiver on her back, the long feathers tickling her hand. Archery required discipline and concentration. Two things that allowed her to focus on the moment and forced her to leave her troubles for another time. Repeating the same motions, she let another arrow go.

      Thunk.

      “Nice shot.” Brooke emerged from a cluster of trees at the edge of the cleared-out field. “I thought you might be here.”

      She let her bow dangle at her side. “I figured you’d be up to your neck cleaning this mess.”

      Brooke’s long, brown hair ran down her back, exhaustion clear in the circles under her eyes. “I just got done talking with the coroner. Tessa’s death has been officially ruled suspicious.”

      The news wasn’t a surprise, but it still hit her like a sucker punch in the gut. “What happens next?” Brooke might be the owner of Crossroads Mountain Retreat but her previous years of experience as a police officer would give her insight into how this process worked.

      “Lincoln and Cruz will head up the investigation. Do more interviews with everyone who was on the camping trip. Dig into Tessa’s background. Chances that whoever tossed her over the cliff isn’t a guest is low, but it’s always possible.”

      The familiar pangs of guilt ricocheted off her ribs. “I shouldn’t have gone to bed. Keeping everyone safe was my responsibility. On these trips, I always make sure I’m the last to turn in. If I would have done that, none of this would have happened.”

      “Why’d you go to sleep?”

      Grace kicked at the dirt and avoided Brooke’s questioning gaze. No judgement coated her words, just curiosity and concern. She’d never opened up about her past to anyone—Brooke included—but maybe now was time to let down a little of her guard. “I was upset by one of the guests.”

      Brooke frowned. “Could that person be responsible for what happened to Tessa?”

      Tension beat against her temples. “Listen, there’s a lot you don’t know about me, and a lot I don’t want to get into right now. But the guest who showed up yesterday before we left, Zeke, we were together. A long time ago.”

      “What?” Brooke’s eyes flew wide. “Did he come here for you? Did you know he’d been injured? Wait a second…he’s the one who was last seen with Tessa, right?”

      Grace pinched the bridge of her nose. This was why she kept everything locked deep inside. One tidbit of information led to more questions she didn’t want to answer. But in this situation, she had to give all the details she could so the police had a full picture of what happened.

      “Yes, he talked to Tessa last night. Alone by the cliff where she either fell or was shoved.”

      “And he’s the reason you went to sleep early instead of staying up like you usually do?”

      Grace nodded. “I let my emotions get the best of me. I was caught off guard. Upset and, even though I hate to admit it, jealous seeing the two of them together. So I called it a night.”

      “Did you tell Lincoln any of this?”

      “No. I was busy calming everyone down and preparing for the hike back. I gave Lincoln the bare bones. I’ll tell him anything else he wants to know.”

      “Are you all right?”

      Grace glanced up at the white clouds dotting the blue sky and her chest threatened to split down the center. “I haven’t been all right in a long time. This certainly doesn’t help.”

      “I respect your need for space and privacy and all that bullshit, but I’m here for you like I’m here for everyone else. Tell me what you need from me.”

      The weight of everything she’d ran from for so long crashed down on her like an anvil. “I wish I knew.”

      Brooke’s smile was small and a little sad. “Let’s start with the guy. Did you two date before you came here?”

      “We were married.” The words came out on a whisper and a tiny bit of the weight pressing her down dissipated.

      Holding up a palm, Brooke blinked long and slow. “I think I need to sit down for this conversation.”

      Grace couldn’t help but laugh. God, had she really just said those words out loud? No one knew about her hasty marriage to Zeke except her sister, Penelope, and the pastor who’d married them. They’d been so young, so in love, and the threat of being separated after their leave was over made her impossibly impulsive.

      A decision she’d regret every single day for the rest of her life. Because if she hadn’t been gone, hadn’t run off with Zeke to celebrate their marriage, she would have been in that refugee camp with Penelope and their three friends who’d been taken by Isis. She might have been able to find them before her friends had been killed and Penelope tortured.

      But yet again, she hadn’t been where she was supposed to be. Hadn’t been around to help the people she loved escape a horrible fate. Had let emotions rule her decisions, leading to death and tragedy.

      Just like with Tessa.

      “Have you eaten?” Brooke asked.

      Grace tilted her head to the side, caught off guard by the swift change of topic. “Not since this morning. I managed a protein bar on the hike back to the retreat.”

      Brooke frowned. “It’s nearly dinner time. You need to eat more than that.”

      The idea of food made Grace cringe. “I’m not really hungry.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Put the bow away and let’s head to the lodge. Chet or Mia can whip up whatever you’d like. Or, I’m sure we can convince Wade to bring something from the Chill N’ Grill. It’s Sunday, which means fried chicken. No one can say no to Wade’s fried chicken.”

      Being around the guests or workers or anyone else back at the lodge made the space between her shoulder blades itch, but Brooke was right. If Wade, the owner of the Chill N’ Grill and world’s biggest flirt, was willing to bring her favorite meal, she’d never resist. “Give me ten more minutes then I’ll head that way.”

      Brooke dipped her chin. “Only if I can join you.”

      Grace finally cracked a smile. “You own the place. You can do whatever you want.”

      “Then I’ll grab a bow and stand beside you. Because that’s all I want to do. Be here for whatever you need, whenever you need it. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Grace secured another arrow and couldn’t help but feel a little lighter. It was well past time to let someone into her lonely life. Brooke offered her something she hadn’t had in a long time.

      A real friend.
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        * * *

      

      Hunger pangs enticed Zeke to finally leave his cabin and head to the lodge. He jumped into the golf cart loaned to him by the retreat and maneuvered around the lake. Gravel crunched under the tires and wind whipped through the open sides. Tiny waves splashed along the shore. The scenery outside his little temporary home tempted him to sit on the porch his whole visit and just try to relax.

      He snorted at the ridiculousness of the idea. Relaxation was the last thing to expect over the next five days. Not with Grace so close and the ongoing investigation regarding Tessa’s death. The best thing he could do was take a look at everything the retreat had to offer while he was up at the lodge and bury himself in enough shit to keep his mind busy.

      The bend turned and he motored up the slight incline that wrapped around the front of the retreat. He parked the cart in the designated spot and drew in a deep breath. After the long, stressful hike he’d holed up in his cabin for the rest of the day. He’d showered, called his parents to check in, then gave in to exhaustion and took the first nap he’d had in years.

      Not like it’d helped calm him. But at least fatigue wasn’t scratching at his eyes.

      Now all he wanted was to run into the lodge, grab some dinner, then head back to his cabin and figure out what to do with the rest of his time here.

      Taking a second to appreciate the building, he stared up the three-story log lodge that could have been pulled from a movie set. A wide porch wrapped around the building and a huge set of deep red double doors led inside. He itched to explore. Hell, the size of the place was so impressive he could spend all his time trying not to get lost in what lay within.

      The door opened, and a man around his own age with close-cropped hair stepped outside. He paused, holding the door open and offered a tight smile.

      “Thanks,” Zeke said and jogged up the steps. “Appreciate it.”

      “No, problem. I haven’t seen you around. First day here?”

      Not wanting to jump into an explanation of what had happened since he’d arrived, Zeke grabbed the edge of the door so the man could keep moving. “First time at the lodge. It’s a nice place.”

      “I’m Tucker,” he said, extending a palm. “I work with the therapy dogs. Come see me at the kennel if you’re an animal lover. The dogs thrive on meeting new people, and I can always use the help getting in their exercise.”

      Zeke shook his hand. “Just might do that. Have a nice night.”

      Entering the lodge, he swallowed a whistle. Wooden beams crossed over high ceilings. A stone hearth rose three stories, a roaring fire crackled. Several pockets of cozy furniture provided places for people to sit. Burgundy rugs covered mahogany floors.

      A reception desk was nestled in the corner, and a young blond with a wide smile lifted her hand in a small wave. “Good evening. I’m Izzie. Can I help you with anything?”

      “I’m looking for the dining room.”

      She stood and gestured toward a hall to his left. “Walk down that way and you’ll find it. Just follow your nose.”

      “Thanks.”

      He peeled off in the direction the receptionist indicated. Tantalizing scents beckoned him forward, and the hunger pains in his stomach grew as he found the dining room. Square tables dotted around the space—most filled with other guests, and the back wall was made of windows that invited the mountains inside. A buffet was set up on a long, rectangular table to the side.

      “Look who showed up.”

      A booming voice set his nerves on edge, and he pivoted to find himself face-to-face with Darrin. He stood with feet hip width apart and arms across his chest.

      Zeke didn’t have the patience to deal with this man’s bullshit but had no choice but to address him. “Excuse me?”

      “You escaped the group as soon as you could. Almost as if you had a reason to run.”

      His hackles rose. He didn’t have something to run from but someone. Though he wasn’t about to let Darrin know that. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Darrin snorted. “We all saw you walk away with Tessa.” He nodded toward a table in the corner where a few other members of their doomed camping trip sat with sad eyes. “We saw your temper. It won’t be long before everyone here knows what you did.”

      Zeke shook his head and tried to push past him.

      Darrin blocked his escape. “Joan’s a mess. She doesn’t want to leave until Tessa’s family arrives and can take her home. She needed support from us, and you were nowhere to be found. I find that a little suspicious.”

      He mentally counted to three to keep his cool. Last thing he needed was to blow up in front of the lingering eyes watching his interaction. “I’m sorry for what Joan’s going through, but I had nothing to offer her. I’m sure y’all helped much more than I could.”

      “No one can help her. That’s why she headed back to her cabin. To pull herself together as best she can. But probably best that you weren’t around. No one needs to see the man responsible for that poor woman’s death just walking around without a care in the damn world.”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” He squeezed the words through clenched teeth.

      Darrin took a step forward and eliminated any space between them. “We both know what you did. And I’ll make sure you pay for it.”

      People flew from their seats. Tension pulsed in the air with every breath.

      Zeke saw red, but he wouldn’t take the bait. He narrowed his gaze, attention fixed on Darrin. “Stay out of my way.”

      “Or what?” A smirk ticked up the corner of Darrin’s mouth.

      A flash of motion caught the corner of Zeke’s eye, and he turned as Brooke and Grace hurried into the room.

      Brooke wedged herself between them, giving them each a hard look that shouldn’t be so intimidating from such a small woman. “I don’t know what I walked in on, but I’m stopping it. Now. Today’s been tough enough without you two acting like fools in my dining room. Grab your food and sit down or get the hell out of here.”

      Scowling, Darrin stomped away, muttering nonsense as he went.

      Zeke locked eyes with Grace and all his hunger dissipated. He wanted to leave, to go back to his cabin and keep hiding, but he refused to let Grace run him off. Not when so much was at stake, including his reputation.

      Because if Darrin thought he killed Tessa, others did too, and he’d be damned if he let the rumor mill churn behind his back. He’d make everyone face him with their suspicions and accusations. He grabbed a plate, piled it high with food, then sat alone in the corner and ate his dinner.
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      White, take-out containers cluttered the top of the table Grace shared with Brooke. Wade had sent over one of his servers to bring them food, and the majority of what was left could feed half the retreat. Grace pushed back her plate and rested a palm on her stomach. “I can’t believe I ate so much.”

      “Wade’s chicken always does the trick.” Brooke glanced past her and winced. “Zeke doesn’t look like he ate much. Maybe we can share some of our leftovers? Unless you want to take them with you?”

      She looked over her shoulder, and her heart sank. Zeke hunched over the table, his focus on the mostly filled plate in front of him. A part of her wanted to say no, to refuse to give him anything. But that wasn’t fair to Zeke who’d done nothing wrong and found himself in the middle of a shitstorm.

      A shitstorm that some of the guests thought he’d started.

      “We can share. I’ll ask him to join us.”

      Brooke raised her brows. “You sure you’re okay with that?”

      Grace let out a long sigh as she rose. “I’m not sure about a damn thing.”

      Ignoring the concern pouring from Brooke’s puckered brow, she trudged toward Zeke’s table. Her legs moved as if filled with molasses. At least no one else was in the room. Having Brooke witness her uncomfortable interaction with the man who’d once been her entire world was embarrassing enough. She didn’t need more of an audience.

      She stopped beside his table and cleared her throat. “Hey.”

      His head shot up, eyes wide. “Hi.”

      “Umm, Brooke and I have a ton of food left.” She hooked a thumb behind her then clasped her hand around her wrist as she shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Chet’s a great cook, but no one holds a candle to Wade’s fried chicken. You’re welcome to have some.”

      He shoved his fork through the roast beef on his plate. “With all the stress piling up, I hardly tasted my meal, but I can’t deny how good that chicken smells.”

      “Join us.”

      He frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “No,” she said, unable to hide a small smile. “But come anyway.”

      Without waiting for his response, she turned and walked back to her table. His earlier words about doing something that scared him came back to her, and she had no doubt he’d join her and Brooke. Whether he wanted to or not.

      Sliding onto her chair, she opened the containers and scooped the contents on an empty plate Brooke had set on the table.

      Zeke nodded a greeting to Brooke before taking a seat between the two of them. “Thanks for this.”

      “No problem,” Brooke said. “You’ve had a hell of a couple days here. I hate to see you sitting alone. Especially after what we walked in on earlier.”

      Red invaded Grace’s vision at the mention of walking in on Darrin accusing Zeke of being responsible for Tessa’s death. She might have divorced him and ran away without looking back, but that was because of her own flaws. Not his. Never his. He was kind and sincere, giving and compassionate. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a life partner, and she’d thrown caution to the wind the second he’d asked her to marry him.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Brooke asked, breaking into her thoughts.

      Heat scorched her cheeks. “Yeah. Sorry. Just thinking about that idiot Darrin and what he said to Zeke. I’m sorry you’ve gotten caught up in the middle of all this.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sorry Tessa is dead. That’s the real tragedy. I can handle Darrin.”

      “Have you managed to do anything today to aid in your recovery?” Brooke asked, smoothly changing the subject.

      “Not yet.” He took a bite of chicken and released a throaty moan that curled Grace’s toes. “I was a little preoccupied today.”

      “Understandably. You’re off to a rough start, to say the least, but don’t forget why you’re here. We have a whole host of services, some we already discussed on the phone, and others that you might not have even considered. Like I told you, I never imagined yoga would be the thing I latched onto for my shoulder, but now I’m hooked. Zoe offers classes here in the mornings. You really should give it a try.”

      His grimace had Grace choking back a laugh. “Sorry. I just can’t imagine Zeke doing yoga.”

      “Hey now, I might be the best yogi you’ve ever seen. Time can change a lot.”

      His answer sobered her. “Very true.”

      “Well, if yoga isn’t your thing, I’m sure we have something that’ll work for you,” Brooke said, quickly steering the conversation back on the rails. “I can give you a tour if you’d like or have someone else show you what we have to offer.”

      Grace bit her bottom lip to keep from responding. Her job was to help guests, and she wouldn’t refuse if she was asked to show Zeke the reins. But being near him made her head spin and question every decision she made since the day she left.

      “I think I’ll just wander around a little tomorrow and get a lay of the land. I don’t want to burden anyone. Beside, I’m sure you’re busy enough as it is.”

      “I always make time for people who need me. Call if you change your mind. Just remember to take care of yourself while you’re here. Mind, body, and soul.”

      Grace sneaked a peek and let her gaze roam over his body. He’d injured his shoulder during work, but other than that, she didn’t know the extent of what had happened. Normally, guests who came to the retreat had experienced something pretty traumatic to push them into their visit. The thought of what could have caused Zeke to seek treatment at Crossroads Mountain Retreat made her chest ache.

      But she couldn’t ask him about what he’d been through. She’d given up that right the day she walked away.

      “I’m sure I’ll find some useful tools to give me what I need while I’m here.”

      Th sound of hurried footsteps preceded Lincoln into the room, and Brooke smiled before standing and hurrying to wrap him in a hug.

      Jealousy constricted Grace’s stomach muscles, and she dropped her gaze to her plate so Zeke couldn’t read her expression.

      “Are they a couple?” Zeke asked.

      “Engaged.”

      He snorted. “Great. He made it clear he didn’t trust me. I hope that doesn’t rub off on Brooke. She seems like a nice lady.”

      “She is, and she’s not one to let other’s opinions sway her own. And Lincoln’s a good cop. He won’t listen to the bullshit being thrown around.”

      He winced. “You heard that, huh?”

      “Kind of hard not to. But I meant it when I told Lincoln that you had nothing to do with what happened to Tessa. Years may have come and gone since we’ve spoken, but I know you. You’d never hurt anyone. Let alone an innocent woman.”

      “Let’s hope he can prove it soon. For more than just my reputation. Tessa deserves justice.”

      Grace nodded, but Brooke’s sudden frown and agitated movement of her hands stole her focus. “Something’s wrong with Brooke.”

      Intuition set her one her feet, Zeke close behind her. “What’s going on?”

      Frowning, Lincoln crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Oh hell, they were both here with me. Go ahead and tell them,” Brooke said.

      “Joan made a call to the police department. Someone broke into her cabin.” He arched a brow at Zeke. “She took a walk after leaving the lodge. We don’t know how long ago the cabin was broken into.”
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        * * *

      

      All it took was one encouraging look from Grace for Zeke to follow the concerned party to Joan’s cabin. He’d motored Grace in his golf cart, parking behind Lincoln’s. The cabin was a few doors down from his own, a cluster of trees keeping each cozy structure tucked in its own little haven of privacy.

      Joan stood on the porch and chewed her thumbnail. Relief clear as she waited for Lincoln and Brooke to jog her way.

      “What are we doing here?” He whispered to Grace. “They won’t let us inside a crime scene. Even if you’re friends with the owner.”

      Shrugging, she kept her attention fixed on the interaction in front of them. “I don’t know. Just seemed like we should tag along. Joan’s upset and been through a lot. We can offer to stay with her while Brooke and Lincoln do their thing.”

      He watched the older woman, who spoke with wild hand gestures. He’d been accused of not being around to comfort her once. Standing by her side while her things were combed over might help him not look so suspicious to people. It also would keep him close to overhear any details that might prove beneficial. He wasn’t a cop, but he worked closely with them. He preferred to be on the inside of things, not kept in the dark.

      “Sounds good,” he said, stepping out of the cart.

      A blast of wind slid against him, and he kept as much distance between him and Grace as he could without looking ridiculous. She’d extended two different invitations—first to join her and Brooke for dinner and now to accompany her to comfort Joan—and he didn’t know what to make of it. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it now.

      “Hey, Joan.” Grace glided up the steps and shoved her hands in the front pockets of her jeans. She ignored Lincoln’s frown. “Zeke and I were with Brooke when you called. Thought we’d tag along and see if you’re okay. Maybe sit on the porch with you while they go through your cabin.”

      Zeke stayed planted on the worn path in front of the porch, just in case his presence wasn’t welcomed.

      Lincoln snorted. “Didn’t know you were interested in police work.”

      Brooke elbowed him in the side. “I’m sure Joan would rather sit outside with them instead of being inside her broken in cabin with us. She can answer any other questions you have once we’re finished. That will give her a few minutes to catch her breath.”

      “That’d be nice.” Joan dropped the thumb from her mouth and rubbed a palm over her collarbone, her fingers dipping under the neck of her cream-colored sweater. “I need a moment to pull myself together. I’m usually not rattled so easily, but I’m afraid the past couple days have taken a toll on me.”

      “That’s understandable,” Brooke said, smoothing a hand over Joan’s arm. “We’ll be as quick and as thorough as we can on our own. But we’ll need you to confirm if anything has been taken, so you’ll have to step inside with us at some point, okay?”

      Joan nodded.

      Zeke waited until the duo disappeared through the doorway before climbing the steps and leaning against the railing. A weird silence pulsed around them, as if no one knew what to say. Grace stayed rooted to her spot, hands still in her pockets and stare fixed at the lake beyond. She bit the side of her mouth and oozed an awkwardness he wasn’t used to seeing from her.

      An awkwardness that twisted him up inside and he’d do anything to erase.

      Instead, he focused on Joan. “You okay?”

      Sniffing, she shook her head. “How can I be? I mean, why is this happening? First Tessa and now my cabin being busted into. I don’t understand any of it.”

      He remembered what Darrin had said about Joan returning to her cabin briefly before he’d arrived at the lodge. “Any idea how long ago someone was here?”

      She sighed. “No. I was gone most of the day. I’d hoped to come back and relax, but that’s never going to happen. At least not here.”

      “Could you tell if anything was taken?” Grace asked, snapping out of whatever had held her hostage moments before.

      Joan crinkled her nose. “I don’t think so. I didn’t want to disrupt the scene, but my initial look didn’t turn up anything that caught my attention.”

      Zeke scratched his jawline. His background as an army veteran and firefighter didn’t lend much experience to deciphering the motive behind a criminal’s activities. But breaking into a cabin in such a secure location when the sun hadn’t yet disappeared took balls. Why would someone risk getting caught if there wasn’t something inside worth taking?

      “Do you have anything of value inside?” Grace asked, as if following the thread forming in his head.

      “Not really. Clothes and toiletries. A little cash. I didn’t carry my purse with me to the lodge, but my wallet was still in there when I looked.”

      “Someone was looking for something specific,” Zeke said.

      Joan nodded. “I agree. Something they wanted bad enough to risk coming into my cabin without knowing when I’d be back or who would walk by.”

      Grace tilted her head, and the setting sun highlighted the sharp lines of her face, showcasing her beauty in a way that stole his breath. “Why would anyone think you had something that important in your cabin? You haven’t been here long. Have you had a conversation with anyone that would encourage someone to steal from you?”

      Joan’s face turned as hard as stone. “I don’t think this break in has anything to do with me.”

      Zeke frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I brought some files with me.” She winced. “I know I’m supposed to be focused on me and my reason for being here, but I couldn’t stop myself from bringing some work.”

      Grace lifted the side of her mouth. “We’re not here to judge you for your work habits. Trust me, we all have our vices. But were some of the files missing? You said everything was still here.”

      “Not missing, but I could tell they were read. And I have Tessa’s bags inside.” Joan’s voice caught and she wiped her eyes. “Someone looked in her suitcase. A zipper was left undone.”

      “You think whoever’s responsible for her death broke into your cabin?” He asked, working the new information over in his mind. “What would be the point?”

      Joan shrugged. “I don’t know. If whoever killed her had a reason, he or she could be looking for a way to pin it on someone else. If her murder was an accident, something that happened in the heat of the moment, maybe someone’s searching for a way to cover their tracks.”

      Her red-rimmed eyes met his, and realization exploded in his gut like a grenade. People suspected him of killing Tessa, and now a woman’s cabin had been broken into—possibly in connection with the murder.

      He was already suspected for being responsible for what happened to Tessa, and depending on how long ago the break-in occurred, he didn’t have an alibi.
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      A lightness surrounded Grace as she sprinted down the sidewalk toward the pretty brick house in the middle of town. She should have been home an hour ago, but Chris had shown up with his new car and asked to give her a ride. She couldn’t bring herself to make him take her directly home. Not when he was so excited to show off the bright red sedan he’d saved for all summer.

      And definitely not when he could park on a back road, and they could make out a little.

      The memories of Chris’s hands traveling up her sweater spread her grin as she pounded up the steps and ran into the house. Her mom would kill her for her being late, but this time, she didn’t care. She’d do it all over again if it meant spending more time with the boy she was falling in love with.

      A boy her mom would never let her see with the two-year age gap.

      Darkness filled the front hall despite the late-afternoon hour. The sounds of the television blared from the living room on her right, the blue lights moving like shadows against the far wall. A pungent scent hit her nose. She stopped and listened for her mom. Maybe she was in her room, which meant Grace might get away with being home late. But it also meant her mom was having one of her bad days.

      Tip toeing forward, she crept down the hall to her mom’s room. The door was cracked open. The smell grew stronger. Grace’s stomach churned. She inched open the door further. The light from the en suite bathroom split the darkness of the room, the artificial beam highlighting the broken woman on the floor.

      A scream erupted from Grace’s throat, and she ran from the room.

      Sweat poured from Grace’s brow and she bolted upright in bed, a scream of pain and terror and guilt echoing off her bedroom walls. She clawed at her tightening throat, her breaths coming out in ragged pants. Memories slammed against her, one after another, conjured from the nightmare she hadn’t had in months.

      Light poured through her window, announcing morning. Anger smashed through the tangle of emotions holding her hostage. She had no doubt Zeke’s sudden appearance had brought everything she fought so hard to forget back to the surface. Unable to wait another minute for answers, she swiped her phone from her nightstand and dialed one of two people who might have led her ex to her doorstep.

      “Grace? Are you all right?”

      She winced at the worry in Whitney’s voice. Phone calls were few and far between, and that was one hundred percent on Grace. But when did it become the norm for her sister’s first reaction to be something was wrong when Grace reached out?

      “I’m fine,” she said, combing her fingers through her long tresses to work out the tangles. Her black and tan tiger cat, Annie, padded over the white comforter and settled on her lap.

      “Really?”

      “Kind of,” Grace relented. She’d called for answers so withholding anything from her older sister was pointless. The best way to handle Whitney was to just come right out with what was bothering her. “Did you send Zeke to the retreat?”

      Whitney sucked in a breath. “Zeke came to see you at work?”

      “Does that mean you aren’t the one who told him where to find me?” She rubbed a hand over Annie’s head, pulling back quickly when the kitty nipped at her finger. She loved the little feline’s feistiness, something that had never fully left after Grace let the stray inside the year prior. She’d take a stubborn cat who made her work for her affections over a happy-go-lucky dog any day.

      The hesitation on the line made her stomach roll. She’d placed a wall between her and Whitney, but she’d never expected her sister to be the one to share her location with her ex. “Whit?”

      “I didn’t tell him where you work, but I may have responded to an email he sent about a few months back and told him you were in Tennessee.”

      Grace swore under her breath, and Annie leapt off the bed. “Why would you do that?”

      “I wasn’t thinking. It’d been a bad day and I had a hundred emails to wade through. I got it and was just on autopilot and responded.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Maybe I wouldn’t have been so caught off guard yesterday if I knew he was in the same state.”

      More silence, but this time it spoke so much louder than anything either of them could have said. She almost told Whitney to forget it so she could hurry off the phone, but she swallowed the words.

      “You haven’t exactly made it easy for me to talk to you. Since Zeke never came around or contacted you, I figured it wasn’t worth bringing up. I didn’t want to make our relationship even worse by admitting my mistake.”

      The statement landed like a missile against her chest. She plopped back against her tufted headboard, suddenly exhausted by constantly holding her arms up to keep everyone away. And what had she gotten? A shitty relationship with her sister, no close friends to lean on, and a broken heart that refused to heal. Was being so closed off really the best way to deal with trauma?

      An image of Tessa’s lifeless eyes morphed into those of her dead mother, and Grace gritted her teeth. She’d made her life what it was to protect others—to keep vigil and on guard at all times so her lapse of judgement didn’t lead others to harm. And all it’d taken was being near Zeke a few hours for her to fall right back into the patterns she’d tried so hard to break.

      She couldn’t make the same mistakes again. Couldn’t forget her head and let her heart take the lead. “It’s fine. We’re fine. I’ve got to go.”

      “Grace, wait. Talk to me. Please. Just let me in a little. How is Zeke? Did you talk to him or send him home?”

      “He’s at the retreat to recover, just like every other guest there. My job is just to help when and where I can. And speaking of work, I’ll be late if I don’t get out of bed now. I’ll call later.”

      “Okay,” Whitney said, dejection clear in her tone. “But I’m here. Anytime you want or need me. All you have to do is ask.”

      “Thanks.” Grace hung up, her heart heavier than it’d been before the call. She hated where she was with her sister, but she didn’t know how to fix it. But at least she got one answer—Whitney might have scattered a few breadcrumbs for Zeke but she hadn’t told him everything. Which left only one person who’d insert herself into her business and send Zeke to her doorstep, but she’d leave that phone call for another time.

      Talking to Whitney was hard enough, a giant elephant always wedged between them reminding Grace how her selfishness years before had cost them their mother, but it was even worse with Penelope. Grace’s impulsive nature had cost Pen so much more, and Grace wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to face her friend.
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        * * *

      

      Unable to sit in his cabin any longer, Zeke tentatively pushed open the door to the building marked as the kennel. The scent of dry dog food and clean fur met him at the threshold. He’d braced himself for loud barking and jumping dogs but was instead greeted by silence and Tucker sitting behind a narrow desk, hunched over a computer. His white T-shirt showcased doghair as much as the ink that circled his biceps.

      A huge black Labrador retriever laid in a plush dog bed. He lifted his head, but the rest of his furry body stayed still.

      Tucker glanced up. “Hey, man. Just give me one second. I’m placing an order online. I hate not supporting local businesses, but Truly’s Trading Post stopped stocking the biscuits the dogs love. You can head back and see the pups if you want. I won’t be long.” He nodded toward the area behind where he sat, separated by a half-door.

      He dipped his head in acknowledgement then disappeared into the wide hall. Cages lined either side, the fencing made out of black wrought-iron and classier than anything that separated the yards in the neighborhood where he’d grown up. Black mats shaped like dog bones sat in front of the cages, announcing the names of each animal who sat quietly and watched him, tails wagging wildly.

      Smiling, he strolled down the tiled aisle. “Y’all might be the best-behaved canines I’ve ever seen before.”

      “Might be?”

      Tucker’s good-humored chuckle turned Zeke around. The lab trotted over to his side and sniffed his hand before he ran a palm along his back.

      “That’s Otto. He’s mine, but he likes to come into work with me. Thinks he’s the boss around here.”

      Zeke studied the half dozen or so other dogs waiting to be sprung loose. “Aren’t they all yours?”

      Tucker shrugged. “Technically, they belong to the retreat, so they’re Brooke’s dogs. But I like to claim them. They’re like my kids.”

      “Did you train them all?”

      “Yes and no.” Tucker scratched his chin and unlatched the nearest gate. “Some, like Ruby here, were K9 dogs from local police forces that were injured and could no longer work. Those dogs were already trained, but I worked with them to turn them into therapy dogs. She also needed rehab to get over her injury.”

      A sweet German Shepard sniffed at his feet then sat in front of him, big brown eyes pleading to give her attention.

      “Others, like Archie over there, needed more time and attention.” He flicked his wrist toward a golden retriever who Zeke swore was smiling with his mouth wide open. “Archie couldn’t make it on the K9 unit, so I took him in. They all live here, although I take them home with me from time to time for extra affection. But they have a good life now. Given lots of love and plenty of exercise throughout the day. Not to mention how much comfort and support they offer to many of the guests.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work on your part,” Zeke said as he threaded his fingers through the soft fur on the top of Ruby’s head. She leaned forward, her big body pressing against his legs. “Have you always been a trainer?”

      A shadow of despair skittered across his face, darkening his blue eyes. “I worked on the K9 Unit for years. I trained Otto before he was injured during an operation, then we left the force together. Him because he couldn’t get over the limp, me because I couldn’t trust myself after my mistake cost my partner his life. I came back home to Pine Valley and found the place I was meant to be as soon as I met Brooke. The rest is history.”

      “And how exactly does this type of therapy work? Petting a dog is supposed to help my shoulder magically heal? What do I do, strip down and let her lick where the bullet ripped through my flesh?”

      Tucker snorted out a laugh. “The dogs won’t heal your shoulder. This is more for emotional support. Especially for guests who suffer from PTSD, which honestly, almost everyone here does. A lot of people aren’t comfortable with sitting down and spilling their guts right away, or even doing other types of classes with art and music and that shit. Dogs are easy. Just give them attention and let them love you.”

      Zeke couldn’t help but think of Grace. He wished she’d just let him love her, but she’d made it clear that wasn’t in the cards.

      So why was he here? Why torture himself being so close to the woman who’d broken his heart?

      “So what’s your story?” Tucker asked, as if reading his wayward thoughts. “You mentioned getting shot in the shoulder. You out of commission until you recover?”

      Zeke rubbed the back of his neck and searched for the quickest way to answer the question. The circumstances that led him here were messy and unconventional at best. “I’m a firefighter. Got hurt one night and haven’t healed all the way. I heard about this place from a friend, and after I spoke with Brooke, I packed my bags and came straight here. I’ve worked with physical therapists and doctors for weeks, but she offered a different approach that worked for her. Couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”

      He'd leave out the part about his friend setting him up for disaster when his past collided with his present. He wasn’t sure what Grace’s coworkers knew about her life before she came to Crossroads Mountain Retreat but based on watching how she interacted with everyone around her, he assumed she hadn’t told them much. He wouldn’t be the one to spill her secrets.

      Tucker frowned. “You’re a firefighter who got shot while on the job? Sounds complicated.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Well, I won’t pry, but I’m around if you need an ear. But even better, looks like Ruby’ll be around to help you through whatever you need.”

      Zeke smiled down at the sweet dog who’d stayed glued to his side through the entire conversation. “I’ve always wanted a dog. Love animals but just never given a chance to own one. Maybe after this, I’ll make it more of a priority.”

      Crouching, he slung an arm around Ruby’s neck. “So what’s the next step? I can come in and just hang out with her?”

      “That’s up to you. There are a few options based on your needs. We can schedule time each day for you to come and be with Ruby, or any other dog—although I do recommend sticking with the same one. It usually helps to establish that bond. Or, if you want to take her back to your cabin for the entirety of your stay, I can set you up. Take over her toys and food, make sure you know her schedule. She’ll stick with you around the retreat, or you can bring her back if you need a break.”

      Tucker studied the dog, and something loosened in his chest. His stay here might not be what he’d hoped, but it just might give him something else he desperately needed.
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      “Where should I put Ruby’s dishes?” Zeke glanced around the small, studio-style cabin.

      There was plenty of space for a single guest within the log walls. A cozy seating area with a soft brown, leather couch in front of a stone fireplace, coffee table, and armchair. A basket of thick blankets was wedged between the chair and couch. The living room was open to the kitchen, which stocked the bare necessities in the oak cabinets and stainless-steel refrigerator, and a queen-sized bed was nestled in the far corner—covered by a colorful quilt that reminded him of the one his grandmother had made him as a child.

      The only downside was he couldn’t fit in the clawfoot tub in the bathroom. His love of soaking in hot water was born of too many cold showers while serving overseas, and no amount of teasing from his friends back home could break him of the habit.

      Tucker shrugged a duffle bag from his shoulder and let it land at his feet. “Doesn’t matter. She’ll eat no matter where you put it.”

      “Makes sense.” He rubbed a hand over his hair, causing the ends to stand out. Maybe he’d bit off more than he could chew. He’d never owned a dog and choosing to devote his time to an animal that wasn’t his instead of focusing on healing his shoulder might just be his way of avoiding the real problem.

      Ruby padded to his side and nudged her wet nose against his hand.

      Well, hell.

      He found Ruby’s dishes then filled them with food and water before setting them in the corner of the kitchen.

      “Perfect,” Tucker said. “She eats two cups, twice a day. Keep her water filled. I packed her some treats but make her work for them. There’re a few toys in there and her leash. She listens well but keep her on the leash when walking around the retreat just to be on the safe side.”

      “I can handle that. Thanks for all this.”

      Tucker lifted one shoulder. “No problem, man. It’s what I’m here for. If you don’t mind my asking, you have any other plans for the day? Ruby here will be good company, but I’d suggest stepping out and doing more.”

      Zeke grimaced. So much had happened in the short time he’d been at the retreat, he wasn’t sure what the right next step was. If he could, he’d stay with the dog on the front porch and just hang out for the rest of his time. But he’d promised himself he’d at least try and talk to Grace—try to get to the bottom of what had driven her away from the life that still waited for her back in Texas. He should just get that over with, so his stomach didn’t cramp up every time he thought about having that conversation.

      “I haven’t even glanced through all my options. Brooke gave me a pamphlet or something. I’m not sure where I left it. I should probably figure out a plan.”

      Tucker nodded. “Might be a good idea. Have you spoken with any of the other guests?”

      Dread pulled Zeke’s insides toward the floor, and he stepped to his backpack he’d propped against the front of the coffee table. Tucker was the only person he’d talked with who didn’t know he’d been on the doomed camping trip. He didn’t want to confess his interactions with other people at the retreat was mostly centered around defending himself and insisting he’d had nothing to do with Tessa’s death.

      But he couldn’t leave the man’s question unanswered.

      “Yeah,” he said, digging inside the front pocket of his bag for the pamphlet that listed the activities. “I was on that camping trip two nights ago.”

      Tucker whistled, snapping up Ruby’s head. “With Grace? That’s rough, man. Sorry you were a part of that. Such a tragic thing. Hopefully they figure out what happened soon.”

      Before he could respond, Zeke’s finger slid against a hard edge of something tucked inside the pocket. He frowned and crouched down for a better look. He gripped the foreign object and slid it out. “What the hell?”

      Ruby whined and nestled against his side.

      Tucker took a step forward. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure.” Releasing the object, he stared down at what looked like an identification card. He flipped it over and sucked in a breath. “Shit.”

      “Who’s that woman? Girlfriend?” Tucker asked, staring over his shoulder.

      Zeke dropped the card, and it clattered on the soft rug. He stood, his gaze fixed on the smiling face of the young woman in the picture. “That’s Tessa. The woman who died the other night.”

      “I don’t understand. Why do you have it?”

      Zeke shook his head, trying to make sense of how the young woman’s work ID ended up in his bag. They’d talked the other night, and she’d offered him a variety of options to pass the night. But she hadn’t given him anything. Definitely not her police-issued document. “I don’t know. This doesn’t make any sense.”

      Tucker worked his jaw back and forth. “Did she give it to you?”

      “No.” His heart quivered as the implication of what he’d found slammed against him. “Joan’s cabin was broken into last night. She mentioned to Grace and I she thought someone had gone through Tessa’s things.”

      “But how does that explain why this woman’s ID was in your bag?”

      The tone of Tucker’s voice set him on edge, but Zeke couldn’t blame him for being suspicious. A nagging voice in the back of his mind told him that finding Tessa’s identification in his bag was something he needed to fess up to now or it’d just make him look even worse. “I think we need to call the police. Lincoln Sawyer’s the name of the officer who talked to Joan last night. He lives here, right? With Brooke?”

      “Yeah, just a few cabins over. He’ll want to know about it.”

      Tucker fished his phone from the front pocket of his jeans and swung around to give Zeke his back.

      Zeke’s pulse raced and he reached for Ruby. The dog’s comforting presence took his anxiety down a few notches, but the hushed tones of Tucker’s muttered words on the phone to the cops wouldn’t allow his nerves to disappear completely.

      He just might be the only guest who left Crossroads Mountain Retreat with more problems than when he’d arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Grace pounded up the porch steps to the little cabin by the lake where Zeke was staying. The wind blew, fierce and cool, as if shouting the news of an impending storm.

      But a storm had already arrived—brought to Grace’s attention by the churning rumor mill that spread around the retreat faster than wildfire.

      Bursting through the door, she anchored her fists on her hips and narrowed her eyes at Zeke then Tucker before finally settling on Lincoln. “What the hell is going on?”

      Lincoln closed his eyes for a beat, as if preparing himself for a battle, before holding up his palms. “Don’t turn this into a big deal.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” she snapped, fury pushing aside any lingering bits of logic or level-headedness. “Why are you in Zeke’s cabin, questioning him about Tessa? I already told you, he didn’t have anything to do with her death. I can’t believe you’d believe the gossip going around.”

      “And I can’t believe you’d think I was such a shitty officer that I’d base my murder investigation off gossip and hearsay. Come on Grace, you know me better than that.”

      “He’s fine,” Zeke cut in from his spot on the couch where a giant German Shepard sat beside him. “I suggested Tucker call him and ask him to come.”

      Zeke’s response unlit her fuse. “Why?”

      Lincoln extended an evidence bag. “Take a look at what Zeke found in his backpack.”

      Crossing the room, she took the bag and squinted to make out what was on the hard piece of plastic inside. “Is this Tessa’s ID?”

      Lincoln remained tight-lipped, his stare hard and irritated then took back the bag.

      Tucker moved off the wall he’d been leaning against. “Her work ID. Zeke and I brought Ruby’s stuff here, and when he was looking through his pack, he found it in the front pouch. We figured it’d be best to let Lincoln know right away so he could figure out how it got there.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest to stop the quaking starting in her chest from spreading through her body. “Someone put it in there.”

      A flicker of a smile on Zeke’s handsome face nearly knocked her sidewise.

      “That’s what I’m here to figure out,” Lincoln said. “I dusted for prints and took Zeke’s statement.”

      “So you know he was with me and Brooke when Joan’s cabin was broken into,” she shot back.

      Tucker hooked one brow as he bounced his gaze between the two of them. “Not sure where all this tension’s coming from, but I think it’s time for me to leave.”

      She bit back her desire to shout out exactly what had caused all the tension covering the room like a storm cloud—her ex-husband was being looked at as a murderer by everyone at the retreat. But she didn’t want to bring anyone else into this mess, and Tucker had more important things on his plate.

      Lincoln glanced down at his smart watch and cringed. “I need to get going, too. Brooke’s waiting for me. More party planning.”

      Indignation tightened her throat. “Seriously?”

      “Trust me, I’d rather be doing anything else than what she’s got in store for me. But I have everything I need right now, and I’ll shoot this information over to Cruz. He’s working this case just as hard as I am. We’ll get to the bottom of things.”

      She wanted to believe him, but the tense set of his shoulders and quick glance he aimed at Zeke before making his way to the door caused chills to erupt on her skin.

      When both Tucker and Lincoln were gone, she turned to Zeke, suddenly unsure of her decision to barge inside his temporary home and insert herself in his business.

      Zeke threw his head back against the sofa and shut his eyes. “What kind of hell did I walk into?”

      Needing to get off her shaky legs, she settled onto the chair and angled herself in his direction. She studied his face. So much had changed between them, yet he’d stayed almost exactly the same—except a few lines around his eyes and a crooked slope to his nose.

      Had he broken it? Is that why he’d come here? Was it part of whatever injury had prompted him to leave Texas and settle in Tennessee? So many questions sat at the tip of her tongue, but she chose the one with the easiest answer. “Ruby staying here with you tonight?”

      Smiling, he opened his eyes and brushed his palm over the dogs black and brown fur. “Yeah. As long as Tucker doesn’t buy into the hype that I’m a killer and want his dog back.”

      She snorted. “How much does he know?”

      He shrugged. “He picked up on Lincoln’s suspicion I’m somehow involved. Not sure if he’s heard any of the rumblings around here about what happened that night. Didn’t seem like it when we were talking before I found the ID.”

      “Tucker’s a good guy. He wouldn’t take someone else’s word before gauging the situation for himself.”

      “And what about the word of his friend and police officer? Lincoln didn’t come right out and say he thinks I had something to do with Tessa’s death, but I can read him like a damn book. And honestly, I can’t say I blame him.”

      The heaviness of his words weighed her down. She’d been the cause of enough pain in his life. She couldn’t sit back and let him be dealt another blow when he’d done nothing wrong. “I can, and I will continue to blame him if he set his sights on you and doesn’t look for the person responsible.”

      Staring at her with narrowed eyes, Zeke swished his mouth to the side. A habit from years ago that brought a smile to her lips.

      “Tell me.” He had something he wanted to get off his chest but didn’t know how to say it. Hell, didn’t that describe their entire current relationship?

      He sat straight and rubbed his hands up and down his jean-clad thighs. “Why do you care?”

      She stiffened at the accusation in his voice. “What?”

      “You left me, refusing to explain what had gone wrong. You ran away from me and everyone who cares about you. I show up at your job, something that shocked me just as much as it shocked you, and you made it clear you weren’t happy to see me. So why do you care if my world spins even further out of control? Damnit, Grace, you’re the one who shoved it off its axis to begin with.”

      She swallowed past the lump growing in her throat. She couldn’t tell him everything she really wanted to say—that she’d left him because she couldn’t risk hurting him or anyone else she loved. That her impulsive nature had led to more destruction and heartache than any one person could take. That she cared for him so damn much it was killing her to sit across the room from him and pretend he was nothing more than a past mistake.

      So instead, she’d do what she’d been doing for so long she almost didn’t remember how to act any other way. She’d tell him the littlest amount of the truth as she could and pad it with nonsense that would make him wish he were anywhere but near her.

      Strengthening her resolve, she looked him dead in the eye and prayed he couldn’t see the real meaning behind her words. “I care because Lincoln won’t leave you alone until he knows what really happened to Tessa, and until that case is solved, I won’t be able to get away from you.”

      He sucked in a breath, his face turned hard as a stone. “So my life and my reputation and my innocence don’t mean anything to you? Once again, all you care about is yourself.”

      She bit her tongue to keep the tears building behind her eyes from falling and nodded.

      “Fine. Then what do you suppose we do to make your life better?”

      “Easy. You and I figure out who really killed Tessa.”
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      Grace flipped on the lights to her office and the florescent bulbs buzzed to life. She made a beeline to her desk, craving the comfort of normalcy and structure. Files were scattered on top of the sturdy surface, along with scribbled-on post-it notes and days’ old coffee stains she swore she’d remove eventually. Her laptop laid closed on her desk, and she opened the silver top and brought it to life.

      “You’re still as messy as ever,” Zeke said with a small laugh and sat on one of the two chairs in the room. Ruby plopped on the ground beside him. “The only army veteran I know who isn’t driven crazy by all this.” He flicked his wrist, clearly alluding to the clutter all around her.

      “Some habits are hard to break.” She chanced a peek at him and nearly swallowed her tongue. He’d shoved the arms up of his sage green thermal shirt, the color an exact match to his eyes. Corded muscles begged to be touched on his forearms, which rested on his thighs as he stared at her with a mixture of amusement and irritation—a strange and lethal combination.

      “Good point. But enough about your inability to ever keep anything clean, tell me what you have planned, Sherlock.”

      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the tug of her lips. “Simple. Chances are high that whoever shoved Tessa off the cliff and caused the bruising on her neck was one of the campers.”

      He frowned. “You can’t know that for sure.”

      “True, but it’s the most probable so that’s where we’ll start.” Her lock screen opened, and she typed in the password. An image of her cat laying in a streak of sunlight on her bed popped up, a dozen or so apps littering the screen.

      “Okay. Do you know everyone who was with us?”

      “A little,” she said, searching for the files Brooke had sent her on the guests that had requested to be a part of the excursion. Files she now wished she’d have paid a little better attention to. All that had mattered to her was that they’d signed the waiver to attend the trip. “What about you? Did you talk to anyone besides Tessa?”

      “Darrin.” He grunted. “But that doesn’t help my case. Everyone saw us argue. I stayed away from everyone else. I had other things on my mind besides making friends.”

      Ignoring his remark, she pressed on. “Joan and Tessa came the night before the trip, so I hadn’t spoken with either of them prior. Darrin stopped by too often for my liking and was pushy as hell. Not to mention his pride might have taken a licken’ when I rebuffed him. If I had to pick the person who stood out as the most likely to push things too far, he’d be number one on my list.”

      Zeke leaned back in his chair. “What about the other campers? What do you know about any of them?”

      “Trevor, the other man who was there, has stopped by for axe throwing lessons twice and likes to grab the bow. Doesn’t say much. Keeps to himself.” She found Trevor’s name on the list and clicked on the attached document.

      “Axe throwing?”

      She glanced over the screen. “One of my many talents.”

      He grinned. “Oh, really? And how is that talent being used here?”

      The hint of a challenge lingered behind his words, and she couldn’t help but take the bait. “Stress relief.”

      He raised his brow, and a cascade of wrinkles deepened his tanned forehead. “Maybe if I’m throwing one at the person causing the stress.”

      She snorted out a laugh.

      All traces of amusement fled his face. “Seriously, though, you teach people how to throw axes and shoot bows to help them relieve stress?”

      “Yes. As well as wilderness skills and survival tactics. I get to do what I love, and people don’t ask me a lot of personal questions. I’m mostly left alone. It’s perfect.”

      He frowned. “You never wanted to be alone before.”

      Her mouth went dry. She should have known they couldn’t be together without venturing into topics she didn’t want to discuss. But it was too late to backout now. Besides, it was true what she’d said before. She needed him gone in order to get back to her tidy, structured routine, and the only way that could happen was by clearing him of all suspicion so he could walk away and leave her alone to stew in her misery.

      “Things change,” she said, the bitter truth like acid on her tongue.

      A sad half-smile twitched his lips. “You’ve got that right.”

      Needing to get the rest of the uncomfortable truth out on the table, she pushed past the fear holding her hostage. “Did Penelope send you here?”

      He nodded.

      She deflated as grief and appreciation and a bone-aching sadness collided in the pit of her stomach.

      “She didn’t tell me you were here. Just that she’d heard of this place and thought it’d be good for me.” He dropped his gaze to his lap as if suddenly uncomfortable.

      “Why?”

      He scrunched up his face. “Why what? Why did she send me here to see you? I think you and I both know the answer to that question.”

      She shook her head, not ready to cross that bridge quite yet. “How did she get you here if she didn’t tell you it was to coax me out of hiding?”

      He rested his fingers on his shoulder. “There was an accident.”

      She figured as much but kept that to herself. Hell, if she really wanted to find out what had brought Zeke here, all she had to do was find his file. But she wanted him to tell her, wanted him to trust her with the pain he’d carried. Even if she didn’t deserve that trust. “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t remind you that you’re supposed to be focusing on you and your recovery while you’re here. Not getting caught up in a murder investigation.”

      “Kind of hard not to when my name is linked with the victim.”

      “Fair point.”

      Ruby whined at his side and sat up, nudging his hand with her nose.

      A stoic mask slid over his face, erasing all traces of emotion. “There was a fire at Danny’s Tavern in town. I was there when it started.”

      An image of the small-town bar in Texas sprang to mind along with a hundred memories. She’d gone there after school with Whitney as a kid, and years down the road, she’d walked in while on leave and met Zeke. The new guy in town who’d swept her off her feet and changed her life forever…even if he wasn’t a part of it anymore.

      She blinked away her nostalgia. “Was it bad? Was anyone hurt? That place has been a staple for years, and Danny’s world.” A pang of regret echoed inside her that she hadn’t been around to help with the aftermath of whatever had happened in the tavern.

      Zeke moistened his lips with his tongue. “Danny’s been in a bad place lately. A lot of memory issues. Paranoia. Lot of folks in town have offered to take him to the doctor, but that old man doesn’t want help from anyone. Well, one night I was sitting at the bar eating my supper. It was late, and not many people there. I smelled smoke, and when I ran into the kitchen, Danny was standing over the oven as a fire roared to life. His eyes were huge… vacant. Like he didn’t understand what he was seeing. I ran in, and he lost it. Completely flipped out. He thought I was there to hurt him, to rob him, and he grabbed a gun.”

      Stopping, he cleared his throat then lifted his hand from Ruby’s head to gingerly touch his shoulder again.

      She held a shaky hand to her mouth to cover a gasp. “He shot you?”

      He nodded. “He didn’t know what he was doing. I don’t blame him, but I had to stop him before the whole restaurant burnt down.”

      Cringing, she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the rest. Danny Zabo was beloved by all, with his big brown eyes and easy smile. He laughed at his own bad jokes and gave generously to anyone in need—and had since long before Grace had been born.

      Zeke closed his eyes as if unable to look at her as he finished his story. “He shot me then one of the servers ran back. Before she got hurt, I charged Danny. He fell and hit his head. Ended up in the hospital for a few weeks.”

      “But he’s alive, and so are you and whoever had stepped back into the kitchen with you both.”

      Zeke opened his eyes and sighed. “He’ll never be the same. Never run his restaurant or live on his own. Because of me.”

      She wanted to argue, to tell him that he’d saved multiple lives that day. But she understood that words were meaningless. She wished she had the strength to erase the space between them and offer him comfort in the way he really needed it, but lead weighed down her feet and the distance separating them seemed greater than ever.
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        * * *

      

      The silence was deafening, competing only with the sound of Zeke’s heart as it slammed against his chest. Grace refused to meet his eyes. All the moisture evaporated from inside his mouth, making his tongue feel like it was twice its normal size and covered in cotton.

      He wanted to scream or run or throw something. Hell, maybe he should try throwing a damn axe. Not like it’d go far with his bum shoulder.

      But most of all, he wanted to be anywhere but here, with the woman he’d tried so hard to win back disgusted by him.

      He’d expected this reaction from most people. Danny was loved by everyone in their small town. But Grace’s bond with Danny was deeper than most. He’d been the one to feed her when her mother had a bad day and forgot to cook, he’d helped her with homework when she’d been too scared to go home and sat at the bar after school. He couldn’t blame Grace for blaming Zeke for hurting the old man who meant so much to her.

      “I’ve got to get out of here.” He stood, hating the weakness in his legs. “I can’t just sit around and talk. Not now.”

      Grace finally met his eyes. “I get it. We can talk about all this later, or I can read through these files on my own and see if anything stands out.”

      He shoved a hand through his hair and paced from one white-washed cinder block wall to the other. He felt like a caged animal with the door thrown open. Escape was within his reach, but he couldn’t leave, couldn’t venture away from the walls that locked him in. First because he didn’t know where to go, and second because the thought of being away from Grace made his stomach roll.

      Closing her laptop, Grace stood and chewed on her bottom lip. “Can you still shoot?”

      Her words turned him toward her. “Excuse me?”

      “Shoot? You know, like a gun.” She raised her brows in the smart-ass way that used to always get a rise out of him. “I know your shoulder is injured but does that interfere with your shooting? You used to love going to the range when you were in your head. Have you done that lately? Or has your injury made it more difficult?”

      He rubbed the toe of his sneaker against the floor. “Haven’t tried. Loud noises set me off. Make me nervous. I was around a shit ton of gunfire while in the service and it’s never bothered me before. But now…” he lifted his hands then let them fall back to his side.

      “Do you want to try? No one is here, and I didn’t accept any appointments for the day with everything going on. The shooting range is drool worthy. Might be beneficial to give it a try in a controlled environment. If you’re triggered, we’ll stop. No pressure.”

      He weighed her suggestion around his mind. She made some valid points, and it would be nice to get back to something that he loved. “Sure. What’s the harm?”

      She gave a curt nod then waved him along. “Come on back. I’ll get you all set up. Then I can leave the room if you want or stay close just in case. Whatever makes you the most comfortable.”

      He followed her down a wide corridor, Ruby beside him. Nothing would offer him comfort—not after what he’d done. His heart hitched high in his throat and sweat dampened his palms. The spot in his shoulder where a bullet had ripped into his flesh burned. His vision tunneled and the image of Danny with a gun invaded his mind. He focused on the shape of Grace in front of him as they stepped into a room with large black lockers lining the wall.

      Grace unlocked the closest one by keying in a code. “Do you have a preference?”

      “Something light that doesn’t have a lot of kickback.”

      She palmed a Smith and Wesson and pulled out a box of ammo then crossed the room to another door.

      He stayed close behind her, his pulse quickening when he stepped into the shooting range. Concrete lined the floor and dark stalls separated the aisles. A paper target hung at the end of each lane.

      “Do you want to fill the chamber?”

      He licked his suddenly dry lips. “Uhh, you can.”

      She shot him a questioning look. “You okay? You don’t have to do this. It was just a suggestion.”

      “No, it’s a good idea. I want to at least try. Do things that scare me, right?”

      She smirked then laid the gun on the waist-high platform that separated each shooter from the wide-open space where bullets would soon fly. “Right.” She readied the weapon then set it down on the stand before taking a step back and handing him ear protection. “It’s all yours.”

      He took her spot and placed the headphones over his ears. A weird whooshing sound muffled his hearing, reminding him of the time he’d tried to listen to the ocean in a seashell. He reached for the gun and knocked two stray bullets on the ground. Bending down, he scooped them up and shoved them in his pocket. He slid his palm over the cool metal of the gun before gripping it in his hand. The gun was light, but the pain in his shoulder tripled with its presence. But he couldn’t let it stop him. Couldn’t fall victim to fear and uncertainty.

      Blowing out a long breath, he readied the weapon and widened his stance. He lifted the gun and stared at the white outline of a torso on black paper. He was a damn good shot, but right now, he’d be happy just to hit the paper. He steadied his finger on the trigger, aimed, and took the shot.

      The bullet blasted from the gun, vibrating his arms and ringing his ear drums. His heart slammed against his chest and his shoulder felt heavy. He swayed to the side, struggling to keep his focus. Keep his mindset on the task at hand.

      Grace stood behind him. The heat of her body covered him and she plastered her arm over his, her fingers aiding him in steadying the gun. “I got you,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper through the thick headphones covering his ears.

      The tension in his body melted away and fear fled his system. Words escaped him, so he nodded, indicating he’d heard her. That in this moment, he trusted her.

      Together, they squeezed the trigger. The weapon sounded. The bullet flew forward and tore through the paper…right through the heart.
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      Fire exploded in Grace’s core, and she dropped her arm…backing away from Zeke and the reaction his nearness ignited inside her. Damnit, what was wrong with her? Being close to Zeke had always driven her to the brink of insanity. So why had she thought it was a good idea to stand so close and wrap her arm around his?

      Easy. Because she’d seen the fight on his face as he struggled to keep his composure. A fight she hadn’t wanted him to battle alone.

      Zeke lowered his arm and rested the gun on the little stand in front of him. His breathing was hard and ragged. He pivoted and his chest brushed against hers.

      She should take a step back. Should put space between them so she could force her heartrate to slow. But a magnetic force kept her near him, generating a buzz of electricity. She rested her hand on the crook of his arm and got caught in his heady stare—so many questions left unspoken between them.

      “Grace…” he said her name like the answer to a prayer.

      A crack splintered the walls around her heart. She wanted to lean forward, lift up on her toes, and throw away all the bullshit holding her back. To ask him to forgive and forget and move forward together. If not as a couple, at least as friends who understood each other’s scars.

      She opened her mouth, unsure of what would come out as words and emotions and doubts fought for top billing in her mind.

      A clattering sounded from the adjacent room as if marbles had been dropped on the floor.

      She jumped back, the spell broken.

      Ruby stood at attention beside her, ears pinned back to her head.

      Frowning, Zeke cleared his throat. “What was that?”

      Apprehension tingled her spine. No one was supposed to be here, and she’d made sure her schedule remained clear the rest of the day. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”

      Striding away, a coldness swept over her with each step.

      Zeke’s footsteps echoed behind her, giving her the confidence she needed to banish the lingering bits of nervousness about what had interrupted their moment. Hell, she was grateful for the distraction. She’d been seconds away from doing something incredibly foolish.

      She entered the attached room where she kept the guns and ammunition locked and hesitated in the doorway. One of the black lockers was cracked open and a box of bullets was upside down on the floor—the ammo sprinkled around the tile.

      Her steps faltered. “Someone was in here.”

      Ruby stuck her nose to the ground and sniffed as she meandered around the room.

      “Check the guns,” Zeke said, voice firm and steady.

      His command kicked her into gear, and she hurried across the room. She peered inside the storage unit, making certain none of the weapons had been removed. One spot lay empty from the handgun she’d readied for Zeke. Another empty where a Glock usually rested. “Shit. I need to call the police. One of the guns is missing.”

      “Grab a weapon. We don’t want to be ambushed.”

      She found her phone in her pocket and called Lincoln instead of the local station. As the line rang, she grabbed a handgun and readied the clip before handing it to Zeke.

      He froze, staring at the weapon.

      “You don’t have to use it but going out in the hall without protection isn’t smart. At least not at this moment. I need to know you can protect yourself if it comes down to it.”

      He pressed his lips in a firm line and took the weapon.

      “Hey, Grace. What’s up?” Lincoln asked when he answered the call.

      “I’m at the shooting range. Someone came in while I was shooting. A gun is missing. I need officers here to go over the crime scene.” She readied a gun for herself then crossed to the door, glancing behind her to make sure Zeke and Ruby was close.

      “Is the building clear? Are you alone?” Lincoln asked.

      “I’m with Zeke. We’re going to clear the building now.”

      “Okay,” Lincoln said. “Be careful. Brooke and I are going over plans for her party up at the lodge. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Try not to touch anything, although dusting for prints in that building will be a bitch.”

      She disconnected and pushed her phone back in her pocket. Her heart pounded in her chest. Knowing Lincoln was close relieved a bit of the tension in her shoulders. He couldn’t do anything to help if someone waited for her inside, but she’d been trained for this and far worse. She could handle a lone gunman. “The building is small. Whoever broke in obviously isn’t in the shooting range and no longer in this room. That leaves the bathroom and front office. I’ll lead. We’ll move quiet and quick. Police will be here shortly.”

      Filling her lungs with air, she willed her body to be still. She rounded the doorway, weapon aimed in front of her. The lights buzzed overhead. The emptiness of the hall almost startling as adrenaline pumped through her veins. She blocked out everything around her besides her singular mission—clear the building.

      Stepping lightly, she moved toward the single-use bathroom. Zeke’s footsteps muffled behind her. “I’ll swing open the door,” she whispered. “Weapon drawn. Stay to the left of the doorway, I’ll stay on the right.”

      He nodded.

      She kicked open the door, and using the doorjamb as a shield, peered into the dark room. Sink. Toilet. Trash can. A whoosh of pent-up breath left her body. “All clear.”

      Ruby rushed inside as if she needed to make sure for herself no one lingered inside.

      “Okay. Let’s head to the front,” Grace said.

      He waited for her to march toward her office before falling into step behind her again. She kept on high alert, her ears tuned into any sound that was out of place. Sunlight filtered through the front window like a shining beam, beckoning her forward. She stepped into its warmth, moving to each corner of the room to make damn sure no one hid inside.

      Zeke lowered his gun. “Whoever was here got out pretty quick.”

      She skirted around the side of her desk and turned on her computer. She needed to find the serial number, make, and model of the gun that was taken to give to Lincoln. As soon as her screen lit up, she navigated to the spreadsheet where she logged all the information regarding the weapons. She found what she needed and jotted it down just as Lincoln gave a sharp rap on the door and let himself and Brooke in.

      Ruby whined at Zeke’s side.

      “I take it you didn’t find anyone?” Lincoln asked, darting his gaze between her and Zeke.

      “No. And here’s the information you’ll need for the gun.” She handed the slip of paper to Lincoln.

      Grabbing the note, Lincoln gave it a quick look before folding it and putting it in his pocket. “Thanks. Now I need you to tell me exactly what happened.”

      Worry shone bright in Brooke’s eyes as she stayed rooted by Lincoln.

      “Zeke and I went back to the range,” Grace said, then told him exactly what had transpired from the time they stepped into the weapons room until they heard the bullets fall on the floor.

      Well, almost everything. She left out the part about nearly falling into his arms and surrendering to the emotions she’d ran from for so long.

      Zeke stood beside her, arms crossed over his chest and frowning as if he needed to stand guard to keep her safe.

      “Go back to when you entered the weapons room for the first time. Did you make sure the storage unit was locked back up after getting the gun for Zeke?”

      “Why does it matter?” Zeke snapped. “Even if it was unlocked, it was closed. Which means someone had to open it, spill the bullets, and take the gun.”

      Clearly sensing the bad energy between Lincoln and Zeke, Brooke rested a palm on Lincoln’s forearm before he could respond. “It’d be helpful to know if someone just had to sneak inside and open the locker or if the person knew how to disengage the locks.”

      “I can’t say for sure. I usually always lock things back up right away but this time I didn’t double check before we went back to the shooting range. No one was supposed to be here.” Grace winced at the admission, but she had to be truthful.

      Lincoln nodded. “That’s okay. We’ll do the job the same. Cruz is on the way, and we’ll handle the crime scene. You mentioned bullets spilling on the floor. Do you have a bullet count for what should be in that box? Having a gun missing is dangerous enough, if bullets are gone too, even worse.”

      She moved a finger over the row on the spreadsheet still on her screen. She mentally subtracted the number of bullets she’d taken for her session with Zeke then wrote it down for Lincoln. “Here.”

      “Thanks. Brooke and I will go back and take a look at the scene then check out the security footage. Hopefully the cameras picked up something. Will you let Cruz know where we are when he arrives? He’s coming from town so he shouldn’t be much longer.”

      She nodded, irritation clogging her nostrils. “I’m so sorry. This should have never happened.”

      Brooke leveled her with a hard stare. “Did you ask someone to come in here and steal a gun?”

      Grace shook her head.

      “Then it’s not your fault. Now all we can do is figure out who was in here and how to get the weapon back before someone else gets hurt. After Cruz gets here, you should take a minute or two and clear your head. I need you sharp and ready to figure all this out. You can’t do that if you’re sitting around blaming yourself for things that aren’t your fault.”

      She drew in a shuddering breath. Damnit, she’d never shown emotion in front of her employer. She hated doing so now, but the scar over her healing heart had been ripped open the second she’d laid eyes on Zeke, and she couldn’t get herself under control.

      But maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Because if nothing else, she’d realized the last few days, she didn’t have control of nearly as much as she’d thought.

      She dropped her head into her hand. “I know you’re right, but it’s still hard to wrap my mind around. I’m the responsible party. I’m the one who’s supposed to keep the weapons locked and safe. There’s no way to tell myself to stop feeling guilty. Trust me, if there was, I would have figured out how to do so a long time ago.”

      Three pairs of questioning eyes and one dog stared back at her and her face heated. “Forget it. I’ll be fine,” she said quickly, hoping to erase the pity from the people near her. “Go get started. I’ll send Cruz back.”

      Frowning, Lincoln gave one curt nod and disappeared down the hall.

      Brooke offered her a small smile, then cast a quick glance at Zeke before joining Lincoln.

      Grace let her head fall to her desk and sighed.

      “Hey,” Zeke said, crouching beside her. “Look at me.”

      She tilted her head to the side and hated how much his presence comforted her.

      He braced his forearm on the edge of the desk and slid his other arm around the back of her chair. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “How can you say that?” She sniffed, hating the emotion building inside her.

      He shrugged. “It’s better than thinking things won’t work out. But for now, what do you say we do as Brooke suggested and step away from all this for just a minute?”

      She frowned. “I can’t just leave. Not when we need to find out what happened.”

      “You’ve had a hell of a few days, and you need to take care of yourself. Besides, my stomach is growling. I don’t want to eat at the lodge right now, and we both know I can barely make a peanut butter sandwich. Let’s grab a quick lunch somewhere. Clear your head a little.”

      She stared into his deep, green eyes and felt herself weaken. This was why she’d stayed so far away. She’d never been able to resist him—refuse him. Besides, he made a good point. She allowed a tiny crack of a smile to poke through her misery. “Fine. Once Cruz arrives, we can leave for just a little bit and grab lunch. I know just the place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The savory scents of grilled meats hit Zeke’s nose like a right hook and made his mouth water. The Chill N’ Grill was the type of place he’d visit back home—the kind of place Danny’s Tavern was in the community he loved so much. With a stone hearth that rose to the wooden beams of the ceiling and decorative bull’s head with a cowboy hat nestled between his antlers. A pinch of guilt ate away at his conscious, but he was determined not to let it get to him.

      Not now when his stomach rumbled, and Grace had agreed to spend time with him. Even if it’d taken one catastrophe after another for her to concede she needed to take a step back and give herself some space from all the troubles waiting for them at the retreat.

      “Want to sit at the bar?” She asked, throwing a quick glance over her shoulder as she weaved between mostly-filled tables.

      He followed, not like she’d given him a choice. He didn’t mind eating at the bar but would have preferred a quiet table in the corner. Away from prying eyes. A place he might coax her into opening up about what had really driven her away.

      Nodding hello to an older gentleman with a red baseball hat and overalls, he hopped onto the bar stool beside Grace. Nerves tightened in his gut, but he tried to at least appear calm. He didn’t want Grace, or any of the other dozens of Pine Valley citizens for that matter, to notice what a nervous wreck he was around her.

      Grace lifted a finger to gain the bartender’s attention.

      “Hey, there darlin’, how’ve ya been?” The man flashed a wide, white smile and dimples deepened on his cheeks.

      Zeke swallowed his jealousy as best he could, but kept his jaw locked and eyes narrowed.

      “Been better. Wade, this is Zeke. Zeke, Wade. He owns the Chill N’ Grill and is the mastermind behind that fried chicken you ate last night for dinner.”

      Zeke held out a hand. “Damn good chicken, Wade. Nice to meet you.”

      Wade clapped his palm with Zeke’s and gave a hearty shake. “Likewise. What can I get y’all today?”

      Zeke raised his brows. “Any chicken leftover?”

      Wade chuckled. “’Fraid not. But the burgers are good and the wings ain’t too bad neither.”

      “Burger it is,” Zeke said. “With a cola and fries.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Grace said. “Everything on the burger.”

      “Easy enough. I’ll have your drinks out in a minute.”

      Zeke waited for the too-charming bar owner to walk away before taking a second look at the neon signs and liquor bottles lining the shelves behind the bar. “Fun place. Come here often?” He was dying to find out more about her life. What she did outside of work. Who she spent time with. He could tell she enjoyed her job, but the Grace he’d fallen in love with was vivacious and full of life. She’d need more than work to make her happy.

      She shrugged. “Just to grab some food. I eat most of my meals at the retreat, but when I have a day off or don’t feel like cooking, I’ll stop by on my way home to grab something.”

      Her words piqued his interest. He hadn’t given any thought to where she actually lived. “And where’s home?”

      She swished her lips to the side as if debating if she’d answer him. “I’ve got a place not far from the retreat. Nothing fancy, but big enough for me and Annie.”

      He frowned. “Annie?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “My cat.”

      “I didn’t know you were a cat lady.”

      She laughed. “One cat does not make a cat lady, though I wouldn’t be opposed to having more. I took her in when she showed up on my doorstep one night, cold and alone. She was an orphan and needed a family. I know what that feels like.”

      Her words twisted the knife she’d plunged in his heart the day she’d left. He wanted to argue, to tell her she had a family and friends who loved her, and it’d been her choice to leave them all behind, but now wasn’t the time. “I’m sure Annie was glad to find you. I know once upon a time, I thanked my lucky stars when your path crossed mine.”

      She swallowed hard. “She’s a good cat.”

      He sighed, understanding the door was closed to that particular conversation. So he’d try another. “You told me about the two men who were on our camping trip, what about the other two women besides Joan and Tessa?”

      Wade returned and set their drinks on paper coasters in front of them. “Food’ll be up soon.”

      Grace took a sip of her soda. “Brynn and Shelly. They’ve bonded since they’ve been here. Both showed up on the same day. They’ve each been to see me a few times. Nice ladies but I haven’t chatted with either much.”

      “Any connections with Tessa? Anything to indicate either has a temper? Or anger issues?”

      “I don’t think so. I mean, I glanced through their paperwork just to get a glimpse of where they were from and if there was anything I should know before having them do any physical activities. Shelly is mid-forties and from Nashville. Police officer. Here for more emotional healing. Brynn injured her knee during combat overseas. She’s younger. Closer to our age—late twenties/early thirties. I can’t see what beef either would have with a woman they’d just met that day.”

      He scratched the wiry hair along his jawline, sorting through all the information. “Someone had beef with Tessa. Or at least acted on impulse and anger.”

      “The bruising around the neck makes me think it was a man, but the marks didn’t go all the way around her throat. Hands could have been more a woman’s size. I wish I could get more information on the case. See the files. Find out what Lincoln and Cruz know.”

      He thought back to the other officer he’d met before they’d left for lunch. “Cruz looks a lot like Lincoln. Are they related?”

      “Lincoln’s twin brother.”

      “Great,” he said with an exaggerated eye roll. “Another Officer Sawyer who’ll hate me.”

      Wade carried over two plates brimming with food. “Here ya are. Need anything else?” Smirking, he eyed Zeke with interest. “And don’t worry, Cruz is the nicer one of the two. Takes a while for good ol’ Linc to open up.”

      Zeke forced a tight smile but didn’t respond. This was exactly why he hadn’t wanted to sit at the bar. Now he had one more member of this close-knit community who’d been given a peek into his personal life. And if he and Grace didn’t act fast, more than just his reputation would be at stake. If the Sawyer brothers zeroed in on him as the killer, it just might cost him his freedom.
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        * * *

      

      Butterflies rumbled in Grace’s stomach along with the burger she’d eaten way too much of. Lunch had been spent dodging personal questions and trying to recall as many details as possible about the players in the twisted game neither of them wanted to play. An hour and a half later, she escorted Zeke to the kennel to grab Ruby.

      “I could have made my way here myself, but thanks for the company.” Zeke threw her the little half-smile she’d always loved.

      Shoving her hands in the front pockets of her jeans, she gave a small shrug. “I want to talk to Tucker anyway.” The lie didn’t come easy but was necessary, so he couldn’t see how much she hated the thought of peeling herself from his side.

      He opened the door for her, cocking one brow as he watched her cross the threshold.

      “He was a police officer. He might have some insight in how to approach this problem. Cruz and Lincoln will be tight lipped if I ask them.”

      “Hmm,” he said, as if not sure he believed her.

      Heat slammed against her cheeks despite the cool wind that followed them inside. “Tucker?”

      Tucker poked out his head from the storage room at the back of the building. “Go ahead and grab Ruby. I’ll be a minute.”

      Zeke brushed against her shoulder and passed by to push through the half-door that led to the dogs.

      She followed, now actually wanting to speak with Tucker. It hadn’t been the real reason she’d come with Zeke, but he might offer some unique insight.

      Otto emerged from the back room and ran to her, tail wagging and tongue hanging from his mouth. He greeted her with a loud bark then hurried to Zeke who sprung Ruby loose from her pen.

      “I’m going to take Ruby outside,” Zeke said, attaching a leash to her collar.

      “Okay. I’ll be done here in a second.”

      The tiny flicker of a smile poked through his beard, and she mentally slapped herself in the forehead. What the hell was that? She’d basically told him she’d find him once she spoke with Tucker. Damn her inability to stop falling into her destructive patterns.

      Ignoring Zeke’s amusement as he walked outside, she found Tucker organizing supplies on the wire shelves pressed against the back wall. “Got a minute to talk?”

      “Sure.” He wiped his palms together then faced her. “You all right?”

      She leaned against the doorjamb, folding her arms around her middle. “Not really. Everything’s a mess. I need some advice.”

      His lips thinned. “Must be serious. You never ask anyone for advice.”

      She snorted, hating how true that was. She loved her work family, but she’d never allowed herself to get too close to any of them. Never asked for help or invited anyone over. Never had a girl’s night out or asked about their personal lives. The subtle pangs of loneliness she could never shake grew, vibrating through her core. Maybe it was time to make a change, but that was a topic for another time.

      “It is serious. You heard about the woman who died on the camping trip. Now a gun is missing from the shooting range.”

      Tucker frowned. “That’s not good. What’d Brooke say?”

      “That she’d figure out what needed to be done next. I’m just waiting for her to call and yell at me and tell me to pack up my office and leave.”

      “She wouldn’t do that.” Tucker shoved up the sleeves of his shirt and moved a giant bag of dog food to the corner of the room. The black ink of his tattooed arms stood in stark contrast to the white cotton shirt. “That woman’s death wasn’t your fault. But how did someone get a gun? You keep the range locked up tighter than Fort Knox.”

      She rubbed her temple, a headache brewing as a result of the horrible turn her life had taken in the last couple days. “I was helping Zeke. He and I were the only ones there. We heard a noise and found a box of bullets on the floor and a gun missing.”

      Tucker winced. “Damn. That’s bad. But Brooke’s on top of things, so why do you want my advice?”

      “How do I figure out who’s responsible for Tessa’s death?”

      Tucker frowned. “Why’d you want to do that? Lincoln and Cruz are working the case. They’ll get to the bottom of things.”

      She wrinkled her nose, preparing herself for something she dreaded—being vulnerable. “Lincoln has made it pretty clear he’s suspicious of Zeke. I have faith he’ll get to the truth eventually, but Zeke’s name shouldn’t be dragged through the mud in the meantime. Not when he’s here for a reason, which is to focus on himself and healing. Not fending off gossip and hiding from everyone’s prying eyes.”

      “And you’re helping him focus on himself?”

      Dropping her gaze to the floor, she fought not to squirm under Tucker’s gaze. She could lie, but what was the point? She’d already opened up to Tucker, and he’d seen her storm into Zeke’s cabin and bark her insistence he was innocent of any wrongdoing. Tucker wasn’t an idiot. He had to know something was between her and Zeke, even if he wasn’t aware of the full extent of their connection. “I’m doing the best I can.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you show such an interest in any of the guests before.”

      She grimaced. “Listen, Zeke and I have a complicated history. I’ve made some mistakes, and those mistakes have cost him a lot. I don’t want to see him in any more pain if I can help it. That means clearing his name as quickly as possible. So as a former police officer, do you have any advice on how he and I can hurry along this investigation?”

      Tucker nodded. “Okay. I don’t know a lot of what’s going on with the case. Lincoln and Cruz are strict about keeping confidential details confidential.”

      She laughed at the irritated way he admitted his friends were good cops.

      “If I were in charge, I’d focus my attention on the people who were on the camping trip. Search for motive. Find out if anyone knew the victim or had any prior contact with her before she got here.”

      “Makes sense. I even got out my files of each of the campers to see if I noticed anything.”

      “Good thinking, but chances are you won’t spy something the police haven’t already. If I were you, I’d think outside of the box a little. Look into Tessa’s past. Why is she here? What’s her family life like? Was she involved in any cases that would cause someone to seek her out? You and I both know in these types of situations, the person responsible could be the last one you’d expect.”

      “Or right under our nose,” she said, thinking back to some of the past nightmares that had consumed the people she was closest with at Crossroads Mountain Retreat.

      “Good point.”

      “Thanks for the chat. I better get going.”

      Tucker straightened the plastic jars he’d just filled with dog treats then wiped his hands on his thighs. “Anytime.”

      She offered him a smile then turned to find Zeke.

      “And Grace…”

      She glanced back at Tucker, brows raised.

      “If you’re really concerned about Zeke, don’t let him get sucked up in something he can’t control. No matter what else is going on, your job is still to help him with his issues. Don’t forget that.”

      Heading for the door, Tucker’s words rang like an annoying bell of truth in her brain. She owed Zeke a lot more than just helping him find the best way to find healing, and finally admitting that to herself loosened the boulder wedged in the pit of her stomach for far too long.
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      Zeke walked along the lake shore with Ruby by his side. Lunch with Grace had left him with more questions than answers, and as much as he craved being in her company, it sent sparks of anger and betrayal shooting through him. He wasn’t sure if he bought her excuse of wanting to find Tessa’s killer in order to get rid of him, but he needed to take advantage of whatever time she gave him.

      Whether he wanted to admit it or not, Penelope was right. He hadn’t moved on from Grace for a reason, and maybe he never would if he couldn’t get her to open up about what went wrong between them.

      Appearing on the horizon, Grace waved a hand. The wind whipped around her dark hair, lifting the ends and making them dance.

      His fingers itched to brush away the strands. To touch her soft skin and fall right back into the easy pattern they’d established when they’d first met.

      But that would never happen. Whatever had been easy for them had morphed into an unrelenting bitterness.

      He waited for her to approach before continuing his lap around the lake—not like he’d make it all the way around. The glassy body of water was far too big, the land on the opposite side too rugged to venture through without the proper equipment. But he liked watching the tiny ripples lap along the smooth pebbles on the shore, the subtle movement causing the reflection of the mountains to morph and shift on the surface.

      Catching up, she fell into step beside him, her hooded stare set on the water. “It really is beautiful out here.”

      “Hmm,” he said, too distracted to come up with a better response.

      “I talked to Tucker about finding Tessa’s killer. He recommended looking closer at Tessa. Joan might be willing to help with that. I bet she’ll want to contribute instead of just sitting and waiting.”

      He grimaced. “Not sure if she’ll want to see me. Not after Tessa’s ID was found in my bag. She probably thinks I killed Tessa just like everyone else.”

      A gentle hand on his arm halted his motion, and he gazed down into Grace’s eyes. “Not everyone thinks you’re guilty, and we’ll prove it. I think if we talk to Joan, she’ll be on our side and do whatever she can to find the truth. Let’s just try, okay?”

      His skin burned and mouth went dry. He’d longed for her touch for so long, he would have agreed to anything. “Okay.”

      “But first, we should talk.”

      The whistle of the wind was the only sound between them as he searched for something to say.

      “We were interrupted before. At the shooting range. I didn’t get a chance to ask you how it felt emotionally to handle the gun.”

      Disappointment crushed his windpipe. He’d hoped she was finally ready to talk about what had gone wrong in their relationship, not about how hard it’d been to hold the gun straight when he’d aimed at the target.

      Turning away from her, he rubbed the back of his neck and tightened his grip on Ruby’s leash. “I was fine.”

      “Did it trigger any memories from what happened with Danny? How’d your shoulder feel?”

      Months of turmoil boiled over in his stomach. He couldn’t stand here with Grace and pretend like nothing was between them—that she hadn’t put him through a lifetime of pain. The time he’d spent with her the last couple days had left him with emotional whiplash. He couldn’t handle the constant flip flop between excitement and dread, joy and sadness, relief and agonizing tension. Enough was enough.

      “Damnit, Grace. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t hang out with you and act like we’re hot on the trail of some criminal. And for what? You want me gone? Out of your hair so you don’t have to face the reality of what you did…fine. I’ll pack up and leave today. The police can call me if they need anything. But I can’t just stand here, looking at your beautiful face, and pretend like I’m not falling to pieces inside.” The crack in his voice would have humiliated him if he wasn’t so upset.

      Grace’s face crumbled and she let her head drop forward. “I don’t know what to say to you. I don’t know how to explain things—to make you understand why I made the choices I made. The knots inside of me are tangled up so tight, I’m afraid if I start unraveling them, I’ll never be able to put myself back together.”

      “Then what do you want from me? Because I’m not your partner anymore. You say you don’t want me here but haven’t left my side. You made it clear that our past wasn’t up for discussion, but you want me to open up about the reason I’m here. A reason I confided and clearly disgusted you.”

      Her head shot up, eyes wide and brimming with tears. “Disgusted me? Never. Hearing what happened to you gutted me.”

      He frowned. “You didn’t say anything. You just sat there, as if looking at me after what I did made you sick.”

      Pressing her hands to her stomach, she shook her head. Tears fell freely down her face. “Thinking of you being in pain makes me sick. Imagining you shot and scared and forced to do something you’d carry with you forever wrecks me. But I know I can’t comfort you with words, that guilt has a way of burrowing into your soul and refusing to leave. I wanted to give you a tool to release your stress, to give you an escape. That’s why I suggested shooting. I could never be disgusted by you or your actions.”

      He longed to bury her in his arms and absorb her pain—take away her tears. But he had to hold himself back. Had to think of himself for once.

      Exhaustion weighed him down. Screw playing it safe and not crossing the line she’d drawn between them. It was now or never, and no matter what she said, at least he’d finally have the answers he needed for so long. “Then why did you leave me? Why did you throw away the future we’d dreamed of? The life we could have had?”

      A sob shook her slender frame. She covered her mouth with her hand, as if trying to keep her words locked inside.

      He braced his hands on her biceps and took a step forward. “Grace. Please. Just tell me, and I’ll leave you alone for the rest of your life if that’s what you want. But I deserve to know why the wife I loved with my entire being walked away.”

      She finally met his gaze with red-rimmed eyes. She dropped her hand and rested it on his forearm. “I had to.”

      “Why?” He held his breath, willing her to answer.

      “Because I couldn’t be the reason you or anyone else was hurt. Not again. I couldn’t live with myself if I followed my instincts, made another bad decision, and lives were lost because of it—people were hurt and tortured because I wasn’t where I should’ve been.”

      Details and missing pieces clicked into place. An image of Penelope bruised and battered invaded his mind and he tightened his grip on Grace’s arm. The fear twisting the lines of her face told him she wanted to run again, but this time, he wouldn’t let her.
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      Pressure squeezed Grace’s chest so hard she swore she’d burst. She wanted to break free of Zeke’s hold, run away, and never look back.

      But she’d done that once, and what had that left her? A lonely life where she shut herself off for the protection of others. She’d turned her back on Zeke to protect him, and he’d still ended up hurt. So what was the point of her self-imposed isolation? She was miserable, and the people she loved were still at risk.

      She leaned forward, desperate to accept Zeke’s strong arms—to give into the safety and comfort he so clearly wanted to give.

      The vibration of her phone in her front pocket made her jump back. She gave her heart a second to calm before she snatched it from its place and saw Brooke’s name.

      She groaned.

      “Who is it?” Zeke frowned, dropping his hands to his sides.

      “Brooke,” she said then faced the lake, hoping the serene scene would calm her nerves as she answered. “Hey.”

      “Are you near?” Brooke asked.

      “Yeah. What do you need?” She braced herself for bad news. Hell, she couldn’t blame her friend and boss if she canned her. She was responsible for keeping the firearms safe and she’d failed, potentially exposing everyone to danger.

      “Can you make it up to the lodge—in the conference room on the second floor—in ten minutes? I want to hold an emergency staff meeting.”

      Grace cringed. Nothing sounded worse than sitting in a room full of her peers and being forced to admit her mistakes. Mistakes that had cost a young woman her life, because if she’d stayed by the fire until Tessa had gone to sleep, none of this would have happened. “I’m with Zeke by the lake, outside the kennel. I can be there in a few minutes.”

      A beat of silence sat heavy on Grace’s chest before Brooke responded. “Maybe he should find something else to do while we meet. Maybe take a hike or hit the gym? This will be a meeting just for the staff.”

      Annoyance skittered between her shoulder blades. She didn’t need to be told not to bring a non-employee to an employee only meeting. She wasn’t an idiot. Even though she hated the way the idea of being separated from Zeke caused spikes of panic to shoot through her. “I’ll let him know. I’ll be there soon.”

      “You’ll let me know what?” Zeke asked as she disconnected and put away her phone.

      “I have to head up to the lodge for a staff meeting.”

      “And my name was brought up because?”

      “Brooke recommended you find something to do while I’m at the meeting.”

      He scrunched his face and let out a huff of laughter. “Did she think I’d crash her meeting?”

      Grace shrugged. “She’s got a lot on her plate. I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I’ll take Ruby on a walk. But when you’re done, will you find me?”

      His request set her nerves into overdrive. The moment they’d shared seconds before loomed between them, and there was no way to escape the conversation she’d avoided for so long. “Okay.”

      “Have any suggestions on which way to head?” He scratched at his chin and glanced around.

      “Best trails for the dogs are closer to the lodge,” she said, flicking her wrist toward the incline that led up to the front of the retreat. “A good one juts off on the far side of the parking lot. It’s a small loop that goes around the back side of the shooting range. Beautiful views, and it won’t take you long to make the lap.”

      She licked her dry lips and dropped her gaze. “Then I can find you when I’m done. We can talk.”

      A warm hand on hers lifted her gaze to his. “I’d like that. A lot. Call me, or just meet me back at my cabin.”

      She nodded.

      “If we’re both headed in the same direction, wanna walk together?”

      A hundred questions burned in his eyes. Questions she didn’t have answers for and wasn’t sure how to process. “I have a few minutes before I need to be at the meeting. I just want a moment or two to myself. Try to work through some of the shit buzzing around my head. Prepare for the worst with this meeting.”

      He offered her a small smile. “I understand. I’ll see you soon.”

      She watched him and Ruby walk away, and her heart panged with longing. When they met up again, she’d tell him everything. Explain why Penelope’s kidnapping and torture ate her up so much inside. Tell him everything about her mother’s suicide and the part she’d played in it. She’d finally lay her soul bare and expose every nasty scar that left her bruised and broken. And from there…. well, she couldn’t say. Hell, she didn’t know what she wanted to happen—if anything—with her and Zeke. All she knew was she couldn’t keep living life the way she had been.

      Because, honestly, she hadn’t really been living at all.

      When Zeke disappeared up the steep hill, she sucked in a deep breath and stared out on the water. Her life was coming to a crossroads, and she needed to make a decision fast. She let her gaze linger on the gentle waves of the lake. She’d always assumed she was like the water and each new challenge or tragedy was the wave—pounding down on her and keeping her from being calm. Being still and content. But maybe she’d been wrong this whole time. Maybe the ripples in her life weren’t punishment for her choices, but wrinkles of time that nothing could ever stop. Ever change.

      Her internal clock sounded, and she headed toward the lodge, wishing Zeke was still by her side. Brooke would be fair, and she wouldn’t reprimand Grace in front of a room full of employees. But Grace couldn’t help feel like a student being called to the principal’s office. All that was left to do was await the verdict.

      She moved slow, dread curling in her stomach. Bypassing the gravel path that was carved up the hill, she walked on the crisp grass. Maybe she could sneak in the back and keep to herself. Survive the meeting then find Zeke. Once she got the conversation out of the way, she could focus on making things right with Brooke and doing what she could to find the person responsible for Tessa’s death. Having both impending encounters on her mind was too much.

      A cluster of people stood beside the back door. So much for sneaking in. She jogged up the hill, her thigh muscles burning. The parking lot came into view. One of the retreat’s trucks was parked at the edge of the lot, facing her.

      Stopping, she frowned. The work trucks were always kept at the back of the lot. They couldn’t get behind the retreat—that’s why everyone utilized the golf carts. So why would the vehicle be parked in such an odd spot?

      A flash of movement ran from behind the vehicle, and the truck took off down the hill. Shock rooted Grace’s feet to the ground for a handful of seconds before the screaming voice inside her connected to her brain. The truck was coming straight at her, gaining momentum as it raced down the hill.

      A scream ripped from her throat, and she threw herself to the side. The front fender of the truck slammed against her hip. She shielded her head with her hands and rolled into a ball, pain exploding inside her body as the vehicle continued forward and crashed into the lake.
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      The shrill scream of a woman echoed in Zeke’s ears, and fear pitched high in his chest. He pivoted on the dusty trail and raced back the way he’d just come. Tall trees with colorful leaves blocked his view until he reached the mouth of the path that spilled onto the parking lot in front of the lodge. He sprinted, Ruby’s leash slipping from his hand.

      Ruby kept pace beside him, her ears pinned back and body tense.

      Dirt transformed into hard pavement. The impact of the new surface was jarring to his legs as he ran. A couple of people flew down the hill toward the lake, panic clear on their faces. Zeke lengthened his strides, lungs burning. The familiar scream echoed inside his head, but he had to believe he was mistaken. No, he’d just left Grace. It couldn’t have been her.

      Reaching the top of the hill, shock paralyzed him. A truck was half submerged in the lake. The two people he’d spotted earlier crouched around a huddled ball of a human in the grass. Long, brown hair spilled along the ground and the hiking boots Grace always wore peeked between the man and woman beside her.

      Bile churned in the pit of his stomach. Ruby nudged his hand, snapping him out of his haze of panic, and he took off down the hill at full speed. “Grace!” he called. She had to be okay. Had to answer him. He’d just left her minutes before. How could something happen so damn quickly?

      A tall, slender woman with auburn hair tied on the top of her head in a messy bun stood and spared him a quick glance before lifting her phone to her ear. Her rapid words reached him before he came to a stop. “We need an ambulance at Crossroads Mountain Retreat. A woman was hit by a truck. Not sure the extent of the damage. She’s awake, but not moving.”

      Dropping to his knees, he ignored the irritated stare of the lumber jack look-a-like still crouched beside Grace. Her eyes were closed. Her body curled into itself. Fear like he’d never known clamped onto his heart. “Hey. It’s Zeke. Grace. Can you hear me?”

      Her eyelids fluttered open. “The truck came right at me. Hit me before I could jump out of the way.”

      Her voice was as quiet as a child’s, and he reached for her hand.

      “You need to give her some space.” The man in the red flannel with the big beard barked at him.

      The guy looked like he could rip off Zeke’s limbs, but no one could tear him away from Grace right now. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The man puffed up his chest. “Wanna bet?”

      “Chet, he’s fine.” Grace spoke through clenched teeth then whimpered and grabbed hold of Zeke’s hand.

      Chet frowned.

      “EMTs are on their way,” the woman said, reclaiming her spot on the ground. “You’re going to be fine.”

      “Where did you get hit?” Zeke couldn’t see any damage, but that didn’t mean anything. Extensive internal injuries could be far worse.

      “We’ve got this,” the woman said.

      He tightened his jaw. “I’m a firefighter and trained medic. Not to mention her husband. Stop trying to brush me aside.”

      Grace released his hand.

      Chet’s jaw dropped.

      The woman’s eyes flew wide.

      “Ex-husband,” he corrected.

      A beat of tense silence pulsed around them, the shock clear on Grace’s co-worker’s faces. He shoved a hand through his hair and reigned in his irritation. He understood not giving a ton of details about their relationship to her friends, but they clearly hadn’t even known Grace had been married. But that didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was making sure Grace wasn’t too badly injured.

      “Okay. I’m Zoe, and this is Chet. We work with Grace. We’re both trained as well, but there’s not much we can do for her besides wait for the EMT’s to get here and take her to the hospital.”

      Grace winced. “I don’t need to go to the hospital. Just give me a few minutes and I’ll be fine.”

      “You were hit by a truck. Don’t be stubborn,” Chet said.

      “Oh my God! What happened!” Brooke ran down the hill until she joined them and kneeled beside Grace. She tucked a strand of hair behind Grace’s ear.

      “The tuck flew down the hill. I tried to get out of the way, but I wasn’t in time.”

      “What hurts?” Zeke asked. “Where did you get hit?”

      “My hip.” She attempted to move then let out a long hiss of pain. “My ribs are burning. But I don’t think anything’s broken.”

      Brooke clasped onto her hand, and spikes of jealously assaulted Zeke. He’d held her hand, was by her side to offer comfort, until yet again she’d pulled away from him. And why? Because he’d actually been honest about who he was to her?

      “You’re not a doctor,” Brooke said. “And we’re not risking moving you in order to try and find out the extent of your injuries.”

      “Ambulance should be here any second,” Zoe said. “But we need to talk to Lincoln or Cruz. They’ll need to file a police report and find out what happened with that truck.” She dipped her chin toward the vehicle swimming in the lake.

      “Was there anyone behind the wheel?” Zeke asked. “Did you see anyone near the truck? What exactly happened?”

      A dark shadow fell over Grace’s face, and she swallowed hard. “You’d left to walk Ruby and I stayed for a couple of minutes. Then I made my way to the back of the lodge, hoping to sneak in. I noticed the truck parked in a weird spot then something moving quickly behind it. It started rolling toward me and I froze—just for a second. When I snapped out of it, I dove away.”

      “You’re lucky you weren’t killed.” He fisted his hands and rested them on his knees. He wouldn’t touch her. Not now. But damnit, he’d almost lost her again. “Someone sent that truck down the hill for a reason. And it wasn’t just to scare you.”

      Zoe frowned. “What do you mean? Maybe it was a horrible accident.”

      “You haven’t been brought up to speed about everything around here,” Brooke said. “I planned to do that at the meeting. Something’s going on, and we need to get to the bottom of it before someone else is hurt. Because next time, whoever did this might not miss.”

      Zeke watched the lines of Grace’s face shift from pain to fear and she connected her gaze with his. No matter what was happening between them, he wouldn’t stand back and let her be attacked—be hurt. He’d stay by her side until whoever caused all this chaos was caught.

      And after that, he’d figure out the rest of his feelings. Because right now, his emotions were the last thing he needed to focus on. His main priority was Grace and how to keep her alive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grace gritted her teeth as the nurse helped her get situated back in the hospital bed. The medics transporting her to the ambulance, then down the mountain to the county hospital, had made her uncomfortable enough. She’d hoped once she arrived in the ER, she could just lay still and accept a giant pain pill, but the doctor had other ideas.

      “The x-ray results shouldn’t take too long,” Dr. White, a middle-aged woman with a kind smile and intelligent eyes said. “Once I know for sure there aren’t any fractures, we can discuss next steps.”

      “Hopefully that means letting me go home.” Grace wedged a pillow under her leg to prop it up like the nurse had done earlier.

      “I’m sure you won’t be here much longer. I’ll be back in to see you when I have your results.”

      Cliff, the nurse who looked like he should be on the cover of a romance novel with his hair tied up in a man bun and beefy biceps, handed her a little paper cup with two white pills. “Take these for now. Keep your leg elevated. I’ll see what I can do about snagging you some red jello from the cafeteria.” He shot her a wink that would make a lesser woman swoon.

      Hell, it would have made her swoon if her insides weren’t a tangled mess, and she wasn’t still fuming that Zeke had told her colleagues they’d been married.

      “Is it all right to tell your friends they can come back? I think they’re still in the waiting room. Or I can make them all leave and whisk you away after my shift.”

      She chuckled at his attempted flirtation and pain throbbed around the deepening bruise on her hip. “I don’t think being whisked anywhere by anyone would be a good idea right now, but you can send them back. They can see I’m all right then leave. They have better things to do than sit in a cramped hospital room and wait for test results.”

      “Okay then. Prepare yourself for the questions and concern.” He smiled, dipped his chin, then hurried out the door.

      She groaned. He had no idea the kinds of questions she was about to be bombarded with, and most of them wouldn’t have anything to do with being plowed down by a runaway truck. They’d have to do with Zeke blurting out that he was her husband.

      Resting her head against the hard pillow she closed her eyes. How had everything gotten so messed up? And who the hell had sent that vehicle toward her? She wasn’t a threat to anyone. Taking her out of any picture wouldn’t help anyone, would it?

      Soft footsteps padded into the room, and she opened her eyes. Brooke, Zoe, and Chet surrounded her while Zeke stood in the doorway.

      “How are you feeling?” Brooke asked.

      “Like I was hit by a truck.” Her joke fell mostly flat, but Zeke lifted the corner of his mouth and shook his head. Even after all they’d been through, he still appreciated her dry humor.

      “You okay?” Chet asked.

      She nodded. “Will be. My hip and side hurt like a bitch right now. Doctor said more than likely it’s a hip pointer, which is basically a really bad bruise located on the iliac crest of the hip. Moving around the next few days will be a pain in the ass but should go away in a week or two.”

      “Anything broken?” Zeke asked.

      “Not sure yet. I got X-rays and haven’t received the results. The doctor is optimistic I don’t have any fractures. She said I’m lucky.”

      “You are,” Zoe said, squeezing her hand. “Things could have been a lot worse, and it’s obvious someone intended for you to have more than a hip pointer. But the good news is, gentle stretching can help with that in the coming days. Looks like I’m finally going to get you in a yoga class.”

      She grimaced.

      Zeke snorted.

      Zoe cast him a curious look. “I’m not sure what your story is yet, but I’ll get you there too.”

      “I’ve told him from the beginning that’s where he needs to go,” Brooke said. “But that’s a conversation for another time. For now, we’re glad you’re okay, Grace.”

      She offered a small smile, hating the way spikes of pain shot up her side with every little movement. Hell, even taking a deep breath caused discomfort. “Thanks for coming, but you guys don’t need to wait around with me.”

      Chet frowned. “You’ll need a ride home.”

      Zeke finally took a step forward. “I can take her.”

      Chet’s frown morphed into a scowl, distrust clear on his face.

      She didn’t want any of them waiting on her, but if she didn’t accept Zeke’s offer, her three friends would be crowded into her shoebox-sized room until the doctor cleared her. And with a small, understaffed hospital, there was no telling how long that would take. “Zeke can take me home. You three head back to the retreat. There’s too much going on right now. Much more important things.”

      “You’re important, Grace. To all of us.” Brooke said.

      The sweet words misted her eyes and reminded her that no matter how much she’d isolated herself, she hadn’t been alone. She had friends who cared about her, and it was about time she started remembering that.

      Zoe’s phone rang, and she checked the screen. “Cruz is on his way here. He’ll want a statement.”

      She swallowed hard, the thought of reliving the terrifying moment that landed her in the hospital making her queasy. “Okay. There’s not much to say, but I’ll tell him everything.”

      Her three friends exchanged uneasy glances and Zoe kept a tight grip on her hand.

      “I’m fine. Please. Go. I’ll keep you all updated.”

      Zoe and Brooke said their goodbyes while Chet stood at the end of her bed. He shifted his large frame and blocked Zeke from her view. “You sure you’re all right with this guy? I can drop them off and come back. Whatever you need.”

      Her insides warmed. Chet wasn’t an easy man to win over, but once she had, he was the most loyal and caring person she’d ever met. “I’m sure.”

      He nodded then followed Brooke and Zoe out the door, stopping to give Zeke one hard look before disappearing down the hall.

      Zeke stayed rooted to his spot just inside the doorway. “You’ve got some good friends.”

      “I do, yes,” she said, shocked that it’d taken so long to realize it.

      “Why didn’t you tell them anything about me?”

      The hurt in his voice would have brought her to her knees if she hadn’t been laying down, but indignation still burned bright that’d he’d spilled her well-kept secret. “There was never any reason.”

      “Do they know anything about you? Who you really are? Who you were before you came here?”

      Dropping her gaze, she shook her head.

      “How can you be a friend to them if you don’t open up? Damnit, Grace, why shut yourself off to good people who obviously care about you? Why shut yourself off to me? Then treat me like a dirty little secret you’ve shoved and locked in a closet?”

      Exhaustion weighed her down and a sharp ache pulsed against her forehead. She had so much to say—to explain—but with zero ambition to actually say it. At least not now, laying in a hospital bed.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Cruz stepped in the room. “Sorry to interrupt. How are you feeling?”

      Talk about a loaded question. She’d pushed every emotion down for so long that now an explosion of feelings left her shaky and unsteady in the world she’d built for herself. But that’s not what Cruz had meant, and definitely not what she wanted to focus on right now. “I’m fine.”

      “You up for giving your statement?”

      She nodded, grateful for the interruption from Zeke and his sad eyes.

      Zeke cleared his throat. “I’ll wait in the hall while you two talk.” Without another word, he walked away.

      She watched him go and her heart lurched. Their conversation was far from over, and when they finally hashed everything out, the outcome might hurt even worse than being hit by a truck.
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      Zeke struggled to unlock Grace’s front door as he carried her personal belongings that Brooke had brought to the hospital.

      Grace stood on the small porch with crutches propped under her armpits and fatigue weighing down every line of her face. “You’ve got to jiggle the key a little bit.”

      He did as instructed and the lock clicked before he pushed open the door. Flipping on the light, he placed her belongings on a narrow table in the entryway.

      Grace hopped in behind him. The bottom of her crutch snagged against the lip of the doorway, and she stumbled forward.

      With arms outstretched, he caught her before she spilled onto the floor. He secured one arm around her waist and gently gripped the crook of her arm. “I’ve got you.”

      Her arms circled his neck, and she yelped before gritting her teeth. “Darn crutches.”

      He righted her on her feet before closing the door. “Why don’t you lean on me instead. At least for right now. I’ll get you to the couch so you can catch your breath, then you can work on mastering the crutches a little later.”

      She scrunched her nose but kept one arm looped around his neck as she accepted his assistance and walked slowly over the wood floors to the living room.

      The feel of her body against his spiked his blood pressure. He kept his focus on their slow progress across the room, not needing the extra burden of sexual tension vibrating through his limbs. He took in the cluster of discarded shoes by the sliding door that led to the back deck and the smattering of dirty dishes left in the sink.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised your place is a mess,” he teased as he helped lower her to the couch, trying to lighten the heavy energy in the room.

      She rolled her eyes. “People are who they are.”

      “Not always. Sometimes they can change, while other times they refuse to let people see who they really are.” He suspected it was a combination of the two that had brought Grace to where she was today, but they’d get to that later.

      Once she was settled, he grabbed a blue and white striped throw pillow. “The doctor said to keep your leg propped to help the bruising on your hip heal. Do you want this on the coffee table or the other end of the couch?”

      “Coffee table is fine.”

      He placed the pillow on the table then waited for her to shift around and get comfortable before taking a seat beside her. “Are you hungry? Is there anything I can get you?”

      A loud howl drew his attention to the attached kitchen. A tan and black striped tiger cat sat beside an empty bowl of food.

      “No way I could eat a thing, but Annie sounds like she’s hungry. Do you mind feeding her?”

      He wiped his palms on his thighs then stood. First, he’d planned to take care of a dog during his time here, and now a cat. Maybe his stay at the retreat was just to show him he needed a damn pet. “Sure.”

      “There’s a little container of food in the cabinet next to her dishes.”

      He ignored the clutter of mail and papers on the island that separated the living room from the kitchen.

      The cat—Annie—rushed toward him, rubbing against his legs. A loud purr echoed from her furry little body.

      “Okay, little kitty. I got you.” He filled the food dish to the brim then replenished the water. “She’s a sweet cat,” he said, making his way back to Grace.

      Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was slow and even. She’d always been able to fall asleep at a moment’s notice. Being through hell physically and emotionally probably helped as well. The sound of the cat scarfing down her food combined with Grace’s soft snores.

      Should he leave? He hated sneaking away without saying goodbye, especially when she was hurt. The doctor had assured her nothing was broken and she didn’t have to stay off her feet—although rest was recommended—but he hated the idea of her waking up in pain with no one to help.

      A quick glance at the microwave mounted above the stove told him it was only early evening. Ruby was back with Tucker, and he had nowhere to be. He could either sit here for a while, or head back to his cabin alone. Grace might not like him hanging out at her place while she slept, but he couldn’t leave her.

      Decision made, he crossed over the tiled floor to the stainless-steel fridge and searched for a beer. Grace might be a different woman than the one who left him high and dry, but some things never changed. And Grace’s penchant for an ice-cold beer after a long, hard day clearly wasn’t one of them. He grabbed a bottle by the neck and strolled out to the deck. He dragged a cushioned chair to the corner where he could enjoy the view of the mountains as well as keep an eye on Grace.

      He used the edge of the railing to crack open his beer then took a long sip, relishing the coolness of the ale as it slid down his throat. The hit of alcohol helped calm his nerves, but he couldn’t settle down—couldn’t calm the constant quiver in his chest. Needing to talk to someone, he slid his phone from his pocket and dialed Penelope.

      “Hey there, stranger. Still mad at me?” Penelope asked when she answered.

      Hearing his friend’s voice loosened the emotional tentacles strangling his insides. “I was never mad.”

      “Really?”

      “Okay, maybe a little. I don’t know what I am now.” He stared through the cluster of trees surrounding Grace’s backyard and wished the warm rays of the setting sun could force themselves through the tangle of limbs and chase away the chilly air.

      “Better than before you got there?”

      He blew out a long breath. “More confused. In a lot more trouble. Trying to wade through the muck of emotions, find a way to break through Grace’s concrete walls, and make sure I don’t get arrested for some poor woman’s murder.”

      “Wait. Back up a second. What murder?”

      Propping his feet on the railing, he told Penelope everything. Working through the issues in his head as he spoke them out loud. He and Grace had been entangled in so much turmoil with a giant heap of unresolved conflict on top they couldn’t make heads or tails of anything. Getting things off his chest and discussing them with Pen helped him sort things out.

      “Wow,” Pen said when he’d unloaded everything. “Let’s attack this one problem at a time. Start with the investigation. There’s clearly no evidence that points directly at you, or you’d be calling me from a jail cell.”

      He snorted. “Don’t worry. That call might come sooner than you think.”

      “Have you and Grace made any headway in figuring out who killed that woman and tried to hit her with a truck?”

      “Not really. We haven’t even discussed the attack in detail. Grace fell asleep once we got back to her house. But she mentioned wanting to dig deeper into Tessa’s background. Why she was here. If anyone had a clear motive to hurt her.”

      “You’re at her place?”

      He could practically see Penelope’s eyebrows hike to her hairline with the question. “I drove her home from the hospital. She fell asleep and I didn’t want to just take off.”

      “What’s it like being there? She still the same old Grace?” A hint of nostalgia weighed down her voice.

      “Her kitchen’s a mess, if that’s what you mean.”

      Pen huffed out a puff of laughter.

      He took another drink then rubbed a hand over the back of his head. “I’m shaken. To the core. I can see what our life could have been. Our cabin in the woods, sitting on the deck drinking a beer after work, chilling with the cat.”

      “She’s got a cat?”

      He smiled at the shriek. “Shocked me too. I don’t know if she’s changed as much as it appears at first glance, or if the Grace we know is stuffed down deep in there somewhere. I see glimpses of her. The witty sense of humor. The warmth and concern she always had for others. A sliver of vulnerability. But then it’s like a door slammed.”

      “How so?”

      “She’s distant with everyone, not just me. Hell, it doesn’t seem like she’s told her friends around here anything about her past. Smiles are hard to coax out of her, and she avoids any conversations about us or what brought her here.”

      A large bird swooped down and landed on the railing. Zeke stilled, not wanting to spook the animal and force it to fly away. Same thing as he’d been doing with Grace since he’d gotten here.

      “When I saw her on the ground, injured and scared, all I wanted to do was help. Her friends didn’t know who I was, and I told them I was her husband.” A lump lodged in his throat. “Even when I clarified I was her ex, they were still shocked. She withdrew after that. Any progress we’d made completely vanished.”

      “She’s been through a lot. You both have. You still have time there. Maybe you’ll find your footing. Fall back into step, or at least hash out what caused the split. I know you have a lot of balls in the air right now, but don’t forget what’s most important. Healing. For you and maybe even for Grace.”

      He disconnected, not sure he believed her. Logically, it made sense to push away all the other bullshit and focus solely on what had brought him to Crossroads Mountain Retreat. But how did he do that when someone had just tried to kill Grace and he was being framed for murder?
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      Awareness leaked into Grace’s subconsciousness, as if something pulled at strings to force her eyelids open. The sound of clacking computer keys filtered into her ears. She moved, and pain throbbed along her side and squeezed her hip. Stilling her body, she grimaced and blinked to orient herself.

      She was on the couch, her leg propped on the coffee table, and a blanket thrown over her. Annie laid in a ball beside her leg.

      Zeke sat on the armchair angled beside the sofa with her laptop, a cup of steaming coffee on the chair beside him. He frowned at whatever was on the screen.

      A small groan left her mouth as she shifted.

      His head snapped up. “Are you okay? Do you need something?”

      Wincing, she used her hands to brace herself as she moved her leg and rested her foot on the floor. The annoying tingles of a sleepy limb made her arm feel like a noodle. “I’m fine. What time is it?”

      “Almost nine. You’ve been asleep for a couple hours.”

      She blinked the remaining fatigue from her eyes. “That had to be the most uncomfortable position to sleep in,” she said, rubbing at the knots clumping together on the side of her neck.

      He grinned. “I’ve seen you sleep in worse.”

      Warmth spread from her toes to her cheeks, and she ignored his comment. “You didn’t have to stay.”

      “I wasn’t sure how you’d feel once you woke up, and I didn’t want you stranded on the couch or something.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.”

      The remark stung. That’s exactly what she’d done to him. Packed up her things and left town without a second glance, a goodbye, or an explanation. At the time, she’d thought it’d be easier for them both to make a clean break. Hindsight taught her nothing would ever be easy about leaving Zeke.

      “What are you working on?” She asked, instead of diving into their deeper issues. Now wasn’t the time when her body hummed in a haze of pain.

      “I’m looking at Tessa’s social media pages. Did you know she and Joan almost died?”

      “Joan mentioned that Tessa saved her on the last case they’d been on. She didn’t say much else, but I also didn’t ask. I was a little distracted. I assumed that was the reason they were at the retreat.”

      “Tessa’s Facebook page was flooded with articles about what happened. Apparently, they’d infiltrated a crime ring, and Joan’s cover was blown. Not a lot of details given, but looks like Tessa charged in and saved Joan, barely escaping herself. Took down a large chunk of the ring—well-known syndicate that sold drugs and pushed their weight around to extort local businesses.”

      “No way they got everyone involved, even if they cut off the head.”

      “I agree.” Zeke cradled his coffee mug in his hands and set it on his lap. “We should talk to Joan about this. We’ve all been working under the assumption whoever killed Tessa was part of the camping trip. Maybe we’re wrong.”

      A shiver slid down Grace’s spine. If a group of powerful criminals was taken out of the game by Tessa and Joan, any stragglers left hanging could be out to seek revenge on anyone who’d betrayed them. “If someone followed them here and killed Tessa, Joan could be next.”

      “I’m sure Lincoln and Cruz are already investigating this, but we need to make sure they know what Joan and Tessa walked away from. You might want to call one of them, as well as return some of the other calls that came in while you were sleeping. Your phone was buzzing like crazy.”

      Frowning, she scooped up her phone from the stand beside her. Five missed calls and a dozen text messages waited for her. “Geez, I don’t think I’ve ever had this many people try to reach me.”

      He cleared his throat then took a long sip of coffee. “Your friends care about you. They want to make sure you’re all right. Especially since you let some strange man they’d never heard of take you home from the hospital.”

      Unable to meet his wounded eyes, she picked at a string on the fuzzy blanket spread over her lap. Silence swarmed around them louder than an angry mob of bees. She breathed in deep, wincing at the pain, then finally glanced his way. “I was a shell of a person when I came here. Brooke gave me a job and never asked questions about my past. Looking back, I think she knew I would have bolted if she pressed too hard. Most of the workers at the retreat have survived some kind of trauma, and they respect each other’s boundaries. I needed that. Needed time to lick my wounds alone. Time to heal and try to become a whole person again. Try to forgive myself.”

      The words she’d never spoken tasted bitter in her mouth and she swallowed hard. Explaining herself was never easy. Especially when she’d spent so much time burying who she was, it was almost difficult to really know the woman who now stared back at her in the mirror.

      Setting down his mug, he leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. “Forgive yourself for what?”

      Days, months, years’ worth of pent-up emotions pressed against the backs of her eyes. “For always making the wrong decision. For putting myself above everyone else, consequences be damned. I know Penelope is the one who sent you here, but you’re both trying to save someone who’s unsavable. Someone who’s actions always wind up hurting other people.”

      “Who did you hurt? Grace, you gave so much of your life to help others. Save strangers at the cost of your own safety—your own freedom. You are not unsavable. You’re amazing. Why can’t you see what the rest of us see?”

      Tears burned hot trails over her cheeks. “I should have been there for Penelope—for the rest of them. I could have gotten to them before good men were killed. Before Penelope was beaten and tortured. I shouldn’t have left Tessa alone. She wouldn’t have died if I would have stayed around that campfire. I let my impulsive nature take over. I never learn.” She wiped her eyes. “You’d think after what happened to my mom I would have known better.”

      He leaned further forward, lines creasing his brow. “Your mom? You told me she died when you were a teenager. When you were just a kid. How in the world could that be your fault?”

      An image of her mother crumpled on the floor with an empty bottle of pills beside her slammed against her mind’s eye. Tremors shook her body. Sweat coated her palms. Pressure crowded her chest and her breath caught in her throat. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the picture to leave. For the familiar feelings of panic and guilt to finally stop haunting her.

      “Hey,” Zeke said, hurrying to sit by her side. “You’re fine. You’re okay. Inhale. Take a deep breath through your nose.”

      Closing her mouth, she sucked in as much air as her lungs allowed.

      “There you go. Just like that.” He smoothed a hand over the top of her head. “I’m here. Nothing’s going to hurt you.”

      Opening her eyes, she clutched his free hand. The truth of her past sat at the tip of her tongue. Whitney and Pen were the only ones who knew what really had happened with her mother. Would Zeke look at her the same? Would he judge her as harshly as she judged herself? And why should she care?

      Because she still loved him.

      The truth of that statement stole all the air from her lungs, and she pulled away. “Thank you. I’m okay. It’s just been a long couple of days. I think I need to get some real sleep. You should head back to the retreat.”

      Disappointment twisted his face. “Are you sure?”

      Forcing a tight smile, she nodded.

      But she wasn’t sure. Wasn’t sure she should send him away. Wasn’t sure she shouldn’t just bust down all her walls and tell him everything. And worst of all, she wasn’t sure that she’d ever be good enough for Zeke—the kind of woman who could love him the way he truly deserved to be loved.
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      Bursts of orange and red foliage surrounded Zeke as he drove down the mountain and navigated his truck through the streets of downtown Pine Valley. The morning sun trickled onto the small-town square, illuminating the white gazebo nestled in the center of a patch of grass. He’d passed through the quaint streets on his way to the retreat the first day he arrived, as well as the previous night when he’d left Grace, but he hadn’t investigated the area.

      That would change today. He’d peeled himself away from Grace the night before. She’d been so close to finally confiding in him, but something held her back. He’d driven away with a heavy heart and new resolution. His anger and bitterness had melted away. Grace was suffering, and he was determined to do whatever he could to help her.

      Starting with finding a place to buy her weakness. Fresh doughnuts.

      He’d stop hounding her with questions and demanding answers for past decisions and do what Penelope had recommended to begin with. He’d show up and be her friend. Forcing anything wouldn’t do either of them any good. Besides, the hurt he carried with him centered around Grace. Maybe the key to letting go of everything weighing him down since she’d left him was at least knowing she could find some semblance of peace.

      Parking in a diagonal spot along the square, he hopped out of his truck and buried his hands in his pockets. Wind whipped along the sidewalk, making him wish he’d thrown on a jacket. A door opened and the scent of coffee and cinnamon spurred him forward. He passed a window etched with pretty gold letters. Crawley’s Confections. Perfect.

      A little bell announced his arrival as he stepped inside. He inhaled the scents of freshly baked bread and vanilla icing. A smattering of four-person square tables filled the room and a glass display counter on the far wall was filled with pastries on cake stands and trays of doughnuts. He’d have a hard time keeping his selection to a minimum.

      “Hey. Zeke.”

      He turned to the corner where Tucker sat with a pretty blond woman and a child with pigtails and powdered sugar smeared across her face. A beat of hesitation slowed his acknowledging smile. The last time he’d seen Tucker, a dead woman’s ID had been found in his bag.

      The little girl waved as if Zeke were a long-lost friend.

      Grinning, he lifted a palm in return.

      Tucker stood and ruffled the top of the girl’s head then met him at the back of the long line. “How you holdin’ up?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “All right I guess.”

      “And Grace? Everyone’s scared to death after what happened to her. Pissed too.”

      “She was in pain last night, but not too bad. She’s tough.” The line moved and he took a step forward. He didn’t want to divulge more about Grace. She was so damn private nowadays. Saying more than she’d like could upset her.

      “You planning on grabbing Ruby today? I’m just eating a quick breakfast with my family before my daughter heads to school, but I’ll be around later if you want to grab her.”

      He wasn’t sure if he’d take the dog today. As much as he enjoyed her company, yesterday had been full on interruptions. He’d spent more time packing her stuff and returning her to the kennel than hanging out with her. While he debated, he peered around Tucker toward the little pixie stuffing food in her mouth. “School? She doesn’t look old enough.”

      Tucker beamed. “Kindergarten. She’s smart as a whip, and too bossy for her own good.”

      A hum of jealousy buzzed in his veins. He hoped Tucker understood how lucky he was to have a family to go home to—a child to brag about. That’s all Zeke had ever wanted. A family like the one he’d grown up in. He may have it still one day, but the dream seemed further and further away all the time. “Good for her. She’s a cutie. Looks like her mom.”

      “Lucky for her,” Tucker said with a small laugh.

      The line moved again, and Zeke found himself at the counter. An older couple was being helped in front of him, so he studied the delectable choices.

      A loud beep sounded from Tucker’s front pocket, and he plucked out his phone to stare at the screen. “Shit.”

      Zeke frowned. “What is it?”

      “I’ve got to go. They need me back at the retreat right away.”

      The urgency in his voice set Zeke on edge. “What happened?”

      Tucker glanced over his shoulder at his family, then back to Zeke. “They, uh, need Otto.”

      “Your dog? Dude, what’s going on? I may not know you well, but the look on your face says it all. Something bad happened.” Bits of his earlier conversations with Tucker came back with the swiftness of a sucker punch and nearly knocked him off his feet. “Otto’s a tracking dog. Either someone is hiding that needs to be found or someone’s missing.”

      Tucker wiped a palm over his smooth jaw. “Listen, I’m not sure how much of this I’m supposed to tell you. I don’t think you had anything to do with what happened to Tessa, and I sure as hell don’t think you hit Grace with a truck. But the fact is you aren’t a part of the police department, and Lincoln hates when people spread any kind of information about his cases. I don’t want him pissed at me, and I don’t want you involved any more in this mess than you need to be.”

      “I’m already involved. And so is Grace. I know you guys don’t know about me and our past, but trust me, she means the world to me. I need to keep her safe, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what’s happening. So please, tell me what’s going on.”

      Tucker sighed. “The woman who came here with Tessa, Joan, was found this morning outside her cabin. Someone attacked her last night.”

      Dread settled into the pit of his stomach. “That’s horrible, but why do you need to meet the investigators with Otto?”

      “Because another woman is missing. Grace usually gets the calls for finding anything that’s missing, but with her injury it falls on me and Otto.”

      “Who’s missing?”

      “Shelly. One of the other women who was on the camping trip.”

      He squeezed his eyes closed against the crushing news. Someone was going after the members of the camping trip one by one, and he had a feeling this person wouldn’t be stopped until everyone who was deemed a threat was taken out permanently.
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        * * *

      

      Grace resisted the urge to tap her foot against the floor mat as Zeke motored her toward Joan’s cabin. The sky was gray, the mid-morning sun hidden behind a patch of clouds, and a light fog hung over the lake. Zeke parked behind Lincoln’s customized golf cart, shut off the engine and jumped from his seat. She gathered her crutches and set the rubber bottoms on the ground.

      “Wait a second,” Zeke yelled as he rounded the hood. “I’ll help you.”

      She swallowed the urge to argue. As much as she hated depending on other people, the cumbersome crutches combined with the constant ache in her side made getting around a giant pain in the ass. She’d planned to stay home all day, but not anymore. Not after Zeke had showed up with a disorienting combination of delicious doughnuts and devastating news.

      Shelly was missing, the person responsible for multiple violent attacks was on the loose, and she couldn’t sit around nursing an injury while all hands were on deck.

      Reaching her side, Zeke gripped her elbow and helped her maneuver out of the cart. Her feet hit the pavement with a bone-jarring thud. She gritted her teeth, refusing to show how much it hurt.

      “Does Brooke know you’re coming to the retreat?” He stayed by her side, matching his stride to meet hers as she moved slowly toward Joan’s cabin.

      She shrugged, the movement causing her crutches to falter in her grip. “Probably not. I spoke with her last night after you left. I told her what you’d uncovered about Joan and Tessa’s previous case and wanted to let her know I was doing okay. I mentioned I wouldn’t be in today. She didn’t let me know there were any issues this morning, so there’s no reason for her to think I’d show up.”

      “I’m not sure how welcome I’ll be,” he said, mumbling the words so low they were almost lost on the autumn breeze.

      “You’re with me so you’re fine.”

      “Appreciate the support.”

      Before she climbed up the porch steps, she stopped and faced him. “I’m clearly not the only person around here who knows you aren’t involved in any of this crap. If Tucker thought you were guilty of anything, he wouldn’t have told you about that phone call. He did, and now we’re here and we’ll help however we can.”

      A small smile poked through his stern expression.

      The door to the cabin opened. Lincoln and Cruz stepped outside.

      Cruz situated a cowboy hat on top of his head, completing the police uniform he almost constantly wore. He noticed them and frowned.

      Lincoln turned their way, the excess hair on his face and head combined with his casual clothes the only thing that showcased the difference in the twin brothers. “Grace, you should be home. Resting.”

      She stiffened at the reprimand. Okay, so maybe Lincoln really just thought she should be taking care of herself after being hit by a truck, but she’d never taken kindly to being told what she should be doing. “I’m fine. The doctor said laying around all day isn’t good anyway.”

      Cruz hurried down the stairs and pulled her into an awkward hug. “What he meant to say was it’s good to see you and he hopes you’re feeling all right.” He took a step back and aimed a tight smile at Zeke. “Morning.”

      Zeke dipped his chin but kept his mouth shut.

      Lincoln stomped down the steps.

      “You’ll have to excuse my brother,” Cruz said, nodding over his shoulder. “He’s a bit of a grump in the morning.”

      Scowling, Lincoln crossed his arms over his chest. “No, I’m irritated when I have an unsolved homicide and a missing woman.”

      Grace winced. “How’s Joan?”

      Cruz blew out a long breath. “Shaken up. She’ll be okay, but she’s lucky she wasn’t more seriously injured.”

      “What happened?” Zeke asked.

      “That’s her story to tell,” Lincoln cut in, voice firm. “But while I have you here, can you tell me where you were last night?”

      Grace bristled. Lincoln was beating a dead horse by hounding Zeke. “He was with me.”

      Cruz’s eyes went wide.

      Lincoln dropped his gaze as if the statement flustered him then lifted to meet Zeke’s stare. “All night?”

      Zeke shook his head. “Not all night.”

      “So no alibi after you left Grace’s house?” Cruz asked.

      Again, Zeke shook his head.

      Lincoln tightened his jaw. “Stay close. We might have more questions.”

      Grace rolled her eyes but refrained from barking out her irritation. Lincoln and Cruz might be her friends, but they were officers who had a job to do. Even if she didn’t like the way they were handling their job in this moment, she had to respect them and let them work the case their way.

      A bit of sun reflected off a speck of something in Lincoln’s beard, and Grace leaned forward, squinting. “Is that glitter?”

      Lincoln grumbled and wiped his hand through his beard.

      Cruz snorted out a short laugh.

      “Shut up, man. Blame Brooke. She had me up all night working on this party shit. With everything going on, most of her planning has been shoved to the middle of the night. Might not be my thing, but I’m not going to let her put everything together all by herself after stressing all day about this investigation.”

      Grace’s crutches dug into her underarms, and she shifted her weight. “She’s still going forward with that? I figured she’d cancel. I’m sure people won’t feel like celebrating with a killer on the loose.”

      “You know Brooke. Once she puts her mind to something, there’s no changing it,” Lincoln said.

      “Where’s she now?” Grace wanted to spout off some remark about how maybe Brooke should focus all her energy on finding the person responsible for causing so much chaos. But that wasn’t fair. Her friend could only do so much, and Brooke had poured her life’s blood into Crossroads Mountain Retreat. She’d do anything to protect the people who stayed there.

      Grace just hoped for a chance to cancel this ridiculous celebration. An event Brooke would never let her weasel her way out of, and a completely trivial problem.

      “She and Tucker have Otto on some trails,” Cruz said, cutting into her thoughts.

      “Which ones? I could meet them. Otto’s great if he picks up a scent, but I could help.” She hated being on the sidelines. Especially for something in which she excelled. Tracking people who didn’t want to be found was her specialty. She’d be the biggest asset they had in finding Shelly if she were still on the property if it wasn’t for the darn crutches.

      Cruz’s lips dipped down and sympathy oozed from his blue eyes. “Not a good idea.”

      She opened her mouth to argue but he lifted a hand.

      “At least not yet. Brooke and Tucker are searching with Beau and Gavin. Both great officers with plenty of experience.”

      She struggled not to roll her eyes again. “Really? They both look like teenagers.”

      Cruz grinned. “Not teenagers. Men. With training and knowledge of the area. If they come across something that we need help with, I’ll call you. Until then, try to stay off your feet. Take care of yourself. We’ve got this under control.”

      Lincoln clapped a hand on Cruz’s shoulder. “We should get going. You two stay out of trouble. Please.” He narrowed his eyes at Grace then Zeke before jumping in his golf cart.

      Cruz waved then joined him before Lincoln took off toward the lodge.
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      Zeke wiped his sweaty palm on the side of his jeans before knocking on Joan’s door. His nerves were stretched tighter than a taunt rubber band, but he couldn’t let the trepidation twisting his stomach stop him from doing what he needed to do. He hadn’t spoken with Joan since Tessa’s ID was found in his bag. She wouldn’t want to see him let alone talk to him, but what was at stake was so much bigger than an uncomfortable conversation.

      Because now it wasn’t just his reputation or even freedom on the line, but Grace’s safety.

      Grace stood beside him, her face a firm mask of concentration. The past couple of days had shown him how much Grace had changed. She wasn’t the same woman he’d married, and he needed to take the time to get to know who she was now—and understand why she’d transformed into someone new.

      But it was nice to know not everything had changed. And he could practically see the wheels spinning behind her beautiful hazel eyes. She was forming a game plan, and he had all the faith in the world she could get whatever information she wanted out of Joan. No matter if the older woman wanted him around or not.

      The door creaked open, and Joan peeked through the sliver of space for a beat before swinging the door wider. “What are you doing here?” Her words came out with less menace than she’d probably intended, but her blood-shot eyes and white bandage taped to the side of her head spoke volumes of her current condition.

      A condition that was far from the tough cop who could handle a simple conversation with two concerned civilians.

      He cleared the apprehension from his throat, hoping they’d made the right choice to just show up and ask their questions. “We heard what happened and wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      Tears misted in her eyes. “I’m fine. Now if you’d leave me be, I want to finish packing.”

      “You’re leaving?” Grace asked.

      “Tessa’s parents will be in town this evening. As soon as the coroner releases her body to her family, I’m out of here. This place has brought me nothing but heartache and bad luck.”

      “I haven’t had the best luck lately either.” Grace lifted the bottom of one crutch and gave it a little wave.

      Joan frowned, then cast a cautious look at Zeke. “Are you sure you’re spending time with the right people?”

      He stiffened the muscles in his body to stop any reaction. He knew this was coming, was expecting her hostility. Being reactive wouldn’t help anyone. “I would never hurt Grace. Or you, or Tessa, or Shelly. I want answers, just like everyone else.”

      “Some things don’t add up at first glance,” Grace said. “But I know Zeke and I trust him with my life. Please. Can we just step inside and talk? We’ll make it fast. I promise.”

      Warmth spread through his chest, but he didn’t have time to revel in Grace’s declaration.

      Joan hesitated for a beat before the lines of her face hardened and Zeke caught a glimpse of the officer who worked the streets and infiltrated criminal organizations. “Fine. I have nothing better to do while I’m stuck here. And maybe discussing what happened could clear some things up in my mind.”

      Leaving the door open, she disappeared inside the cabin.

      Zeke waited for Grace to hobble across the threshold before stepping into the living room and closing the door behind him. A flung open suitcase laid near the bed, clothes thrown around it as if Joan had been tossing her things from the nearby dresser. The comforter was rumpled and a couple of dirty mugs sat in the kitchen sink.

      Grace settled on the sofa while Joan stood cross-armed in front of the fireplace.

      He opted to stand behind Grace. Making himself comfortable wasn’t a priority, especially since Joan chose to keep on her feet.

      “Do you remember what happened last night?” Grace asked, resting her crutches on the cushion beside her.

      Joan sighed and grazed her fingertips over the back of her head. “I was sitting in front of a fire and reading. I heard a noise. Like a banging sound. I stepped outside and a shadow skittered away from the cabin toward the lake. I followed. When it seemed like my imagination was just running wild, I turned to go back inside, and something hit me on the back of the head. I was knocked out and found in the early morning by one of the guests.”

      “Did you see the person at all? Notice which way they ran after they hit you?” Grace asked, frowning.

      Joan shook her head then winced. “No, and I hate myself for it. Now another young woman is in danger and I’m useless. But I just keep thinking that someone is targeting the women in the camping group. First Tessa, then you,” she said flicking her wrist toward Grace. “If I was hit harder, I’d be dead, and now Shelly is missing. That can’t be a coincidence.” She stared hard at Zeke, eyes narrowed. “Trevor left yesterday. Darrin was with Brynn most of the night. That leaves you.”

      His chest tightened as the implication of Joan’s words struck him.

      “He was with me most of the night,” Grace cut in, an edge to her voice. “So if that’s the only thing keeping you thinking Darrin is innocent you need to extend the same thinking to Zeke.”

      Mouth pressed in a hard line, Joan shrugged.

      Zeke lifted his palms to diffuse the tension simmering in the room. “Forget about what you think of me or even Darrin. We wanted to ask you questions about the last case you worked on with Tessa before you came here.”

      She reared back her head. “Why?”

      “We found a few articles on Tessa’s Facebook page that talked a little about your last case. Not a lot of details were given, but the broad strokes of the investigation were clear. You both were working to take down a major crime syndicate in Knoxville. Your cover was blown. Tessa saved your life.”

      Crossing to the chair in the corner, Joan sat. “She didn’t even consider what could happen if they caught her. She rushed into that house and got me out. Took down a huge part of the organization. She was a hero.” A light tremor shook her words.

      Rounding the edge of the sofa, Zeke lowered onto the cushion beside Grace. “She was very brave, and it sounds like she helped put away a lot of very bad people. But chances are high she didn’t get them all. Are you aware of any members of the syndicate who are still out there and want to come after you and Tessa?”

      Joan rubbed between her eyebrows and sighed. “I mean, yeah. There are a handful of smaller criminals who scurried away. In a case like that, there’s no way to wrap up everyone involved. Tessa and I worked damn hard to make sure to cut this group off at the head. All the big players were sent to prison.”

      “But the major players wouldn’t be the only ones who’d be pissed. Especially once your cover was blown and they were betrayed on top of losing their livelihood. Sometimes it’s not the biggest problem that comes back to haunt you, just the most persistent.”

      Zeke turned his head to stare at Grace and raised his brow. Was she talking about the petty criminals coming back to seek revenge or was he the pest who wouldn’t give up?
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        * * *

      

      Anxiety scattered over Grace’s skin like an army of ants as she watched drips of rain slide down the front window at Zeke’s cabin. She’d give her right arm to be out in the woods searching for Shelly, but that’d be even harder with the muddy trails and slick terrain combined with her stupid crutches. “This suck. I hate feeling helpless.”

      Zeke shoved kindling under a stack of logs he’d positioned in the fireplace then struck a match and tossed it in the pit. “You’ve never been good at sitting around idle.”

      She snorted and turned away from the dreary view outside. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to stay busy.”

      He stood and dusted his hands off on the sides of his pants. “Agreed. So let’s focus on what you can do now to help you feel like you have a semblance of control in this situation. Because let’s be honest, we both know that’s what this is about.”

      Pressing her lips together, she rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. How could she when he was right? “Joan wasn’t a wealth of information, but at least when I called Cruz and told him what we discussed he agreed to dive deeper into the case her and Tessa had worked on. I’m not sure what else I can do at this point.”

      “Hate to say it,” Zeke said, scratching the back of his neck. “But I think you’re right. Neither of us are equipped to take on a homicide investigation. We can follow whatever crumbs we find as we try to piece together what happened, but we aren’t trained to deal with this. All we have is logic and instinct. And unless you want to track down Trevor or talk to Darrin or Brynn about what they were up to last night, I’m not sure what else we can do.”

      She scrunched up her nose. “I don’t want to waste a second thinking about how Darrin passes his time. It’d be interesting to know if they were questioned for their alibis like you were, though.”

      “I’m sure they were, or Joan wouldn’t have mentioned it earlier. And if one of Pine Valley’s finest thought Darrin wasn’t where he said he was, or could have snuck up and attacked Joan, he’d be in a jail cell now.”

      Leaving her crutches in their place against the wall, Grace hobbled across the room and plopped on the couch. She watched the dancing flames as her brain went into overdrive. She blew out a frustrated breath. “Even if I wanted to just throw up my hands and admit there’s nothing more we can do, my mind won’t just stop thinking over every little detail. I mean, how could someone who wasn’t familiar with the retreat trek through the woods, find our camping group, kill Tessa, then stealthily leave the crime scene without one freaking clue?”

      Shrugging, he joined her on the opposite end of the sofa. “Maybe the killer has wilderness skills or spends a lot of time in the woods. We weren’t on alert, waiting for signs that someone could intrude on the group. Following us once we took off wouldn’t have been too difficult for someone with experience.”

      She tilted her head from side to side as she worked over the theory. “Maybe. But in my experience, people who find themselves at the retreat have lived through enough trauma that they’re always on alert. Besides, Tessa and Joan are from Knoxville. Not exactly known as a place for outdoorsmen to gather. Especially criminals involved in a drug-related crime syndicate.”

      He snorted and hooked an ankle over his knee. “Good point. Makes you wonder what two city cops were doing on a camp out in the forest. Tessa didn’t seem too prepared for the trip. No hiking boots, had no clue how to pitch a tent, and complained about the bugs.”

      Grace shrugged. “People from all over the country come here. Most doing things they’ve never tried before in an attempt to either heal physically or at least escape their demons for a little while.”

      Frowning, he studied her face.

      She struggled not to squirm under his scrutiny. “What?”

      “Have you figured out how to escape your demons while you’ve been here?”

      His words struck her like an arrow—a direct hit where it’d cause the most damage. Her instinct was to run, to avoid the question and the conversation that was sure to follow. But her sore hip made running impossible and the gentle timbre to his words spoke of wanting understanding and not judgement. A combination that melted her resistance just enough to explore the possibility of finally coming all the way clean with Zeke. She might not ever be the woman he deserved to have stand by his side, but she could offer him what he’d wanted for so long. Truth that would allow him to see her for who she really was and release him from any unfound notion she was someone worth loving. “Escape them? No. Hide from them and pretend like they don’t control every facet of my life? Sometimes.”

      She hated the omission. The fact that something so large and ugly loomed every day and held so much control over her life. But she couldn’t ignore the glaring facts anymore, and Zeke deserved to see who she really was.

      He deserved to move on and find someone else.

      A sharp ache in her chest had her wrapping her arms over her middle and dropping her gaze. She couldn’t bear to see the questions in his eyes when his opinion of her changed. When the truth could no longer be ignored.

      “Grace, look at me. Please. I just want you to talk to me.”

      His plea lifted her gaze and brought tears to her eyes. “My demons will never leave. They’re in my blood—in my soul. I can never escape them. Never live without them clawing their way back into every relationship. Friendships, family, anyone I love. I can’t be trusted.”

      He inched closer, a deep V creasing the lines between his eyebrows. “Tell me why you’re so scared.”

      Her bottom lip trembled, and fear spiked her blood pressure, but she wouldn’t look away. Wouldn’t back down. Not this time. Not when so much was on the line for the man she loved. “I’m the reason Penelope was tortured—the reason those good men were killed and their deaths made a spectacle. If I wouldn’t have acted impulsively and married you like I did, I would have been at that refugee camp. I could have protected them. Could have found them quicker. Could have done something that would have made their ending less tragic.”

      He drew in a sharp breath and wedged her hand between his. “You can’t really believe you’re responsible for the actions of a group of terrorists. I know Penelope doesn’t blame you. She loves you. She misses you. Hell, all she wants is for someone to help you understand that you have a home in Texas with people who’d do anything to have you back.”

      She ignored the way his touch made her heart race—ignored how each word gave false hope she couldn’t succumb to. “And what about Tessa? One day with you and I forget every reason I’d left. I let my emotions rule my decisions and she died because of it. If I would have been out by the fire until everyone was asleep, she’d still be alive.”

      “You don’t know that,” he said, with a sad shake of his head. “If someone wanted to kill Tessa, they’d have found a way to do it. No matter where you were or what choices you made. You’ve been unlucky and found yourself in two situations where bad people did bad things. None of that is on you.”

      “That’s not all.” Her stomach churned. Unworthy of his comfort, she slid her palm from between his hands. “I’m also the reason my mother is dead.”
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      Zeke tightened his jaw and kept firmly rooted to the couch. Every fiber of his being screamed to pull Grace into his arms and kiss away the tears falling down her cheeks. But that’s not what she wanted, or hell, even what she needed right now. So instead, he fought to keep the roaring ball of emotion ripping through him from showing on his face and searched for the right thing to say.

      “Grace, honey, you were just a kid when your mom died. She struggled with a lot of things that you didn’t even understand. You probably still don’t understand, and I hate that you had to experience a tragic loss at such a young age. But your mother taking her own life was the result of a lost battle with depression and whatever else plagued her.”

      She sniffed, her nose red and skin blotchy. A hiccup interrupted her silent sobs. “You don’t understand. If I hadn’t been so selfish, if I would have just done what I was told, I would have been home. My mom wouldn’t have taken those pills. She’d still be alive. She wouldn’t have left me and Whitney all alone. I killed her. Me and my impulsive choices.”

      A vice squeezed his chest. A million questions burned his tongue, but he held them back. She’d held in so much for so long. She needed to get it out. All of it. Or she’d never heal, never learn how to cope with the grief and sadness that had eaten her up for so long. “What choices?”

      Wiping away tears with the heels of her hands, she swallowed hard. Purple bags circled her swollen eyes. “I was supposed to go home right after school. Every day. That was the rule. But there was this boy…” Her voice tightened and she rubbed her long, slender fingers over her collarbone.

      He held his breath and waited. Rain pelted the window mixed with the crackling fire. Muted light from the gray day filtered through the window, making the hour seem later than mid-morning. He’d sit here all damn day if it meant giving Grace the time and space she finally needed to purge herself of everything she’d bottled up deep inside.

      “Mom didn’t want me around him. He was two years older, and she didn’t trust him. But I was young and stupid and thought I knew best. So one day I went for a drive with him after school. I knew I’d get in trouble, but I didn’t care. When I finally got home… I found her in her bedroom.”

      Grace’s voice was barely a whisper, and he leaned forward to catch every single word. Unable to stop himself, he gathered her in his arms, mindful of her injury.

      She buried her head in his shoulder, and her tears soaked through his T-shirt. “It was my fault. I should have been there. Should have been home when she needed me. She wouldn’t have taken those pills in front of me. I can’t be trusted. I only think of myself and everyone I love gets hurt because of it. I had to leave you or you’d be next.”

      The admission stole the air from his lungs. He’d gone over every single thing he could have done to push her away, every mistake he could have made. But he’d never imagined his wife had left him out of a deep-seated belief that she would cause him harm.

      Gripping her shoulders, he pushed away and the pain pinching her face destroyed him more than a hundred bullets. But this was much deeper than her need to protect him. Grace’s demons had held her hostage since she was a teenager, rearing their ugly heads with each tragic twist of fate. Reinforcing the belief she’d created at such a young age and hadn’t known how to fight.

      “Your mother made a choice that had nothing to do with you. Nothing to do with where you were or who you were with or the decision you made. She was sick. She was depressed and didn’t know how to get the help she needed. You can’t be blamed for her actions—no matter how many times you replay that day in your mind. How many times you consider what would have happened if you’d made a different choice. Honey, you’ll drive yourself crazy playing that sick game. And honestly, from where I’m sitting, you’ve played that game for way too long and it’s cost you so damn much.”

      Eyes wide, she shook her head. Brown slips of hair swirled around her face and stuck to the moisture on her chin. “It’s not a game. I’m the common denominator. I’m the one who made a mistake, and those around me paid the highest price.” She gripped his forearms so tight her short nails threatened to pierce through his skin.

      But he didn’t mind. He’d be her life raft. The one she needed to hold on to as she struggled against the waves of emotions crashing against her. He’d help her keep her head above water any way he could. “You’ve paid a pretty high price yourself. You’ve walked away from everyone you love. You did that because your selfless, not selfish. It’s time you start putting yourself first. Figure out how to wrap your mind around all the pain you’ve suffered. Because you can’t control the actions of others. Ever.”

      She let her hands drop to her side and hunched forward. Her full lips turned down. “Your words make sense. They do. And I’ve told myself the same thing for years. But that doesn’t erase what happened. Doesn’t change the fact I could have made a difference.”

      “We all could do things differently, alter the outcome of events,” he said with a shrug. “Or not. We’ll never know how any situation could have ended if we changed one, tiny thing. But spending our lives wondering what if will do nothing. Will change nothing.”

      She bit into her bottom lip as if unsure if she wanted to even consider his view.

      He stomped down the frustration flickering to life inside him. He couldn’t change how she viewed the world with one conversation. But maybe he could open her mind to the possibility that there was another way to look at things.

      “Have you ever participated in any of the different types of therapy they offer here?” She’d mentioned she was in charge of physical activities guests could use to alleviate stress, but she’d never spoken about anything else she may have tried to help her cope with her past.

      Cringing, she shook her head.

      He couldn’t stop a humorless snort.

      Her gaze shot up and met his. “What?”

      “Only you could work at a retreat where the sole purpose is to help people and avoid seeking help.”

      She cracked a tiny smile, but it did nothing to erase her misery. “Brooke never asked questions until recently. I think she always sensed I wasn’t ready to take the steps I needed to deal with my trauma.”

      “What made her ask questions recently?”

      Her smile grew. “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Brooke knows me well. She has this way of really seeing people for who they are. She saw how shaken I was, and having you around lowered my guard even if I didn’t want it to. That, combined with what happened with Tessa, must have given her the green light to press a little.”

      He winced. “Hope you were nicer to her than you were to me when I asked questions you didn’t want to answer.”

      “I was, and I’m glad she and I talked. It showed me that even if I thought I’d kept myself at arm’s length, I do have friends here. That I care about the people I work with, and it’s time I was as good of a friend to them as they’ve been to me. These people gave me a home, a place to let my guard down and breathe. I needed that.”

      It pained him that she hadn’t been able to find what she needed with him, but at least she’d found it somewhere.

      She wet her lips with her tongue, her gaze sliding anywhere but his face. “And I’m glad you showed up.”

      His heart seized, pulse racing. Tucking his thumb under her chin, he lifted her eyes to his. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Logic and sense fled his brain. Instinct urged him forward until his mouth touched hers.
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        * * *

      

      Grace held her breath and closed her eyes. Zeke’s lips brushed against hers and time stood still. It’d been so long since she’d been this close to him, tasted him.

      Loved him.

      Okay, so she’d never stopped loving him. But having him here, beside her, showing her that he wanted to make her world better no matter what that looked like, loosened the concrete wall of tension she’d built around herself from the moment she’d heard about Penelope’s kidnapping.

      Needing more—needing to show Zeke how much she cared—she slipped her arms around his neck and pressed her body against his. Hot bursts of desire erupted in her core. She deepened the kiss, slid her tongue into his mouth until the taste of him consumed her. The course hair of his beard scratched her skin and made her nerve endings tingle.

      On a gasp of breath, Zeke pulled away and her heart fell to the floor. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I don’t know exactly what I want,” she admitted, hating the quiver of her voice. “I just don’t want to keep living this way. Walking around like I’m in the middle of a minefield and that one wrong step will cause another explosion.”

      He captured her hand and trapped it against his chest. “I’m glad you’re ready to get help—to move forward. But I don’t want you to think that I need more from you. That the only way for me to stand beside you is to rekindle any type of relationship. I’ll take anything you have to offer.”

      Gratitude pressed against her lungs, and she squeezed his hand. “I don’t deserve your friendship. Not with the way I left. And for what? You got hurt anyway.” She grazed the tips of her fingers over his injured shoulder. “I should have been there for you.”

      He lifted the side of his mouth. “You’re a complicated woman. First you beat yourself up because you chose to be with me, then beat yourself up for leaving. Which is the better option?”

      Considering his question, she frowned.

      “Hey, I was just teasing,” he said.

      “It’s a valid question. One I need to work at finding an answer for. All I know is the last time I was happy, I was with you. And right now, I just want to feel happy.” She rested her hand against his beard, loving the way it tickled her palm.

      His eyes widened for a beat before he dipped his head down and captured her mouth in his again.

      Her toes curled in her socks. She shifted to get closer to him, and pain shot up her side. Her body stiffened.

      “What is it?” He asked, brushing light kisses up her jawline. “Do you want to stop?”

      “No,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just my hip.”

      He frowned. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She smiled and stared into his kind, green eyes, his statement speaking to her very soul. No, Zeke had always done everything in his power to keep her safe and happy. He’d never hurt her. She’d been a fool to think walking away from him would ever be the answer to any of her problems. “You won’t.”

      His frown morphed into a smirk before he gathered her into his arms and stood.

      “Eek!” She tightened her grip around his neck. “What are you doing?”

      “There’s no way for you to be comfortable on that couch. I suggest a location change.”

      A giddiness she thought she’d never experience again lifted her spirits. Raw, hot desire pooled in her gut, blocking out any pain from her injury. Zeke had been right. She’d never been good at being idle, at sitting around helpless while her mind worked overtime. Lucky for her, he’d just offered an alternative suggestion. One that would hopefully provide long, lazy hours spent in his bed on a rainy morning.
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      With one arm curled around Grace’s slim shoulders and the quilt tucked around his chest, a happiness that Zeke hadn’t experienced in so long settled around him like a warm hug.

      Well, actually, settled around him like a beautiful, naked woman which was a hell of a lot better.

      The aftermath of their lovemaking left his body humming and his breathing labored. The smell of sex and sweat mixed with the ashy scent of the fire—a heady combination forever imprinted on his brain.

      Grace propped her head on her hand and traced her fingertip along the side of his face. “I can’t believe I’m really laying here with you right now.”

      He grinned. “Me neither. Best damn retreat I’ve ever visited.”

      She snorted out a laugh. “I don’t think this is typically the type of therapy Brooke encourages her guests to try.”

      “Maybe she should,” he said, pumping his eyebrows.

      She chuckled then ran her finger down the bridge of his nose. “Did you break it?”

      “What? My nose?”

      “Yeah,” she said, eyes wide. “I noticed the other day it’s a little crooked. What happened? Did you get hurt at work?”

      The concern in her voice, the gentle touch of her hand, squeezed his chest. Then the truth came back and he cringed. “Can I just say yes and move on?”

      She shifted so her face was directly above his. Amusement lifted one side of her mouth.

      Unable to resist, he rose up and kissed her.

      Shaking her head, she broke away. “I don’t think so buddy. I want to know exactly what happened. Every last detail.”

      “Fine.” He sighed, hating this story with his whole being. “Smokey kicked me.”

      Grace’s jaw dropped. “What? Penelope’s donkey kicked you in the face? How is that even possible? He’s so sweet…and tiny.”

      Sighing, Zeke scrubbed a palm over his beard before capturing her free hand and pinning it to his chest. “I had to grab something in Pen’s house and my sudden appearance startled Smokey. The little guy charged me and caught me off guard. I fell on my ass, he turned, and kicked the snot out of me. Broke my nose and taught me that even the cutest things can be dangerous.”

      A bark of laughter shook Grace’s shoulders, and she covered her mouth in a bad attempt to hide her humor. “Wait, so Smokey was inside Penelope’s house?”

      “Yeah, Moose’s barn burned down a while back and Smokey has stayed indoors with Pen ever since. And you know Moose. He couldn’t say no to Penelope before they got married. Now there’s no way he’d tell her Smokey has to go back outside. Even if that miniature donkey is constantly vying to be the only baby in the house. He’s had a hard time adjusting to the human baby.”

      All traces of humor fell from Grace’s face. “Pen and Moose got married? They’re parents now?”

      A stab of guilt pierced his side. He hated the way her face crumbled at the news—hell, he hated she hadn’t been a part of the celebration of Moose and Pen finally getting together and starting a family—but nothing would change the fact that Grace had missed out on a lifetime of memories. “Yeah. Not too long ago.”

      Her eyes misted over, but she sniffed back her emotions before any tears fell. “I’m glad they’re happy. She deserves the whole damn world.”

      “So do you,” he said.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what I deserve, but not that. Not this.” She smoothed her hand over his skin, making it burn from her touch. “I walked away from you, from Pen, from everything. I deserve to feel left out—to miss those big moments. Hell, miss the little ones, too. I even missed Smokey knocking you senseless.”

      The quiver in her voice stole any impact from her lightheartedness.

      Needing her to really hear him, he shifted to face her and cradled her jaw in his hand. “You left because you needed space. I understand that now. You had more weighing you down than I could have possibly understood. You needed to find yourself. To find a place with people who didn’t have any expectations or idea of who you were or who you should be. You found that here, in this place, and I’m so grateful.”

      “You don’t think I’m a coward? You’re not mad I abandoned you?”

      “I was hurt and confused, and yeah, for a long time angry. But that’s behind us.” A nagging itch urged him to ask about the future. To find out where her head was concerning them now that they’d hashed out the past. But patience was key. She had bigger things to deal with first, and he didn’t want to add any unnecessary pressure. He’d just revel in this new understanding between them, be there for whatever she needed, and pray she wouldn’t want to leave his side.

      Because now that Grace was back in his life, he couldn’t imagine ever walking away.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you about everything sooner,” she said, sandwiching her bottom lip between her teeth.

      He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You weren’t ready.”

      She braced herself on her forearms and winced.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little sore.”

      Damnit, he was an idiot. She was hurting and needed tended, not twisted up in his sheets discussing the future. Untangling himself from her, he scooted off the bed and found his boxers on the floor before sliding them on.

      She frowned. “Where are you going?”

      “You haven’t had any pain pills for hours. And after what we just did, you’ve moved around a lot more than you should. Might as well take some medicine now and stop the pain before it gets too bad.”

      “You don’t need to take care of me. I’m fine. Just get back in bed.”

      Cold shot up his feet as he moved across the hardwood floor to the kitchen and grabbed a glass from the cabinet. “I want to take care of you. Then I’ll be right back in that bed for as long as you’ll have me.”

      He filled the glass with water from the faucet and ferried it to Grace before heading to the bathroom in search of over-the-counter pills he always brought with him. He snatched a little bottle from inside the medicine cabinet.

      The sound of someone knocking on the door tightened his shoulders.

      “Someone’s here,” Grace called.

      He hurried from the room, tossing her the bottle as he found his jeans and yanked them on.

      “Toss me a shirt, will ya?” Grace asked, sitting against the headboard and gathering the comforter around her chest.

      Spotting her discarded clothing at the foot of the bed, he threw her long-sleeved t-shirt and black leggings her way.

      “Guess I’ll go without my panties.”

      He groaned at the image she presented and waited for her to dress before crossing through the cabin to get to the door. A look through the little hole had dread curdling in the pit of his stomach. He opened the door to a grim-faced Lincoln.

      “Care if I step in?”

      Zeke took a step back to allow the officer more room. “What can I do for you?”

      “You mean what can we do for you,” Grace said as she hobbled over to his side and linked her hand with his.

      Working his jaw back and forth, Lincoln dipped his chin at Grace. “It’s good you’re here because you’ll both want to know—we just found Shelly Tinder. She’s dead.”
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        * * *

      

      The news of another dead guest tightened Grace’s grip of Zeke’s hand. Her stomach churned and mind raced a mile a minute, a dizzying combination after being jolted from the warm bed where her world had finally been righted. “Oh, my God. What happened?”

      “Shot. Bullet in the back of the head.”

      Her knees shook. Bile flooded her mouth, but she forced it back down her throat. “What kind of gun was used?”

      Unflinching, Lincoln met her stare head on. “Same as the one taken from the shooting range. Casings found were identical to the ones taken from the box of bullets that spilled on the floor. A number of those bullets were missing. Now we know without any doubt where they went.”

      She swayed to the side, her free hand clutching at Zeke to steady her.

      Zeke wrapped an arm around the small of her back. “Let’s get you off your feet. There’s no reason to stand in front of the open door, letting the rain splash inside, having this conversation.”

      Leaning against him, she let him guide her to the couch. As she sat, he found a pillow to place under her foot. Warmth spread from the center of her chest to the rest of her body. Even in the middle of a storm, he focused on her. On making her comfortable and seeing to her needs.

      Lincoln closed the door and rounded the furniture to stand in front of the fire. Water dripped from his shaggy hair. Concern burned brighter in his cobalt irises than in the flames at his back.

      Grace squeezed her eyes closed and tried to regain her bearings before focusing on Lincoln.

      “Where was she found?” Zeke asked as he sat beside her.

      A vein at Lincoln’s temple ticked. “Not sure I should tell you that information.”

      “Oh, cut the crap,” Grace snapped. “I’ll call Brooke and ask her, and we both know she’ll tell me. There’s no reason not to share the location of the body.”

      Lincoln hardened his stare on Zeke. “There is if something else was found at the crime scene.”

      “What?” Zeke snapped.

      Lincoln pulled a small evidence bag from the front pocket of his pants and extended it forward. “Does this look familiar?”

      Leaning forward, Zeke snatched the evidence then settled back on the cushion. Keeping the bag sealed, he held it close to his face and squinted at the object inside. “Where the hell did you get this?”

      “I told you,” Lincoln said. “At the crime scene.”

      Curiosity edged her closer to Zeke. She peered over his shoulder but couldn’t make out what was inside the plastic bag clutched in his fist. “What is it?”

      Zeke shifted to face her. Hesitation skittered across his face and made her uneasy. He blew out a long breath then laid the bagged evidence flat on his palm. “My wedding ring.”

      A fist of confusion and shock squeezed her heart. “Your what?”

      Sighing, Zeke pinched the bridge of his nose. “My ring. I put it in my backpack.”

      Her breath caught in her throat, her pulse racing. “Why?”

      He dropped his head, as if unable to look at her. “It’s the only thing I have left of you. The only thing that made me feel as though a piece of you was still with me. I don’t wear it, haven’t in sometime, but the idea of being away from the ring—of it being beyond my reach…” he shrugged. “It was just too much to handle. As if saying goodbye to that symbol of our love and commitment meant saying goodbye to you forever.”

      Hating the vulnerability and uncertainty shining through on his face, she rested a hand on his thigh. So many assurances flitted to mind, but none of them were acceptable to proclaim in front of Lincoln. “That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Lincoln cleared his throat. “Sweet or not, I’m more concerned with what it was doing by a dead body. This ties you to the crime scene, and without a time of death yet, you have no alibi for the known time Shelly went missing.”

      The truth of the statement dropped on Grace’s head like a bomb. “You can’t really think Zeke killed Shelly—killed Tessa.”

      “I have to follow the evidence, Grace, you know that. And right now, the evidence is leading me to Zeke.”

      He placed his hand over hers. “It’s fine. I have nothing to hide.”

      Lincoln nodded. “So you won’t mind if I have a look around?”

      “Have at it,” Zeke said.

      Lincoln donned a pair of gloves and crossed to the kitchen, banging through cabinets and sifting through drawers.

      Grace’s cheeks burned as she watched her friend invade Zeke’s privacy. “What does he think he’s going to find? A signed confession?”

      “Whatever he thinks he’ll find, he won’t. But it is disconcerting someone took my ring from my bag. Must have been when they slipped in Tessa’s ID card.”

      Alarm straightened her spine. “Zeke. What if someone planted something else?”

      He shook his head. “I went over the whole cabin with a fine-tooth comb after that. Unless I missed something, or someone broke in twice, that won’t be an issue.”

      Finishing in the kitchen, Lincoln crossed to the bedroom.

      “This is so weird,” she whispered. “Watching him just paw through your things. It’s not right.”

      “I can hear you,” Lincoln called over his shoulder as he shut a dresser drawer. “I agree. It’s weird. I could secure a warrant and come anyway, but this is easier, quicker, and goes a long way in showing Zeke has nothing to hide by agreeing to let me do this. I’d say you could go hang somewhere else until I’m done, but this shouldn’t take long. It’s a small space.”

      Zeke pressed a kiss to her forehead. “He’ll be out of here soon. Let him do his job then he can leave and figure out what the hell’s going on.”

      The sound of something scattering on the floor turned her toward Lincoln.

      He held a pair of jeans in one hand and bent down to scoop something off the floor. He clenched his jaw then marched over to stand in front of them. “Want to explain these?”

      Two silver bullets lay in his palm. “Where did you find those?”

      “They fell out of the pocket of a discarded pair of jeans. Same bullets that were at the shooting range. Same bullets that went missing. Same bullet that was lodged inside Shelly’s head.”

      All the blood drained from Grace’s face. The room spun as the implication of what Lincoln had just found slammed against her.

      “I need you to join me at the police station for questioning. Now.”

      “What? No!” Grace shot to her feet then winced as pain traveled up her side. She fell back to the couch, sitting on the edge of the cushion. “This is a misunderstanding. You know Zeke didn’t kill anyone. Don’t do this, Linc. Don’t waste your time.”

      Lincoln stood stone faced with his arms crossed over his chest.

      Zeke swung around and perched on the coffee table then framed her face with his hands. “I’m fine. I’ll go with him and work this out. I swear.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “Not this time,” Lincoln said, voice firm.

      She ignored him. “He can’t stop me from following. I’ll sit with you. I’ll talk to the police and help you explain everything. Please. I don’t want you to leave me.”

      A sad smile turned up his lips. “This just got a lot more serious. I need to do everything Lincoln says, exactly how he says. You stay here. Call Brooke. Do what you can to end this. But stay safe, okay? Someone dangerous is out there.”

      She nodded along with his words although her entire being rebelled against sitting still. Of staying alone in his cabin while he faced an uncertain future.

      But he was right. Danger lurked at the retreat, and she had to do whatever she could to stop it or else she might lose the man she loved.

      Again.
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      Zeke entered the stand-alone brick police station just off the town square of his own volition, but he might as well have been led in with handcuffs and a giant guilty sign. A half-dozen gazes singed the back of his neck as he walked past. Officers swiveled around at their desks or stopped as they poured a cup of coffee to watch him being escorted into an office on the far side of the building.

      “Take a seat,” Lincoln said, nodding toward one of two chairs across the desk. He shut the door then settled into the leather chair on the opposite side.

      “Thought I’d be in an interrogation room or something.” Zeke added a laugh to the end of his statement to hide his apprehension. Between serving in the military and his job as a firefighter, he’d been in a lot of precarious situations in his life. None of them tested his nerves like sitting across from a police officer who thought he was guilty of murder.

      Lincoln cracked a tiny smile as he searched through a drawer and pulled out a manilla file. “That room’s the size of a shoebox. Makes me anxious. Cruz’s office will work just fine. Now tell me. How did those bullets get in your pocket?”

      “I put them there.”

      Lincoln’s eyebrows jumped up to his hairline. “Excuse me?”

      “When I was at the shooting range with Grace, she’d placed some spare bullets on the stand. A few rolled off. I picked them up and placed them in my pocket. Something I’d forgotten about with everything that went down afterward.” He rubbed the back of his neck. Sweat coated his palm from the tiny hairs on his nape, making nausea squeeze his gut. “Hell, I’d forgotten I’d picked up those bullets until you found them.”

      “You realize how this looks, don’t you?”

      “Not good. I get that. But you can’t honestly believe I killed either of those women.”

      Lincoln tilted his head to the side, eyes narrowed. “Really? Let’s lay out the facts. You were the last known person to speak with Tessa. Tessa’s identification card was found in your cabin, in your backpack. Your wedding ring was next to a murder victim, beside the casings for the type of bullets found in your pocket.”

      Each sentence crashed against his chest as the building blocks of perceived guilt stacked up. “Someone broke into Joan’s cabin to get that card. Why is it difficult to think that the same person broke into mine? There’s no way I had anything to do with this.”

      “There was a time gap from when you were seen at the lodge that night and when Joan reported the break in. Time where you have no alibi. Same as the night Shelly went missing and Joan was attacked.”

      He blew out a frustrated breath. “And what about when a truck raced toward Grace? You think I’m responsible for that too?”

      Lincoln scratched the whiskers on his chin. “I don’t know a lot about your relationship with Grace, but from where I’m sitting, it looks pretty damn complicated. And complicated relationships can get messy.”

      Zeke balled his hands into fists. “I would never hurt Grace. I’d die for her. I’ve loved her since the minute I met her, and nothing will change that.”

      Lincoln’s eyes widened for a brief second before his stoicism returned. “And does she feel the same way?”

      The question made him squirm in his seat. He hooked his ankle over his knee to hide his fidgeting. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” Not to mention he had no idea how Grace felt. A topic he hadn’t broached partly due to respecting her need for healing and partly because he was terrified to know the answer.

      “Unrequited love can lead to obsession and anger. Hell of a good reason for murder.”

      He stiffened, refusing to flinch under Lincoln’s unwavering stare.

      Screw this. He’d come to the police station willingly, intending to answer any question thrown his way. But that didn’t mean he had to sit here taking this cop’s shit, not defending himself or tossing out alternative theories that should be studied. “Does that mean you’ve looked into Tessa’s love life?”

      Lincoln frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “Maybe she has a scorned lover or obsessed stalker who followed her here and shoved her off a cliff.”

      Lincoln pressed his mouth into a hard line. “I’m not discussing my investigation with you.”

      “And what about the crime ring she was investigating before she came here? Even Joan agreed a number of criminals slipped through the cracks and could want revenge for being betrayed. Revenge for having their livelihood ripped away. Have you tugged that line yet?”

      “We’re not here for you to question how I do my job,” Lincoln shot back. “We’re here to discuss why all of your things keep showing up in the worst possible places. Why you, out of everyone else around, have looked the most suspicious from the moment Tessa’s body was found at the base of a mountain.”

      Struggling to contain his temper, Zeke ran his tongue over his top line of teeth. “I thought we were here to get to the bottom of things. For you to listen to me when I tell you, again, I’m innocent. I explained where those bullets came from. Hell, I’m the one who called you when Tessa’s card was found in my bag. The same bag where my wedding ring was before someone stole it. I mean, for fuck’s sake, I must be one dumbass criminal to conveniently leave all this evidence right in front of your nose.”

      The tiniest hint of a smile cracked through Lincoln’s gruff expression. “You’d take the cake for sure. But I’m not arresting you. I’m not accusing you. I’m questioning you, just like I’d do to anyone else who had a mountain of evidence stacked against them.”

      A bit of the tension tightening his neck melted away. He hated being yanked around like a dog on a chain. He’d rather know exactly what he was up against, not keep fighting an enemy he wasn’t even sure he had. “Do you think I killed Tessa and Shelly?”

      Seconds ticked by on the nearby clock before Lincoln answered. “I think you have a lot of good answers to some hard questions.”

      Zeke lifted his eyes to the ceiling and fell back into his chair, feet hitting the floor. “I have the truth, if you’d only accept it.”

      “So I’m supposed to take the word of a man I just met?”

      He shrugged, no other way to convince this man of his innocence. “If you don’t, then just go ahead and throw me in a jail cell because there’s nothing else I can tell you.”

      Lincoln scrubbed a palm over his face. “Grace will kick my ass for this, but I don’t see how I have much of a choice.” He snatched a pair of handcuffs from where they dangled on his belt.

      Zeke swallowed hard and braced himself, anticipating the cold steel around his wrists. Just his luck, he’d spent his morning in bed with the woman he loved and he’d end his day in a jail cell.
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        * * *

      

      A quick call to Brooke had proven more than beneficial. Brooke might have rushed Grace off the phone, but she had disclosed the location where Shelly’s body was found. Just off the same trail she’d taken the group of campers on a few days before.

      With Zeke’s plea to stay at his cabin ringing in her ears, she found one of his hoodies hanging in the closet and yanked it over her head before slipping on her tennis shoes and tottering out the front door. She couldn’t sit on her hands and do nothing while he was being questioned for two murders he didn’t commit. She needed to see Brooke, to pull out as many answers as she could from her friend and possibly even Cruz if he was still there, and clear Zeke’s name.

      And then tell him exactly how she felt.

      Her body still hummed from his touch as she took off in the golf cart he’d left behind, her crutches propped on the seat beside her. The rain had slowed but moisture still spit from the sky. She pressed the gas pedal to the floor. Each bump tossed her around, making her side throb. She gritted her teeth, tightened her grip on the wheel, and focused on racing around the lake and through the woods.

      Wayward branches reached toward her. Mud thickened the trail. The tires sputtered and the engine roared.

      “Damnit.” She slapped the center of the wheel as frustration bubbled up inside her. She’d never reach Brooke on foot. Not with her injury and crutches slowing her down. But the narrow trail and slippery conditions made it impossible to drive the cart any further.

      Tears stung the corners of her eyes. She threw her head back on the soft seat. A desperate desire to talk to someone who understood her—someone who could help in some small way—had her reaching for her phone in her side pocket. With shaking fingers, she scrolled through her contacts. Heart racing, she stared at Penelope’s name for a few beats before pressing Call.

      “Hello?”

      The tentative sound of Penelope’s voice shredded any resistance lingering in Grace’s soul. A dull ache that hadn’t left her in far too long grew, engulfing her entire being. “It’s me, Pen. I …I had to call you. Had to talk to you.”

      “Grace? I’m so glad you did. I’ve missed you.”

      Grace sniffed, her gaze fixed on the drips of water snaking down her windshield. A gust of wind blew and pushed colorful leaves over the wide trail. She searched for the right words to say, the perfect sentiment to blurt out, but only one sentence ran on repeat in her mind. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Honey, you have nothing to be sorry for. But I understand your need to apologize. Understand your need to run and hide and wrap your mind around whatever drove you away. I had to do the same exact thing. Survivor’s guilt is a bitch, and there’s no road map on how to handle it.”

      “But you survived something horrible. You went through hell. I didn’t. No one tortured me or abused me. I should have been there for you. Should have stayed and given you what you needed. But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I was a coward, and I ran. I hurt so many people.”

      “You were hurt. We might have different scars, but trauma is trauma. One doesn’t outweigh the other. None of that matters. All that matters is you must have had some kind of breakthrough if you’re calling me. Is it safe to assume Zeke is the reason?”

      She smiled despite the flood of emotions pouring from her. Damn, she’d cried so much lately she was surprised she wasn’t dehydrated. But reconnecting with her past was the first step to a brighter future. “Yes, but you shouldn’t have sent him here.”

      “I don’t understand. What happened?”

      Sighing, Grace straightened and glanced behind her. Maybe she could reverse the cart and find another way to get closer to Brooke. She just had to make sure she didn’t topple to cart over the side of the ridge. “The police took him down to the station for questioning. Two women have been murdered since he’s been here, and someone’s setting him up.”

      “What?” Penelope screeched.

      “I know. It’s ridiculous. But no one will listen to me, and the evidence that must have been planted doesn’t look good.” Decision made she put the cart in reverse. A loud beep announced her movement to the flurry of birds overhead.

      “What did they find?”

      “His wedding ring.” The statement pressed her lungs against her breastbone. She still couldn’t believe he carried the ring with him. Couldn’t believe he still cared so much about her.

      Penelope sucked in a breath. “Wow. He had his ring with him?”

      “Says he doesn’t like being away from it.” Her heart fluttered. She’d kept her own ring tucked away in a drawer, but she’d be lying if she said she’d given much thought to it since she’d left Zeke.

      “He’s had a hard time since you left. I hope even with the trouble he’s facing, he’s found some peace. He deserves to be happy. You both do. Whether that’s together or separately.”

      The idea of being separated from Zeke again sat like a boulder in her gut. “I don’t want to lose him.”

      “Have you told him that?”

      “No. I didn’t have a chance. But we’re facing bigger problems right now. First being finding a killer.”

      “Don’t wait to tell him. We both know that time is precious, and the future is uncertain.”

      She smiled at the wise words. Penelope had always been one to offer good advice, and the natural way in which they’d fallen right back into an easy rhythm of friendship unfurled the knots tying up her insides. “I’ll talk to him. I promise. And thank you.”

      “For what?”

      Navigating to the widest part of the trail, she flipped the switch back to drive. “For knowing he was exactly what I needed, even before I did.”

      Penelope laughed. “Not too long ago I was in the same place. I don’t know where I’d be without Moose.”

      “Congratulations by the way.” Enjoying the brief second of a normal conversation with an old friend, she grinned. “Zeke told me about the marriage and the baby. I’d like to meet the little one.”

      “I’d love nothing more.”

      Refocusing out the windshield, the sound of a twig snapping reached her ears. She stilled, listening to the splatter of light rain on leaves.

      “Grace, are you there?”

      “I heard something. Hold on.” She held her breath and waited.

      Another snapping twig swiveled her head to the side.

      Joan stood amongst a cluster of trees. A camouflaged jacket was zipped to her chin and a hood covered her hair.

      “Joan? What are you doing up there? Is everything all right?”

      “Get off the phone.” She took a step forward, a gun pointed straight at Grace. “And don’t say another word.”
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      Staring at the handcuffs on the desk, Zeke broke out in a cold sweat. He’d faced fires, fought in combat, and endured the end of a marriage that meant the world to him. Nothing put the fear of God in him like the thought of being thrown in a cold jail cell, proclaiming his innocence with the police unwilling to listen.

      Stunned that this was his life, he shook his head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. If I’m arrested for two murders I didn’t commit, the real killer will just walk away. There’s no telling who will be hurt next.” He squeezed his eyes closed. Maybe he was dreaming. He’d open his eyes and find himself pulled from this nightmare.

      “I don’t have much of a choice,” Lincoln said. “There’s too much evidence. A giant arrow is basically pointed over your head. But that doesn’t mean I think the case is closed.”

      A tiny sliver of hope cracked open his eyes, and the weight on his chest lifted a fraction. “You don’t think I’m guilty?”

      Lincoln stared at him tight-lipped, one eyebrow hooked high.

      Frustration tightened his throat. “I understand you don’t know me and probably don’t trust me. I get that you can’t spit out everything you believe about an ongoing investigation. But throw me a freaking bone. Please.”

      Folding his hands on top of his desk, Lincoln frowned. “I’ve been a cop a long time. I know how to do my job and do my job well. You don’t trust me—know me—either. But trust that I’m not an idiot. That I see what’s happening.”

      He opened his mouth to respond when his phone rang in his pocket. “Do you mind if I take this before we get on with whatever the hell it is you have planned? It could be Grace.”

      “Go ahead.”

      Shifting, he snagged his phone from his pocket and accepted the call. “Penelope?”

      “Something’s wrong,” Pen blurted out. “Grace called me. We were in the middle of a conversation, and she stopped talking. Said she heard a noise. Then she mentioned a woman’s name and the line went dead.”

      Alarm pitched high in his gut. “What name did she say?”

      “Joan.”

      Confusion muddled the thoughts running through his mind. “I’m sitting at the police station. I’m going to put you on speaker so you can tell me and Officer Sawyer exactly what happened and why you think something’s wrong.”

      Cocking his head to the side, Lincoln leaned forward.

      “Okay.”

      He hit the button then placed the phone between him and Lincoln on the desk.

      Penelope repeated what she’d told him, adding a few details about her call with Grace. “You said Grace has changed since she left Texas, but she wouldn’t just hang up without saying goodbye. Especially during that conversation.”

      “This is Detective Lincoln Sawyer speaking,” Lincoln said, shifting to get closer to the phone. “Did Grace mention where she was? We left her at Zeke’s cabin. Did she say if that’s where she still is?”

      “When she said Joan’s name, she asked what the other woman was doing ‘up there’. I also heard a weird beeping sound, as if some kind of vehicle was driving in reverse.”

      Zeke met Lincoln’s concerned gaze. “The golf cart.”

      Grim-faced, Lincoln nodded.

      “I tried calling her back several times, and the call goes straight to voicemail,” Penelope continued. “My gut says something’s wrong.”

      “I agree,” Zeke said. “We should call someone to check out my cabin. And Joan’s. Make sure neither are there.”

      “I’ll call Brooke, but we should head over to the retreat.” Lincoln pushed up from the chair and shoved the handcuffs back in place at the side of his belt.

      But the gesture did nothing to loosen the knot of tension trying Zeke to the chair. Urgency moved him to his feet, and he grabbed his phone. “Thanks for the heads up, Pen.”

      “Keep me posted. And Zeke…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Keep our girl safe.”

      Disconnecting, he followed Lincoln from the office and through the maze of desks toward the exit. This time, he couldn’t care less about the curious stares trained on him. All that mattered was getting back to the retreat and making sure Grace was all right.

      He stepped outside, and a light drizzle hit his heated skin. He jumped into Lincoln’s truck and tapped his foot against the footwell as they sped up the mountain. With his phone in his hand, he called Grace. Maybe she’d answer and explain the misunderstanding. Maybe her phone died, or the reception was lost.

      “Anything?” Lincoln asked, casting him a quick glance before fixing his attention back out the windshield.

      “Nothing.” He disconnected. A foreboding sense of helplessness had him placing the call again. Voicemail picked up, and the sound of Grace’s recorded voice tightened his throat.

      Lincoln pressed a button on the steering wheel and commanded Bluetooth to call Brooke. Ringing vibrated the speakers.

      “Hey, Linc,” Brooke said. “How are things going?”

      “Not well. Have you talked to Grace?”

      “Yeah, she called a little while ago. She wanted to know where Shelly’s body was found.”

      “She might be in trouble. Can you send someone to Zeke’s cabin?”

      “Sure. I’m close by. I’ll head there now.”

      “Call if you find her. Zeke and I are a few minutes away. We’ll head straight to Joan’s cabin. We have a reason to believe the two women might be together. Either one or both being in danger.”

      “Okay,” Brooke said, her voice brisk and firm before the call disconnected.

      Lincoln increased the speed then turned into the parking lot, driving to the closest spot to the line of golf carts kept in front of the lodge.

      Zeke jumped down from the truck and sprinted toward the carts. “Do you have a key for any of these?” He called over his shoulder.

      “Yeah. Jump in the front one.” Lincoln flipped through his keyring until he found what he was searching for. He slid behind the wheel just as his phone rang.

      Irritation clawed at Zeke’s chest while he waited for Lincoln to answer the phone. The cart sat idling in the lot.

      “Hey Brooke,” Lincoln. “Okay. Good idea.”

      “What?” he mouthed, throwing his hands in the air.

      Lincoln lifted a finger. “We don’t know for sure. Just a feeling. Yeah, I get that.”

      Unable to hear the other end of the conversation, annoyance flared hot in Zeke’s gut. If Lincoln didn’t move soon, he’d jump out and run back to his place.

      “We’ll meet you there.” Lincoln disconnected and tossed his phone in the little cup holder before motoring the cart toward the path that looped around to the back of the lodge.

      “Well?” Zeke’s nerves were wound so tight, he barked out the question.

      “Grace isn’t at your place, and nothing jumps out at Brooke as being alarming or points to anything happening. She sent Tucker to Joan’s once we got off the phone. No one’s answering the door. He can’t get into the cabin, but he looked in the windows and everything seems to be in order.”

      “I’d bet money Grace tried to get to the crime scene. She’s too stubborn and antsy to sit still, even with an injury.” Zeke held on to the edge of the cart as Lincoln took a corner at top speed. “Joan might have been doing the same. Trying to work the case herself. Maybe the two are together, neither in trouble at all.”

      Lincoln tightened his jaw. “Do you really believe that?”

      “No,” Zeke said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She wouldn’t have hung up on Pen. I’m just trying to make myself feel better.”

      Joan’s cabin came into view, Brooke and Tucker on the porch. Brooke raised a hand, a deep frown showcasing her unease.

      Lincoln parked the cart and cut the engine.

      “What’s the plan?” Zeke asked, jogging up the porch.

      “I hate doing this, but I have the key. Let’s take a quick peek and make sure nothing’s out of the ordinary.”

      Zeke nodded, grateful Brooke was willing to look in the other woman’s cabin. Privacy be damned, Grace was what was important right now.

      He held his breath as Brooke unlocked the door then swung it open. He dipped his chin at Tucker then stepped inside. The lights were off. Everything appeared to be in the same place as the last time he’d been there. The suitcase Joan had been packing still laid by the bed. Two dirty mugs in the sink.

      Brooke ran a hand over her long ponytail and blew out an unsteady breath. “I don’t know what I expected to find, but nothing here tells us anything. Maybe we should head up to the crime scene. We could stumble upon them on the way.”

      Zeke strolled through the living room, studying every surface he passed. Damnit, Brooke was right. Nothing stood out. He pivoted toward the bedroom, and a beam of sunlight through the kitchen window caused something to glimmer on the table. He changed directions and fear crushed his chest. He erased the distance to the table and nabbed the pocketknife he’d owned since he was thirteen.

      “What’s that?” Lincoln asked, crossing to stand behind him.

      “My pocketknife.”

      “How do you know it’s yours?”

      He swallowed past the terror lodged in his throat and turned it over. “My dad gave it to me on my thirteenth birthday. He had it engraved. I take it with me everywhere.” His initials shone like a beacon, announcing the startling truth.

      Joan had stolen his ring and his knife from his backpack. She’d tried to set him up for murder, and she’d fooled them all.

      And now, she had Grace.
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        * * *

      

      Grace’s mind went into overdrive as she tried to find a way out of this mess. The cart was stuck in the mud, she’d never outrun Joan through the woods, and a ravine plummeted down the other side of the trail. Not to mention Joan aimed a gun at her. She tried to connect what she knew about Joan with the woman standing in front of her. “What are you doing?”

      “Toss me your phone,” Joan barked, gun still trained at Grace.

      Gritting her teeth, she did as she was told. Damnit, she’d already ended her call with Penelope, but she’d hoped to use her phone at some point to get help.

      “Good girl. Now step out of the golf cart, hands up.”

      She couldn’t get out of the cart. If she did, she’d be screwed. No way she could outrun Joan with her injury, and she didn’t have a weapon with her. “Getting out is a little difficult. My hip is really messed up. Why don’t we just talk?”

      Joan took a step forward, closing the space between them. “We don’t have anything to talk about. I just need you out of that cart. Now.”

      Grace licked her dry lips and weighed her options. She didn’t have many. Her heart pounded an unsteady beat, but she couldn’t give into the fear threatening to paralyze her. “We could discuss why you have a gun pointed at me.”

      Joan took another step, now a mere ten feet separating them. “I said hands up.”

      Grace lifted her palms. “Did you learn something about Tessa and Shelly? I’m on my way to the crime scene now. Hoping to find something to shed some light on what happened.” She spit out the lie. A giant beam of light was already shining down on what had happened to the poor women, the question now was why.

      “That’s your problem. You ask too many questions. You think you can take over a homicide investigation and get in everyone’s business. Well, you pushed too far, and now I need to make sure your mouth is shut. Permanently.”

      Her mind replayed every conversation she’d had with Joan. What was the tipping point? What button had she pressed that ignited the bomb now blowing up in her face?

      The crime syndicate.

      “Did someone from the crime ring show up? Threaten you?”

      Joan huffed out a derisive laugh. “Don’t play stupid. You and that boyfriend of yours have been sniffing around way too much. If you’d just let things be, the cops would pin Tessa’s death on him and everyone could have walked away. But you couldn’t let him take the fall for some reason. Couldn’t just let the police pick up the evidence I left like freaking breadcrumbs.”

      Anger beat back Grace’s restraint. “You’d let an innocent man rot in jail? Why? What did Zeke do to deserve that?”

      “Oh, there are a million Zeke’s in the world. Always sniffing around Tessa. Always in the way. That’s what caused this whole mess to begin with.”

      Struggling to keep up, Grace frowned. “How so?”

      “How do you think my cover was blown?” Joan snapped. “One of the criminals fell hard for Tessa, and she could never back down from a handsome man. She showed up when I didn’t expect her. Figured out what I’d been doing. I tried to buy her off, tried to talk her out of exposing me. But she was going to crack. I could tell. When I found her on the phone the other night, I knew I had to do something to shut her up. I just wanted to scare her, warn her away from fessing up to what I’d done. I wasn’t really going to strangle her. Just set her straight and make sure she understood who was in charge. But she struggled and fell.”

      Bile sloshed in Grace’s stomach as she listened to the play-by-play of what had happened to Tessa. “What did Tessa walk in on? What did you do?”

      Smirking, Joan shook her head. “Maybe you’re not as smart as I thought you were.”

      The truth smacked Grace upside the head. “You were undercover. Tessa realized something, and you needed her to keep quiet. You were playing both sides. You were a part of the crime organization you helped take down.”

      She shrugged. “What can I say? Extorting a drug lord pays a hell of a lot more than the police force. Now. Enough chatting. Get out of the cart. We’re going to take a little stroll through the woods.”

      Sunlight broke through the gray clouds and glinted off the key dangling in the ignition. Determination strengthened Grace’s resolve. This woman had killed two innocent women and attempted to get Zeke thrown in jail. She wouldn’t be led to the slaughter without fighting back. If she was going down, she’d make sure to take this bitch down with her.

      Decision made, she turned the key, jerked the wheel toward Joan, and pressed the gas pedal to the floor, avoiding the patch of mud where she’d gotten stuck. The cart lurched forward. Stones flew up from the trail and pinged against the cart.

      Leaping to the side, Joan kept the gun trained at her and fired a shot.

      The windshield splintered. Grace screamed and ducked low. She kept the wheel steady, bumping along on uneven terrain.

      Joan scurried away and disappeared into the thicket of trees.

      Grace could never drive the vehicle in the forest, but now was her chance for escape. With her heart in her throat and adrenaline zipping through her veins, she cranked the wheel, turning back toward the trail.

      Another shot rang out, and the back tire exploded. The cart teetered. She yanked the wheel, but the golf cart flipped on its side and skidded toward the ridge. Grace struggled to exit her seat, but she was trapped behind the wheel, pinned in place by the damp earth now underneath her. Twigs scratched her cheek and agony tore through her injured side before the cart plummeted down the hill.
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      Grace lifted her hands to shield her face as the cart crashed against a tree. She was thrown forward. The steering wheel slammed against her chest and stole her breath. Pine needles poked through the shattered windshield and jammed against her skin.

      But she didn’t have time to sit and assess her injuries. Joan would come looking for her. Grace needed to escape the cart and figure out how to stay away from the dangerous criminal with a loaded gun.

      With the cart on its side, she crawled over the passenger seat toward the opening. Pain shot up her hip. Trickles of blood dripped from her forehead into her eyes. Slashes from the protruding branches burned her face, and a sharp thud pounded inside her head. She gripped the edge of the cart and pulled herself up until she spilled onto the ground. Dried leaves and broken twigs scraped against her palms.

      She leaned against the cart, using it as a shield from the top of the ravine, and studied her surroundings. A shallow river gurgled a few feet further down the hill and a cluster of trees dotted the landscape.

      The sound of footsteps crunching through leaves reached her ears and she stilled. Joan. Staying where she was made her a sitting duck. She needed to move quickly, and as stealthily as possible, if she was going to survive. Holding her breath, she rounded the side of the cart. She stayed low to the ground and darted for the closest tree getting lost in the sappy needles. She got as close to the rough bark of the tree trunk as she could.

      “I know you’re down there,” Joan said, her sing-songy voice sending shivers of terror down Grace’s arms. “No one is around to help, and you can’t hide forever. Might as well make things easier on the both of us and show yourself.”

      She bit back a scoff. Did this lady really think she’d just step out and accept the bullet Joan planned to bury in her skull? Holding her breath, she willed Joan to keep talking—keep giving away her location. Chances were Joan would head straight for the wrecked cart, which meant she needed to get as far away from it as possible.

      Spying a rock on the cluster of brown needles on the ground, she picked it up and tossed it as hard as she could on the other side of the cart. As long as Joan didn’t see her throw the damn thing, maybe she’d believe Grace was somewhere else and buy her a chance to escape.

      Joan laughed. “Do you think I’m stupid? That you could just toss a little rock and I wouldn’t know who threw it?”

      Damnit.

      Needing to move quick, Grace hurried to the next tree.

      Bang!

      Wood splintered from the nearby trunk, a bullet lodging into the bark inches from her head. Grace swallowed a scream and pressed her hands over her ears as she hunched forward, making herself as small as possible as she kept moving. Kept running as agony clutched her hip and shot down her leg. Her thigh muscle cramped and she gritted her teeth, pushing forward.

      “You’re making this way too easy,” Joan called out, her voice sounded too close.

      Staying as hidden by the underbrush as possible, Grace lunged uphill. She clawed at the ground, dirt and mud smearing on her hands. Moisture seeped into the knees of her leggings. She needed a better plan. No one knew where she was and the only path toward freedom was blocked. She couldn’t trick Joan. Not now that her location was compromised.

      Unless she went downhill. Climbing was too difficult, but she could scoot on her butt toward the river. She might find a better hiding spot, and definitely a bigger rock that could be more beneficial than the pebbles dotting the forest floor.

      “Hello?”

      An unfamiliar male voice sounded from the top of the ravine.

      Grace stilled, waiting for Joan’s response to the unexpected stranger.

      The rustling of leaves ceased, as if Joan stopped and pivoted toward the newcomer. “Oh, hey, Darrin. What are you doing?”

      Graced sucked in a sharp breath. She could jump up and wave her arms in the air. Alert Darrin to her distress. But Joan was a trained officer. If Darrin wasn’t armed, which there was no reason to assume he would be, she could take them both out in a matter of seconds.

      “I was out for a run and heard gun shots. I wanted to make sure everything’s okay, then I saw the golf cart. Did you get an accident? Are you hurt?”

      Grace pressed her back against a maple tree. She peered around the side for a better glimpse at Joan. The older woman was twenty yards to her left, Darrin straight above her.

      Joan hid the gun behind her back and grimaced. “I’m so glad you found me. Between the rain and the mud, the cart slid off the trail. I couldn’t control it and wound up down here. I hurt my ankle pretty bad. I could use some help getting back up.”

      The tremor in the other woman’s voice boiled Grace’s blood. She was a damn good actor, and if Grace didn’t do something, Darrin could be the rouge cop’s next victim.

      “No problem,” Darrin said, making his way down the ravine. “Stay where you are, and I’ll get ya. Last thing we need is one more person getting hurt.”

      Shit. There went her plan to sneak away while Joan was distracted. She searched the ground for anything she could use as a weapon. A fallen limb caught her eye. Grabbing it, she snapped the thin twigs from the top, leaving a thick branch with plenty of length to keep a little bit of distance between her and Joan.

      Not like the distance would matter if she wasn’t fast enough and Joan put a bullet in her.

      “Thanks,” Joan called out, casting a glance in Grace’s direction.

      She pressed her back to the tree trunk and squeezed her eyes shut, saying a quick prayer that she hadn’t been spied.

      “Sure is a shame about Shelly,” Darrin said as he hurried downhill. “Brynn’s a mess. Heading home today. I know that sonofabitch is responsible for this. I don’t understand how the local police can’t see it.”

      Crouching low, Grace ignored the constant burning sensation squeezing her hip. She held the end of the branch like a baseball bat and took a step away from the tree—away from cover. The forest wasn’t as dense as usual with the leaves falling and foliage dying in preparation of winter. But she couldn’t sit back and watch an innocent man die.

      Darrin skidded on a patch of wet weeds. He lifted his palms to steady himself. “Whoa. It’s slippery.”

      “Tell me about it,” Joan said, bringing her gun out of its hiding spot and training it on Darrin. “No need to come further.”

      She moved slowly, snaking between bushes, darting for cover wherever she could find it. Mere feet separated her from Joan, whose attention appeared to be fixed on Darrin. But Grace knew Joan listened for her, was in tune to every little shift of energy. Grace held her breath, calling on every detail of training she’d received during her years in Special Forces to stay under the radar.

      “What the…” Darrin’s eyes flew wide, and he held his palms in the air.

      Grace raised the branch and snuck behind Joan, slapping the makeshift weapon on the side of her head.

      Bang!

      The gun went off, and Darrin fell to the ground as Joan collapsed on the forest floor. She kept her grip on the gun and spun around to face Grace. Blood dotted her temple and her lips twisted into a sinister sneer. “I’m going to make you pay for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeke was back in the golf cart beside Lincoln, whizzing toward a path he’d been on only once before. He craned his neck and watched Tucker and Brooke veer off the trail, jump out of their cart, and disappear into the woods. “Where are they going?”

      “Chances are Grace took your golf cart to the spot in the forest where Shelly’s body was found. There is more than one way to get there. The path Brooke took is quicker, a straight shot to the death scene, but impossible to reach with the cart. Grace might have ditched the cart and attempted to hike to the spot. We need to cover all our bases, even if the odds are high she couldn’t make it with her injury.”

      The explanation was nearly lost in the jumble of terror clogging his brain. He didn’t care who went where or why. All he wanted was to find Grace as quickly as possible and make sure she was safe.

      Lincoln whipped around a curve. Wind barreled through the open sides, and the wheels bumped over an upturned root. A deep ravine cascaded down to a narrow stream on one side.

      Zeke tightened his muscles, bracing against the jarring impact. He wanted to get out and run, but he didn’t know the land. Didn’t know how to get to Grace. “There’s fresh tire marks, but those could be from anyone.”

      “True. But since they lead to where we’re heading, that’s a good sign.”

      Bang!

      “Gunshot,” Zeke said, his heart lodging in his throat. Oh God, if he didn’t make it in time…if Grace had been hurt or worse…he’d never get over it. Never get over not telling her exactly what she meant to him. Never get over losing her again.

      “Sounds close,” Lincoln said. “Do you have a gun?”

      Swallowing the bile rising in is throat, he shook his head. He hadn’t wanted to stop and find a gun to bring with him, especially since Lincoln had his weapon. “All I have is my pocketknife.”

      Lincoln cast him a quick glance. “You pocketed evidence?”

      “I took back what was mine, and I don’t think that’s our biggest concern at the moment.”

      Lincoln grumbled something Zeke couldn’t make out, and he didn’t care enough to ask for clarification. His stomach churned with each turn of the tires. Anxiety made his pulse race.

      Bang!

      Another shot made vomit hit his pallet. “That was even closer. They can’t be far.” He silently urged the cart to go faster, but Lincoln had already reached top speed. The crunch of wheels over sticks and dead leaves competed against the sound of his heart thudding against his breastbone.

      A shrill shriek split his eardrums.

      Grace!

      Mud stalled their progress. The cart slowed, and Zeke jumped out.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Lincoln yelled.

      “The mud’s too thick. You’re not going to get much further, and I won’t sit around on my ass while you try.” He shot forward, following the tread marks etched into the ground around a bend. The tracks grew thick and went off the trail, before heading toward the tree line. He walked beside the marks, retracing his steps as they circled back to the trail and veered toward the edge of the ravine.

      An overturned golf cart was jammed between two Evergreen trees. A crumpled body sprawled on the ground. But all that passed by in a flash as he spied Grace standing with a large stick in her hand, Joan sitting on the ground with a gun pointed at her chest.

      “No!” he screamed, running downhill. “Lincoln, hurry the hell up. And call for help!”

      Joan jerked around to face him, weapon still fixed on Grace, and Grace swung the branch.

      The gun went off as Grace connected her weapon to the top of Joan’s head.

      Joan collapsed.

      Grace staggered backward, eyes wide, and clutched her side before her knees buckled.

      Momentum pushed him faster down the incline. He sidestepped fallen limbs and upturned roots. “Grace!”

      She reached for him then fell to the ground.

      Terror squeezed all the air from his lungs. He raced past a motionless Joan and slid to a stop at Grace’s side before dropping to his knees. “Grace, honey. Can you hear me?”

      She moaned and cracked open her eyes. Blood seeped through the side of her hoodie. “Zeke? Joan killed Tessa. She killed Shelly and shot Darrin.” A cough overtook her body, and she winced. “I hurt so bad.”

      “I know, baby,” he said, swiping away a strand of hair from her forehead. “Help’s on the way. I’m right here with you. Just be strong.”

      “I’m cold.”

      He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over her. “Everything will be fine.”

      “Not for you,” Joan said.

      The raspy, weak voice raised the hairs on the back of his neck. He glanced up, and the gun pointed at Grace made his stomach drop.

      “Say goodbye to your girlfriend.”

      He dove over Grace.

      Bang!

      He stiffened his body, prepared for the familiar bite of pain to rip into him. Nothing came. Maintaining his protective position over Grace, he pivoted to face Joan.

      She lay face down on the ground, blood pooling from her head.

      Lincoln stood behind her. His gun dangled at his side.

      Relief crushed down on him, but it was short lived. He scrambled off Grace. Her eyes were closed. Her body limp. Her breaths shallow.

      No, no, no!

      He cradled her cheek in his palm and wiped away bits of dirt with the pad of his thumb. “Grace, baby, come on. Talk to me. Please. Wake up. I can’t lose you. Not now. Not after everything we’ve been through. Everything we worked through.”

      Desperation clogged his throat and tears rimmed the bottoms of his eyes. Footsteps thundered toward him. Lincoln’s voice carried to him on the wind.

      But he didn’t care. All that mattered was Grace and everything he’d never told her. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, unwilling to wait a second more to tell her exactly how he felt whether she heard him or not. “You can’t leave me again Grace. I love you.”
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      A sense of agonizing déjà vu encased Grace as she struggled to crack open her eyes. Florescent lights poured down on her and a steady beep nearby increased the throbbing in her head.

      “You just couldn’t stay away, could you?” Cliff, the nurse, said, flashing her a wide smile as he checked the numbers blinking on the machine beside the hospital bed. “I’d prefer spending time with you outside of work, though. Not taking care of you after you were shot in the side.”

      “Calm down there, Romeo,” Zeke said, his voice low and a bit menacing. He sat in a chair he’d pulled next to the bed and held onto her hand without the IV.

      “Can’t be a coincidence your woman keeps showing up in a bed I’m responsible for.”

      Warmth spread through her that had nothing to do with whatever was being pumped into her body.

      Zeke’s woman.

      They hadn’t discussed where their relationship stood, but she hoped with her whole being that she could call herself his.

      Cliff fiddled with a few buttons then shot her a wink as he hurried to the door. “Call if you need me. I’ll come running.”

      A low growl rose from Zeke.

      “Thanks.” She managed a small smile before he left the room.

      “How are you feeling?” Zeke grazed the tip of his index finger over her knuckles, his handsome face pinched with concern.

      Wincing, she shifted to sit straighter. “I’ve been better.”

      He frowned. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. Sorry Joan fooled us all and got her hands on you. I swear, I’ve never been so scared in my whole damn life.”

      “Worse than when I was hit by a truck?” Her attempt at humor did nothing to erase the worry lines from around his eyes.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice catching. “Because this time I thought I’d lost you before I got a chance to tell you exactly what you mean to me. I love you, Grace, and I don’t want to go another second without you knowing it. I don’t want to place any pressure on you. Don’t want you to feel like you need to say or do anything. But I need you to know where I stand, and I’ll stand by your side or even a step behind if that’s what you want. If you still need time and space to find yourself. I just want you to be happy.”

      Joy exploded in Grace’s chest and curled her toes against the stiff blanket. She’d been lost for so long, she never thought true happiness would ever find its way back into her life. But all it took was Zeke showing up and melting the resistance around her heart. Being patient and understanding and realizing what she needed was a hard look at the root of her issues—issues it was now up to her to tackle head on. And she wanted him beside her every step of the way.

      A knock at the door stole her chance to respond. Brooke rushed inside while Lincoln hovered in the doorway.

      “You need to stop scaring us,” Brooke said, coming to a stop beside the bed and gripping the handrail.

      Grace snorted. “Trust me, I’m not doing it on purpose.”

      Zeke kept a firm hold of her hand, bringing it to rest on his knee, but settled against his chair.

      “Well, with Joan out of the picture, you should be safe now,” Lincoln said.

      “I told you Zeke was innocent.” She couldn’t help but make the comment. She didn’t blame Lincoln or anyone else on the Pine Valley Police Department for what happened, but Zeke being vindicated felt good.

      Lincoln scowled. “I didn’t really think he killed Tessa. The evidence against him was too tidy, and there was no reason for him to murder a woman he’d never met. You just didn’t trust me to do my job. There were a lot of moving pieces you weren’t aware of, and I couldn’t divulge.”

      Not wanting to get into a senseless argument, she blew out a long breath. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter now anyway. How are you?” She’d taken more than one life in her time spent in the army. No matter the circumstances, the idea that she was the reason someone was no longer on this earth always took away a piece of her.

      “I’m fine,” Lincoln said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I did what I had to do.”

      Brooke hurried to his side and slipped an arm around his waist. “We all did. And now we can put this whole nightmare behind us.”

      “What about Darrin?” Zeke asked. “Any updates?”

      Brooke nodded. “He just made it out of surgery. His parents are in the waiting room. He’ll have to spend a few nights before he’s released, but he’s expected to make a full recovery.”

      Relief expanded her lungs. “If he hadn’t shown up, I don’t know if I would have made it out of those woods alive. I hate he was hurt, but I owe him.”

      “We owe him,” Zeke said, squeezing her hand.

      Gratitude misted her eyes.

      Brooke cleared her throat. “Well, then. Now that I’ve seen for myself that you’re all right, we’ll leave you two alone. I expect you to go straight home as soon as you’re discharged. And you’re not to leave your bed for at least two days after that.”

      Zeke grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of her.”

      “I trust you will,” Brooke said. “The positive news is you should be good to go before the party next weekend.”

      Grace forced a smile. Not even a bullet wound could get her out of the ridiculous celebration Brooke had planned. “Great.”

      Brooke gave a hip-high wave while Lincoln dipped his chin then they disappeared into the hall.

      Zeke leaned forward. “I didn’t hear any arguments about my plans once we leave here.”

      Heat burned her core. She didn’t care how much pain she’d be in once she left, she planned to let Zeke do whatever the hell he wanted with her. “No complaints, just questions.”

      He frowned. “Such as?”

      Biting into her bottom lip, she forced herself to keep eye contact. The words he shared before they were interrupted were amazing, but she needed to know what they meant for their future. He only had a few days left at the retreat before he was supposed to go home. “What happens when your time here is over?”

      “That depends on you.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Me?”

      “I told you where I stand—how I feel. If you want me in your life, we’ll figure it out. If you need time, that’s fine too.”

      His constant ability to say the right thing, be the person she needed, overwhelmed her. “I love you, and I want you with me every day. By my side. Every step. I can’t believe I wasted so much time. I don’t want to waste any more, but I don’t know what that looks like for us. I might miss Texas, and I do want to go back and see everyone, but I like where I am now. I love my job, my home, my friends. I don’t want to give that up, and I don’t want to ask you to give up anything either. No matter how much I love you.”

      “Honey, that’s all I needed to hear.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      The side of his mouth slid up in a half-grin that she’d give anything to kiss. “That you love me. That you want to be with me. I don’t care about anything else. I can get a job anywhere, live anywhere, as long as I’m with you. Besides, I really like the view of the mountains from your deck. And I really like that cat of yours.”

      Her breath caught in her throat, and the tears pooling behind her bottom lashes spilled over her cheeks. “You really mean that? You’d move to Pine Valley?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Ignoring the sting of discomfort, she leaned forward and looped her arms around his neck. “Thank you for finding me. For loving me. For helping me see what I need to do to help myself. I loved you the first time I laid eyes on you, and I’ve never stopped. Not for one minute. And I’m so damn happy.”

      He shifted to sit on the edge of the bed and pressed his lips to hers. “Ditto.”
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        * * *

      

      Staring out at the rugged peaks of the Smoky Mountains, Zeke disconnected his call with Brooke and took the last sip of his coffee. The chill of the morning air cooled his cheeks, and the remaining leaves that clung to their branches swayed with the gentle breeze. He filled his lungs with fresh air then retreated inside.

      Annie meowed and darted for his legs. She rubbed against his shins and purred.

      He bent and scratched behind the little cat’s ears. “You can’t fool me. You’ve got plenty of food.”

      “She doesn’t understand what that means. She always wants more.” Grace swiveled around to face him from her spot on the stool by the island, a bowl of cereal in front of her. “How’d your call go with Brooke?”

      Straightening, he placed a kiss on Grace’s forehead. “Good. She’s excited I’m staying in town and is open to the idea of me filling in for you at the retreat while you heal.” Brooke also assured him he should feel free to use any of the amenities the retreat offered, including the therapy options he hadn’t gotten around to attending due to the chaos surrounding him as soon as he arrived at Crossroads Mountain Retreat.

      Now he’d have the option of whatever classes he thought could be beneficial while helping both Brooke and Grace. In the meantime, he could figure out his next move. He’d been staying with Grace at her place, but he wasn’t sure if that would be a permanent thing. He hoped to hell it was, and so much more, but he wanted to wait for the perfect time before bringing up their future.

      “That’s great, but I don’t think it’s going to take me too long to get back on the job. I’ve been home from the hospital two days and I’m already going stir crazy. Even if I can’t do everything, I can at least help you or do paperwork.”

      “You must be really bored if you want to do paperwork,” he said with a small laugh. “Do you have paper and a pen anywhere? I want to jot down a few details from Brooke before I forget.”

      “In the top drawer by the fridge.” She spooned a bite of her cereal in her mouth. “Did she mention the party this weekend?”

      “Yep.” He rounded the island and found the drawer. Yanking it open, he shuffled through the take-out menus and other clutter for what he needed. “I also talked to her about Penelope. Pen insists on coming with Moose to see you this weekend. She’s leaving the baby home so the two of them can have some adult time together but bringing Smokey. Brooke’s letting them stay in one of the cabins.”

      “I’m a little nervous to see her but glad she’ll be here. It’s been too long since I’ve seen her. My sister is coming too. I’m afraid this three-year celebration is turning into a family reunion.”

      “Which would delight Brooke to no end.” He might have just met the owner of the retreat, but her kindness and generosity had been evident the first time he’d spoken to her. Knowing her party to celebrate the retreat played any kind of part in reuniting Grace with her loved ones would delight her.

      “Let’s just hope Brooke’s serving alcohol.”

      He chuckled and shoved his hand further into the drawer. His finger brushed against something small and velvety. His heart stopped. He edged the object to the opening and sucked in a deep breath. “Grace?”

      “Hmm?” She slurped another bite of cereal.

      Grabbing the little velvet box, he spun to face her. “What’s this?”

      She let the spoon fall into her bowl, jaw dropping. “My wedding rings.”

      “You kept them?”

      “Of course.”

      If there was ever a more perfect sign from the universe that now was the time to confess all to Grace, this was it. Nervous excitement danced in his gut and moved him across the tile floor to her side. He opened the box and slid out the one carat solitaire diamond with matching band he’d chosen so long ago. “I remember when I bought this.”

      She smiled and reached for his free hand.

      “I was so nervous. So afraid that I’d pick out the wrong ring. That you’d be disappointed in my choice.”

      Her smile faded and eyes widened. “I’d never be disappointed in anything you did.”

      Tilting his head back and forth, he scrunched his nose. “Let’s not get carried away,” he teased. “But I did know you would understand I tried my best and put a lot of thought into the ring.”

      “You never told me any of this.”

      He shrugged, heart pounding. “I wanted a ring that wasn’t flashy. Something that even though maybe a tad bit practical and traditional, could still blind someone with its brilliance. I wanted something to represent who you are.”

      “Oh my gosh, Zeke. You’re so thoughtful. That’s so sweet.”

      Grinning, he pressed on. “Grace, you’ve always been the most beautiful woman in every room. You have a quiet strength that sets you apart from everyone else. A selflessness that shines from your soul. You’re kind and caring and slipping this ring on your finger was one of the happiest moments of my entire life. I couldn’t believe I’d get to call you mine for eternity.”

      She frowned and tossed her long braid over her shoulder. She fiddled with the ends of her hair as if unsure how to react. “I’m sorry I took that away from you.”

      “You didn’t take anything away from me. You just wrote an unexpected chapter in our book. A book that’s still being written. And I’d love nothing more than for the next chapter to start with slipping this ring back on your finger where it belongs.”

      Grace gasped and pressed a trembling hand to her mouth.

      “I love you. I want you to be my wife. I want to stay here with you, in this house, in this place, forever.”

      She nodded along with his words. “I want nothing more. I want to make up for lost time. I want to love you until the day I die.”

      He positioned the ring on her finger and joy exploded inside him before he engulfed her in a hug and held her close.

      “Let’s get married right away,” she said, pressing kisses along his jawline. “I don’t want to live another day not being your wife.”

      “Sounds perfect. We’ll make some calls soon, but until then, we better listen to the doctor and get you back to bed.” He scooped her into his arms and headed toward her bedroom, the sound of Grace’s laughter ringing in his ears.

      A sound he was excited to hear for the rest of his life.
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      A slight limp slowed Grace’s progress across the parking lot and up the porch steps to the lodge. At least she didn’t need the darn crutches anymore. Not with Zeke by her side, offering any assistance she might need a little over a week after being tackled by a runaway truck then shot.

      The afternoon sun beat down on her and chased away the late autumn breeze. White clouds dotted the blue sky, creating the perfect fall day, as if Brooke had a direct phoneline to the big man himself and demanded the best weather for the party she’d painstakingly put together.

      Zeke rested his hand on the small of her back and ushered her through the front door. “Wow. Brooke knows how to draw a crowd. This place is packed.”

      Grace snorted. “Yeah. She didn’t exactly provide the staff with a choice. We all had to be here to celebrate our achievements. Her words, not mine.”

      “I figured.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “But I’m glad we’re here. I haven’t seen you in a dress in a long time. It was worth the wait, even though I’d rather be getting you out of it.”

      Giggling, she ran a palm over the smooth silk. “Tempting offer. Maybe we should head home now.”

      “Too late,” Zeke said, lifting his hand to greet Cruz and Zoe on the other side of the room. “We’ve been spotted.”

      She sighed. “Guess you’ll just have to imagine what I have—or more like what I don’t have—underneath this for a little while longer.”

      He groaned and nibbled her ear.

      Heat coursed through her body, and she cursed Brooke for keeping her away from the one place she really wanted to be…in bed with her husband.

      Brooke and Lincoln appeared in front of the stone hearth in the center of the room. Brooke’s long hair was curled around her face. She wore a simple white dress that stopped mid-calf, her red heels bringing the top of her head to Lincoln’s shoulders.

      Looking dapper in gray slacks and a white dress shirt with the sleeves pushed to his elbows, Lincoln cleared his throat and lifted his hands to quiet the crowded room.

      Brooke stepped up on the hearth. “Hello and thank you all for coming. I’m so honored that Crossroads Mountain Retreat has come to mean as much to all of you as it does to me. This place saved me. It gave me something to pour my soul into as I healed. It gave my life a purpose.” She beamed up at Lincoln. “And it led me to my happily ever after.”

      A collective awe hummed in the room.

      “And today,” Brooke continued. “I wanted us all to celebrate what a huge milestone we’ve hit. Three years of giving back to a wonderful fraternity of law enforcement and veterans. There have been some ups and downs along the way, and now I want to add one more very huge up to the list. Lincoln and I would like to invite you all to gather on the deck and join us as we become husband and wife.”

      Grace gasped and clung to Zeke’s hand.

      “Wow,” he said. “Did you have any idea they planned to get married today?”

      She shook her head, shock rooting her to her spot. “I had no idea, but it explains why she was so concerned with seeing this party through even with everything going on.”

      “Well, we better get out to the deck. We don’t want to miss it.” He captured her hand and led her through the throng of people.

      She smiled and waved at familiar faces of friends and coworkers. “Have you seen Penelope or Whitney? I told them we’d meet them here.”

      “Nope, but we’ll look for them after the ceremony.”

      She couldn’t hide her smile as she stepped outside. Floral garland wrapped around the railing, and a beautiful archway made of woven sticks and greenery was erected on the far side of the deck. Chairs were set up facing the archway, the lake and mountains beyond completing the awe-inspiring picture. “Damn, Brooke really knows how to throw a party.”

      “Does it make you wish we would have done more than run off to the courthouse?”

      “Not at all.” She grinned and hugged his arm as he escorted her to a pair of white-cloth chairs near the front. No way she’d miss a second of watching two of her closest friends commit their lives to each other.

      Brooke and Lincoln took their spots, both grinning ear-to-ear, and Cruz stood between them.

      “Looks like Cruz got ordained,” Zeke said. “That’s pretty cool.”

      She linked their hands and squeezed. “Very special.”

      “I’m so happy to see you all here today as we celebrate the love of Brooke and Lincoln,” Cruz said once everyone had a seat. “I still don’t know how my brother was lucky enough to win Brooke.”

      Laughter bubbled in the air.

      As he continued, Grace leaned her head on Zeke’s shoulder. She rested her palm on top of their joined hands and grazed her fingers over the wedding ring nestled back on his finger. Cruz continued to speak of love and kindness, joy and commitment—echoing the sentiments the judge had spoken to her and Zeke days before.

      When Brooke and Lincoln faced each other to say their vows, Grace stared up at Zeke. She mouthed the words, and he said them back, reaffirming their devotion to one another.

      Devotion she’d honor every day for the rest of her life.
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      Don’t miss out on Brooke and Lincoln’s amazing love story in Crossroads of Revenge. A fast-paced romantic suspense filled with plenty of twists and turns and a happily ever after.
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        Freya  Barker: Burning for Autumn

        B.P. Beth: Scott

        Jane Blythe: Salvaging Marigold

        Julia Bright, Justice for Amber

        Hadley Finn: Exton

        Emily Gray: Shelter for Allegra

        Danielle M. Haas: Crossroads of Betrayal

        Deanndra Hall: Shelter for Sharla

        Jenna Harte: Dead But Not Forgotten

        India Kells: Shadow Killer

        Amber Kuhlman: Protecting Paisley

        Reina Torres: Justice for Sloane

        Aubree Valentine, Justice for Danielle

        Maddie Wade: Finding English

      

        

      
        Tarpley VFD Series

        Silver James, Fighting for Elena

        Deanndra Hall, Fighting for Carly

        Haven Rose, Fighting for Calliope

        MJ Nightingale, Fighting for Jemma

        TL Reeve, Fighting for Brittney

        Nicole Flockton, Fighting for Nadia

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        As you  know, this book included at least one character from Susan Stoker’s books. To check out more, see below.

      

        

      
        SEAL Team Hawaii Series

        Finding Elodie

        Finding Lexie

        Finding Kenna

        Finding Monica

        Finding Carly

        Finding Ashlyn

        Finding Jodelle (July 2023)

      

        

      
        Eagle Point Search & Rescue

        Searching for Lilly

        Searching for Elsie

        Searching for Bristol

        Searching for Caryn (April 2023)

        Searching for Finley (Sept 2023)

        Searching for Heather (Jan 2024)

        Searching for Khloe (TBA)

      

        

      
        The Refuge Series

        Deserving Alaska

        Deserving Henley

        Deserving Reese (May 2023)

        Deserving Cora (Nov 2023)

        Deserving Lara (Feb 2024)

        Deserving Maisy (TBA)

        Deserving Ryleigh (TBA)

      

        

      
        Delta Team Two Series

        Shielding Gillian

        Shielding Kinley

        Shielding Aspen

        Shielding Jayme (novella)

        Shielding Riley

        Shielding Devyn

        Shielding Ember

        Shielding Sierra

      

        

      
        SEAL of Protection: Legacy Series

        Securing Caite (FREE!)

        Securing Brenae (novella)

        Securing Sidney

        Securing Piper

        Securing Zoey

        Securing Avery

        Securing Kalee

        Securing Jane

      

        

      
        Delta Force Heroes Series

        Rescuing Rayne (FREE!)

        Rescuing Aimee (novella)

        Rescuing Emily

        Rescuing Harley

        Marrying Emily (novella)

        Rescuing Kassie

        Rescuing Bryn

        Rescuing Casey

        Rescuing Sadie (novella)

        Rescuing Wendy

        Rescuing Mary

        Rescuing Macie (novella)

        Rescuing Annie

      

        

      
        Badge of Honor: Texas Heroes Series

        Justice for Mackenzie (FREE!)

        Justice for Mickie

        Justice for Corrie

        Justice for Laine (novella)

        Shelter for Elizabeth

        Justice for Boone

        Shelter for Adeline

        Shelter for Sophie

        Justice for Erin

        Justice for Milena

        Shelter for Blythe

        Justice for Hope

        Shelter for Quinn

        Shelter for Koren

        Shelter for Penelope

      

        

      
        SEAL of Protection Series

        Protecting Caroline (FREE!)

        Protecting Alabama

        Protecting Fiona

        Marrying Caroline (novella)

        Protecting Summer

        Protecting Cheyenne

        Protecting Jessyka

        Protecting Julie (novella)

        Protecting Melody

        Protecting the Future

        Protecting Kiera (novella)

        Protecting Alabama’s Kids (novella)

        Protecting Dakota

      

        

      
        New York Times, USA Today and Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author Susan Stoker has a heart as big as the state of Tennessee where she lives, but this all American girl has also spent the last fourteen years living in Missouri, California, Colorado, Indiana, and Texas. She’s married to a retired Army man who now gets to follow her around the country.

      

        

      
        www.stokeraces.com

        www.AcesPress.com

        susan@stokeraces.com
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